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The cover page also contains two subtitles at the bottom. The first
one is a survivor’s tale, which, unlike the main title, is not visually sig-
nificant, in that its semantic value is purely verbal. Its meaning rein-
forces the reference to the Holocaust, but its relevance is much greater
in relation to the story as a whole than to the details of the cover page.

The second sub-title, “my father bleeds history”, seems to have a
stronger connection with the main title. Indeed, it would be difficult
not to see a link between the stains of blood which form the word
maus and the verb ‘bleeds’. The meaning of such a link, which is
somewhat blurred in the cover page, becomes clearer as soon as the
reader realises that the main story of Maus is told by the author’s father
Vladek. So, the blood with which the main title appears to have been
written acquires another significance: it symbolises the fact that the
story is told by Vladek, who ‘bleeds’ it because of the excruciating pains
narrated.

3. THE INTERACTION BETWEEN WORDS AND PICTURES

Comics are thought to have a higher level of comprehensibility than
conventional literature thanks to the fact that “Illustration and prose,
interacting within each panel, provide a redundancy of information that
aids understanding” (Wright and Sherman, 1994, p. 45).

According to this notion, the message, in comics, would be con-
veyed by two parallel and concurrent signifiers which refer to the same
signified:

Words

. Meanin,
Pictures &

Theoretically, the presence of two processes of signification would
enable one to remove any one of the signifiers without the conveyance
of the meaning being affected. Figure 2 is an extract from an illustrat-
ed version of Gulliver’s Travels:

As can be seen, the words say exactly what the pictures show, in
a relationship of perfect redundancy: the removal of either words or
pictures would not cause any loss in meaning. Because the story is tar-
geted at primary school pupils, the redundancy of information is meant
to effectively aid understanding. In cases like this, the function of the
pictures is to provide a sort of visual definition for the words, so that
the child can improve his vocabulary and reading skills.
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The ship goes down with most of the crew.*
But 8 few people hofd on to the rock.
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The ship hits a big rock.

“the people who work on 3 ship

Figure 2.

In comics the signification process can be much more complex.
Roger Sabin observes that:

Words and pictures do not have to refer to the same thing, and
creators can play with juxtaposition to create a variety of dramatic mod-
os ... the permutation of [words and pictures] are almost endless - lim-
ited only by the imaginations of the creators

(Sabin, 1993, p. 9

Indeed, in comics words and pictures do not normally refer to the
same thing but, rather, they contribute different information towards the
interpretation of the text.
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In the second chapter of the volume II of Maus (Fig. 3), the author
is portrayed in the present (the end of the Eighties), and the story
becomes a meta-story. The title of this chapter is “AUSCHWITZ (time
flies)”, where “time flies” is syntactically ambiguous. One possibility is
that “time” is a noun and the subject of the verb “flies”, in which case
the title is a very common metaphorical expression. Indeed, the first
few panels of the chapter show Art Spiegelman who, while at his draw-
ing table, reflects upon some events in his parents’ lives and puts them
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in a parallel comparison with the present times. The quick succession
of dates and events, which are forty years apart, conveys the idea of
the time that flies.

The second possibility is that “time” is an attribute of the noun
“flies”, in which case the expression finds a justification on the visual
plane of the same page. The flies that buzz around the artist come
from the past, from his own parents’ past, from the dead bodies that
were piled up in huge pits outside the concentration camps and which
are now amassed on the floor of his studio. In this sense, they are the
flies of time.

Thanks to the inter-relation of words and pictures, both syntactic
renderings of the chapter title are explicated in the text. However, the
one in which “time” is an attribute of “flies” seems to be preponder-
ant. This interpretation is already indicated in the title page of the chap-
ter by the presence of some flies drawn around the main picture. In
fact, after reading the whole chapter, it becomes clearer that the flies
that come from the corpses symbolise the constant and very uncom-
fortable thought of the horrific events his parents went through that
keeps tormenting the present life of Art Spiegelman. It is very signifi-
cant that the last panel of the chapter shows Art using an insecticide
to kill the bugs that are “eating [him] alive”.

The pile of corpses in the artist’s studio is foregrounded against the
‘reality’ of the context. Similarly, in the second page of the chapter
(Fig. 4), the author is portrayed ‘shrunken’ to the size of a child. This
happens in a situation in which he feels particularly helpless, namely
when literary critics and film producers overwhelm him with questions
and offers that he cannot handle. It is a very original way to portray
the image of the pure artist who does not want to be questioned about
his work or, worse, to adapt it into a commercial production. This visu-
al representation of the author’s feelings occurs in a book where visu-
al metaphor is a leitmotif.

4. 'THE METAPHORS AND POSSIBLE WORLDS OF MAUS

As mentioned above, the main story is the autobiographical narra-
tion of Vladek’s experience immediately before and during his depor-
tation to Auschwitz, which makes Maus an historical account, rather
than a work of fiction. Yet, its faithfulness to reality seems, at least
on a superficial level, to be marred by the partial zoomorphication of
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the characters. People are portrayed with different animal faces accord-
ing to their nationalities: Jews have faces of mice, Germans of cats,
Poles of pigs, Americans of dogs, and so on. Technically, this repre-
sents a problem of classification: is Maus a fictional or non-fictional
work?

Yet, the undoubted reality of Vladek’s account is not enough for
the problem to be dismissed. In this respect it is useful to take into
account a semiotic analysis (Trifonas, 1998) of Effie, a picture book in
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which the characters are insects who have some human faculties, like,
for example, the ability to speak. In his article Trifonas states that:

...the reader is alerted to the fact that the story is fictional and not real-
istic, since ants do not possess the human faculty of speech and it is
extremely doubtful that in the history of the world there has ever exist-
ed an ant named Effie with anthropomorphic features of the kind objec-
tified in the visual text.

(1998, p. 9

Strictly speaking, the same statement could be applied to Maus. It
becomes evident how this poses a very serious problem: the fact that
people with animal faces never existed in the history of the world could
justify statements against the non-fictional nature of the story, and, by
extension, even against the historicity of the Holocaust. Consequently,
Spiegelman’s stylistic choice merits a very attentive analysis. Trifonas’
article itself indicates the theoretical basis for such an analysis. First of
all, he claims that:

...semiotics offers a highly developed epistemological, theoretical, and
methodological framework for ‘deconstructing’ the structure of lexical
(and visual) signs embodied within picture books as communicative sign
systems or codes that function to convey meaning, thus affording the
researcher the opportunity to examine the total text as a medium for
exchanging and disseminating knowledge.

(1998, p. 3

So, in order to properly comprehend the information conveyed by
the total text it is necessary to deconstruct it into signs and see how
the various systems of signs interact with each other. Secondly, anoth-
er important concept should be considered: that of ‘possible worlds’.
Umberto Eco (1979) explains that the world created in a novel or in a
fairy tale, for example, is a possible world, in that it has certain prop-
erties which readers take as parameters for a comparison with the real
world; the properties of the real world, in turn, will depend on the
encyclopaedia (world knowledge) of each individual reader, who will
assess the degree of ‘possibility’ of the world portrayed in the text
(1979, pp. 122-173).

Given these two notions, it is first of all possible to observe that
on a macro level, Maus is composed of two main codes: language and
images. As the analysis of the cover page has already shown, howev-
er, these two codes can be dissected into sub-codes, so that, in this
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case, the animal faces could be regarded and analysed as a sub-code
of the visual code.

Besides, the animal-face sub-code also represents one of the prop-
erties of the possible world of Maus and, precisely, one that does not
match the real world. However, the encyclopedia of the average read-
ership of Maus (which is unlikely to include young children) will make
it possible to recognise the ‘reality’ of other such properties as geo-
graphical names and historical events. For example, Poland, New York,
Auschwitz and Manhattan are all known to exist also in the real world
by the average reader, and so are the Second World War and the Nazi
regime in Germany.

The concurrent presence of properties that exist in the real world
and properties that in the real world do not exist necessarily generates
a sense of disbelief in the reader, and it could allow one to liken Maus
to the picture book Effie. But there is a substantial difference. In Effie,
as Trifonas observes,

...the total text, both lexical and visual, works toward the suspension
of disbelief by narcotizing any ideological disjunctions which may be
created between extratextual paradigms derived from the reader/view-
er's encyclopaedic knowledge and the internal paradigms of the possi-
ble world portrayed in the picture book that would impinge upon and
mar the vicarious aesthetic experiences promulgated by the artistic text.

(1998, p. 9

In Maus, instead, nothing works towards the narcotization of the
discrepancies between extratextual and internal paradigms. In the ver-
bal text there are no references to any animal-like feature of the char-
acters. The text as a whole does not contain any element that would
attempt to suspend the reader’s disbelief about the animal-face prop-
erty. Everything has a meticulous realistic accuracy (reinforced by the
inclusion of maps, diagrams, real photographs and other faithfully
reported information) except the animal faces. In fact, in Maus rather
than narcotization there occurs the opposite phenomenon: the coinci-
dence of properties between the possible world of the text and the real
world is so regular and precise that, in this sense, the animal-face prop-
erty represents a deviation from the norm and is therefore fore-
grounded. Consequently, the animal-face sub-code attracts the reader’s
attention and calls for an interpretation.

Talking about comics, Walter Moro claims that “One relevant dif-
ference between images and writing is that words refer to abstract con-
cepts, whereas images represent a concrete reality” (Moro, 1991, p. 54;

451

CAUCE. Num. 24. SARACENI, Mario (Thailand/UK). Seeing beyond language: When words ...

= = Centro Virtual Cervantes















CAUCE. Nim. 24. SARACENI, Mario (Thailand/UK). Seeing beyond language: When words ...
-~

= = Centro Virtual Cervantes



	CampoTexto: CAUCE. Núm. 24. SARACENI, Mario (Thailand/UK). Seeing beyond language: When words ...


