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Abstract
Purpose – This paper features artwork and artists’ statements by middle school students who participated
in a research collaboration that involved co-authoring critical literacy curriculum for Art Spiegelman’s
graphic novel Maus: A Survivors Tale (1986) with teacher candidates from the University of Toronto.
Design/methodology/approach – Youth explored personal and social justice issues through
writing and artwork produced in response to Maus. In the process, they navigated what historian
Dominick LaCapra (1998) has referred to as the “delicate relationship between empathy and critical
distance” (pp. 4-5), between closely identifying with the agonizing experiences Spiegelman documents
and using their inquiries to cultivate more critical positionalities and assume activist stances on
historical and contemporary social justice issues.
Findings – As they describe in their brief statements included alongside their artwork, creating these
projects allowed youth to bear witness to a terrible moment in human history and to envision how they
can make a difference in their own communities.
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Originality/value – This work suggests how the arts can be mobilized in critical literacy as a vehicle
to interrogate difficult historical moments and multifaceted identity issues.
Keywords Critical literacy, Arts-based research, Collaborative inquiry, Curriculum studies,
Social justice education, Youth literacies

Empathy and
critical
distance

Downloaded by Emerald Institution, Kathy Robson At 01:39 28 February 2017 (PT)

Paper type Viewpoint

Introduction
In this paper, we feature the figurative and conceptual artwork of a group of middle school
students who participated in a research collaboration called Addressing Injustices, which
involved co-authoring critical literacy curriculum for Art Spiegelman’s (1986) graphic novel
Maus: A Survivors Tale (1986) with teacher candidates at the University of Toronto. Much
as the book documents Spiegelman’s struggles to come to terms with what it means to be the
child of a Holocaust survivor, youth explored myriad personal and social justice issues
through writing and artwork produced in response to Maus. In the process, the students
navigated what historian LaCapra (1998, pp. 4-5) has referred to as the “delicate relationship
between empathy and critical distance”, between closely identifying with the agonizing
experiences Spiegelman documents and using their inquiries to cultivate more critical
positionalities and assume activist stances on historical and contemporary social justice
issues. In LaCapra’s terms, many students empathically acted out Holocaust survivors’
histories while reading Maus by reliving the past. They, however, were invited to take a step
further and critically work through the tragedy, using art and writing as means of reflecting
upon Spiegelman’s story, while making sense of their own emotional responses and
concerns.
The artwork and artists’ statements that follow this introduction were the product of
a several-month process of inquiry into Spiegelman’s graphic novel. We held class
sessions with teacher candidates and students at the university where Rob teaches, in
Sarah’s grade eight classroom, and at a local art museum, in conjunction with an
exhibition of Spiegelman’s work: CO-MIX: A Retrospective [www.ago.net/artspiegelmans-co-mix-a-retrospective]. We intentionally travelled across sites so that the
students and pre-service teachers would have access to a variety of spaces, individuals and
discourses to help them both make sense of the shock of facing the traumatic moments
described in the book and respond to it actively and creatively. Teachers and students
explored their family histories through writing, surfacing the cultural and historical
legacies that informed their awareness and experience of the Holocaust, and used
these histories as catalysts for investigating core issues in the text and
contemporary society, including the persistence of racism and anti-Semitism, witnessing
and the role of the witness and the tension between empathy and Holocaust denial.
These paintings, constructed on foam core with paper, velum, paint and collage
materials, made by individual students in response to a panel they chose from
Spiegelman’s graphic novel, were the culminating project from this inquiry. The
structure for the paintings was inspired by a series of paintings and lithographs by
Belgian artist Pierre Alechinsky, the son of Russian-Jewish immigrants, which were
exhibited at the Guggenheim Museum in 1987. This retrospective featured
Alechinsky’s (1987) “mature style and his preoccupation with what he refers to as
his ‘marginal work’”. Most of the pictures in Alechinsky’s series are anchored by a
large central image, surrounded, for the most part, by rectangular cells – similar to
those in a comic book – each framing a smaller, related image. Of relevance to our
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study of the Holocaust, Alechinsky was himself making art in response to the
horrors of the Second World War.
Students were asked to choose a panel from Maus that elicited a strong emotional
response from them. That panel, or series of panels, was then photocopied and
transferred to a rectangular piece of foam core using rubber cement. Students then
sketched out the images surrounding the central image(s), being constantly
cognizant of the relationship between Spiegelman’s illustration and those they
created themselves in the margins. As with all the work we did for this project,
students and teachers walked a fine line in their responses to the text, between what
LaCapra (1998) identifies as:
[…] full identification, whereby you try to relive the experience of the other, or find yourself
unintentionally reliving it; and pure objectification, which is the denial of transference […] and
simply trying to be as objectifying and neutral an observer as possible (p. 4).

Students had access to various media, including photographic images of the Holocaust,
illustrated historical texts and images from their own family histories. The panels were
created in five 1-h-long sessions over the course of two weeks, as a culminating, visual
reflection on and emotional response to their learning about the Holocaust through
reading Maus. The different student artists spanned the spectrum from “full
identification” with the characters in Maus, and the people who experienced firsthand
the horrors of the Holocaust, and those more neutral observers. Anja Lambers wrote of
a particularly disturbing image in her painting:
I personally interpret it as a reference to being stripped of an identity during the Holocaust and
I find that this figure has no identity – or soul for that matter. It’s funny because you can tell
that the figure is meant to be human […] and yet it is empty and seems dead.

Where Anja’s startlingly affective image was created almost unconsciously, Lucas
Miller-Owen took a conscious, intentional approach to the images he included on his panel:
I drew the picture of the truck with the people in it to show what people might have brought with
them to the camps, even though those things were taken away. We looked at a lot of pictures of
shoes, and things people had brought with them. Not having their own things would be really
upsetting, and the people in the camps wouldn’t be able to remember their families if their pictures
were taken away from them. And also, having their passports confiscated would be like shutting
the gate on their last chance of getting away from the camps or from Germany.

Lucas’ approach to his art-making showed a measured reaction to the horrors he learned
about: he was able to distance himself enough from the text to think through the logistics of
being taken to a concentration camp and losing all hope of escaping while, at the same time,
allowing himself to make an emotional connection deep enough to understand the profound
and shattering impact of losing not only one’s family members but also all images of them.
Lucas’, Anja’s and other students’ work signal the way arts can be mobilized in
critical literacy as a vehicle to interrogate difficult historical moments and multifaceted
identity issues. As they describe in their brief statements included alongside their
artwork, creating these projects allowed youth to bear witness to a terrible moment in
human history and to envision how they can make a difference in their own communities
and the social world we share.
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Critical montage, emotional transference: remixing Maus
For my panel I
chose to go with the
colours red and black
because I’ve always
related those colours
paired together to
mean something bad
(also because of what
was provided). For the
content I tried to draw
in the same style as
Art Spiegelman, and
also used the red for
more abstract parts. I
also included some
writing just to express
some parts of the book
that really spoke to
how horrible this
experience was. That
was the general theme
of my panel.
While doing the
project I learned a lot
about my family and
relatives so I tried to

keep that in mind and relate it back to my panel, especially the
stories I learned that my great grandmother was involved in. I
tried to remember what was told to me through my grandmother
to relate the art to my life on a more personal level. I think a big
fear that most people have – including me – is of something like
the Holocaust happening again and having to relive those
horrors.
Learning about the Holocaust and World War II helped form this art piece because
without having all those classes and learning all of that I wouldn’t have had any
information or meaning to add to the concept of my piece. In my panel the choices I made
about what and what not to include were definitely influenced by the talks we had in
class and the ways we were taught.
Abby Hazard
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I started off choosing a panel that stood out to me as powerful and
continued to incorporate similar images and concepts in the
surrounding panels. I particularly focused on the bottom left panel
which was of this dark, faceless figure. At first it was meant to
resemble a hanging human, but when that didn’t work out, it morphed
into an ominous figure lurking within a black cube. I personally
interpret it as a reference to being stripped of an identity during the
Holocaust and I find that this figure has no identity – or soul for that
matter. It’s funny because you can tell that the figure is meant to be
human, because it has just enough facial features for you to recognize it
as human, and yet it is empty and seems dead.

Anja Lambers
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My name is Camille Chan. I went to Delta Alternative School. For our final year, our
teacher, Sarah Evis, assigned us to read Maus. Later, after we read it, we started coming
to OISE where we learned about the Holocaust and my panel is what came out of it. Since
the Holocaust is such a delicate matter, I didn’t know anything about it and that is why
I feel the work we did inspired me to create this panel.
I first chose a panel from the book that I found very strong,
and then decided to make it with dark colours to express how
I felt about it. When I drew it out, I used symbols to show
what I thought about. I found the symbol of the Nazi cat was
very bold. I really liked the cat-and-mouse chase idea. I wasn’t
even aware at first that I used symbols – I did it without
realizing. What I realize now is that these symbols make the
observer work a little harder. It’s less intense for the artist.
The observer has to stop and think to understand the panel
and that is why I did it.
Hopefully other kids can learn from our work since the Holocaust is sometimes a
touchy subject that teachers and parents avoid. I just hope that our work can maybe help
break through that barrier. I don’t really care if people like the work I did. I just want
them to understand what the point of it was all about.
Camille Chan
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In Grade 8 we were
asked to do a project that
involved taking a panel
from the graphic novel,
Maus, and pasting it onto a
foam core background. We
could do whatever we
wanted with it. I chose to
draw. The reason I chose
the panel I did, which was
the one where Art
Spiegelman’s
father,
Vladek, and another person
are crawling through a
tunnel made of shoes
toward a bunker, was
because personally I think
bunkers were a huge part of
the Holocaust – mainly
because they saved a lot of
lives. Also some of the
pictures I chose to do
around the panel were
powerful to me and others
just had to do with the
bunkers. There were ones
that just interested me as
well. I zoomed in on a lot of
the drawings which made
them more interesting and stand out. It is like there are parts that are being covered up and
hidden from everyone else, which relates back to the Holocaust since a lot of things that
happened may not have been discovered. There were survivors who would not tell
everything that happened to them because it was too traumatizing.
On my piece there is a lack of colour because I think that when people look back and
think about the Holocaust they generally don’t think of bright colour and lots of it. The
one colour I did use was red, and there was still very little of it in my drawings. Red is a
still a very dark colour, even if it can be really bright, because red can symbolize rage,
blood, hell, and death itself. I decided to put the red on the swastika and the Jude symbol
because these were both very important parts of the Holocaust, and emphasizes how
ideas were expressed during World War II.
On a certain level I do feel a personal connection to my piece, Maus, and the Holocaust, but
I also don’t at the same time. I do feel connected mainly because of my background and
religion. I knew a few people who were in the Holocaust, but I never talked about it with
them. At the same time I don’t really feel that connected because I didn’t actually experience
the events that happened, and I only ever got a small glimpse into what really happened.
Ethan Wilder
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In Grade 8, I participated in a project about the book called Maus. In this project, I learned
about the book, the Holocaust and, mainly, I created a panel with illustrations and pictures
that responded to a comic panel I chose from Maus. All of the things on my panel are from the
things I learned at OISE. The whole idea of the dark and evil feeling of the Holocaust and
the Nazis was from learning about how horrible they were. I projected my feelings from the
whole project onto this panel. For example, doing this work we learned about how some
people got burned alive, and one of my drawings is someone burning. So basically, all of the
work we did prepared me to create this panel because of how much I learned.
I took the comic panel that I chose from Maus and put it in the middle of my artwork, and
then I made several other panels around the initial one. Those other panels were my
response. I only used the colours red, black and white, and this gives the panel a darker feel.
I used a mixture of drawings and pictures so there is some variety. I also chose to colour all
of the empty space black to make the outer panels stand out. Most of my panels represent
death or shooting or blood, because those kind of things relate to the middle panel. Lastly, I
used a bit of red mylar over the swastika to have more of a variety of materials.
I am really proud of my work and this panel, because while I was making it, I didn’t think
it was very good, but looking back at it now it looks really good and I see how creative I can
actually be. This panel means quite a bit to me for a few reasons. First of all, I put a lot of work
and a lot of time into this panel and also I put a lot of thought into it. This panel has
everything that was going through my head while I read the graphic novel, and I think it is
really cool how it represents my response to this book but only in visuals.
Isaac Bercovitz-Green
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At my middle school, Delta, we read the graphic novel, Maus, for English and
History. Maus is the story of one man’s experience with the Holocaust. In the book
everyone is portrayed as animals, which is why there is a panel containing mice in the
center of my artwork. After reading Maus, we talked about it as a class and as a group
with teachers and students at OISE. After this we were requested to create an artwork
that resembled the paintings of a man named Pierre Alechinsky – artwork that was
original and portrayed our unique ideas and observations.
I made my artwork partially by finding photos that to me represented some of the
trauma that occurred during World War II, and also with some small, simple drawings
I did. I chose to make my picture mostly in black and white because that feels more
solemn, and I think this shows how terribly sad the Holocaust was.
Mea Catt

Thematic and expressionist variations: figurative and abstract
impressions of Maus
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While at Delta we did a project at OISE on Maus where we chose a frame from the
graphic novel and created our own panels. We created art to express our feelings about
the original panel. While making my panel I made the painting rough to express how not
everyone works within a nice perfect box.
The fingerprinting shows that even though the Nazis defaced everybody and made them
a number, it represents that each person had uniqueness that made them more than a
number.
The ink pond in the bottom right corner is water-like with blood running through to
represent that the Holocaust is always going to be a scar on the Earth. The water represents
the Earth, the permanent ink, the bloodshed, and how history can’t be changed.
In the bottom middle panel I painted different coloured eyes bleeding, which represents
the silence of seeing, and to be visually scarred, while imagining how people felt seeing their
families murdered.
The hand is painted in different skin colours to included everyone who was lost or
affected.
I choose this image from Maus because it shows that people were shooting whether they
knew who they were shooting at and to me that reflects how sometimes you have to do
what’s best for yourself.
Ella Shillolo
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For my project, I
painted a panel with
Vladek hugging Anja
when he arrives home
from the war. Anja
is showing lots of
emotions in this panel
and that’s why I picked
it. I knew when I saw
this panel that I could
paint many things
around it. Most people
painted their panels
with only black and red
but I decided to try and
be original and to add
more colour than other
people did. I thought
that the more colour I
used, the more emotion
it showed. The message
is dark but the image is
colourful.
The panel shows
many different emotions
like sadness, joy, love,
happiness, and fear, so I
could elaborate on these
emotions
to
paint
different images.
There are so many takes on this image and I can’t explain them all. Everyone has
their own take on artwork so I hope everyone has a different take on our class’s panels,
and that they can enjoy the wonderful art and take the time to actually think about the
horrible things that happened during the Holocaust. I hope you enjoy our panels.
Abbey Wyman
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I got red mylar and
I put it on the foam
core. I then got some
pictures that I thought
were strong images
that showed how the
Holocaust was so dark
and terrible.
Eventually I think
my finished project
turned out well. On my
piece, I had on the right
side a pillar of flames.
Above the flames was
a
bomber
plane,
representing that the
bombs will do a lot of
damage.
On
the
bottom, I had two
pictures of executions
performed by Nazis. I
covered it with red
mylar and painted it
over with red. On the
left side, I had a dark
black abyss with two
cat eyes watching. On
the top was the
shrivelled corpse with
a dark, bloody hand
reaching out for the
corpse. Finally, my centre picture had a red handprint stamped onto it. I did this to
represent the fact that once you see these dark and terrible things, they don’t go away –
they’re stamped in your head. You won’t be able to get them out of your mind.
Tristan Meyer Odell
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Last year we did a lot of work around the graphic novel Maus by Art Spiegelman.
The graphic novel shows the atrocities of the Holocaust from the perspective of
Spiegelman’s father. Our class all made art pieces based on one of the panels from the
graphic novel. We surrounded it with smaller panels and filled these with different
artistic media. We used different coloured sharpies and paint to show different ideas
that we had about the panel.
The colour scheme I chose used lots of black, red and white. The black represents
darkness and loneliness whereas the red showed blood and death. I filled my panels with
little drawings that could represent different things to different people. I showed a lot
about how there was no escape from the Nazis for the Jews. On the left side of my board
I made a panel about the Jews being overpowered by the enemy by showing a few blue
boxes surrounded by many black boxes.
The project was meaningful to me because I think that World War II and the
Holocaust are very sensitive topics. I feel that it’s important for people to know about it
and what happened to everyone involved so they can understand it all. I think that art is
important because it can show very complex ideas and events in a form that is much
easier to understand while still having lots of value and meaning.
Jackie Smolkin-Lerner

Wor(l)d(l)y visions: symbolic and textual responses to Maus
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My name is Thée Winddancer and I was a student at Delta
Senior Alternative School from 2013-2015. In my second and final
year, my teacher Sarah Evis assigned the class Maus, the graphic
novel, for a project. When I got the book I wasn’t expecting what
the outcome would be. Reading the book was the first step. While
we read the book we would visit OISE students and collaborated
with them to create a final project and write curriculum. A
separate project aside from the main one was this one, an art panel
in response to the book.
I chose to include text in my piece because I have thoughts in my head that I was
unable to express in words, and the end result was aesthetically pleasing to see the mix
of text and images and drawings. Another choice I made was to include red mainly
because it represents blood and, of course, it being about World War II, there was a lot
of blood. Red was also included because I didn’t want just black and white and it added
an extra layer to the piece.
Thée Winddancer
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I tried to express
the thoughts I had
during the process of
learning
through
imagery, so a lot of the
drawings have been
inspired from the
learning process:
For my panel I
chose to go with the
colours black, red,
blue, and yellow. The
blue and yellow I
used to represent
hope in all of the
darkness. I decided to
freehand all of the
drawings because I
thought it would
show what I felt more
because I could not
erase what I put down.
Some of the drawings
are inspired from when
I was reading Maus.
An image would
form in my mind
about what it would
have been like to be
living
in
those
conditions. I made
the little panels jagged and rough to represent that the Holocaust was not just a
simple, straightforward piece of history.
There are a lot of things that happened – you cannot sum it up in a few words. With
my panels I tried to represent different things that had happened during the Holocaust.
The panel means a lot to me because the emotions I felt while learning from Maus were
transferred into my work. When I look at the panel it reminds me of what I learned and
what had happened.
Jennifer Do
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In Grade 8 at my middle school, Delta Alternative, we did a project about the graphic
novel, Maus. One of the projects we did was taking comic panels from Maus, mounting
them on foam core, and then centering our own drawings around those pieces. We used
red and black pens, red mylar, and old stamps and images our teacher, Sarah, found in
historical texts in addition to the panels from the novel that we chose. Mine was the last
panel in the first book of Maus.
At a certain point, I found that I didn’t want to make any big black areas on the paper
because they would draw so much attention to them, and also if I messed up on those
pictures, they wouldn’t be important to the art piece. Instead, I left a lot of white area on
the paper. I used red and black in small areas to balance out the drawing. I was inspired
by other people’s work in the class: the drawings they did in different boxes, and how
they used the images that Sarah had found and the stamps. I made small, detailed
drawings because I enjoy working at this scale, and I think I do a better job with them.
I drew the picture of the truck with the people in it to show what
people might have brought with them to the camps, even though those
things were taken away. We looked at a lot of pictures of shoes, and
things people had brought with them. Not having their own things
would be really upsetting, and the people in the camps wouldn’t be
able to remember their families if their pictures were taken away from
them. And also, having their passports confiscated would be like
shutting the gate on their last chance of getting away from the camps
or from Germany.
Lucas Miller-Owen
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My panel was a very visual way of showing the family hiding. I wanted to place what
was happening to the family in the house in the context of the rest of the war, to show the
other events simultaneously occurring: an invasion, other Jews hiding, people in lines at
concentration camps, and so on.
I wanted to show this individual event placed into the context of the war to show the
global extent of the war, both small and large, and how it affected individuals and
groups. I chose this panel particularly because it showed – both with the composition of
the frame and the material inside it – that the Jews were sequestered in a small part of the
house while the Nazi soldiers spread everywhere, making their presence larger. This not
only moves the story along in the context of the book but also shows the position of
Hitler and the Nazis in the context of the war.
I wanted to show the global impact of the war because Maus is
such a personal story. So many people died in the Holocaust that
when we hear the numbers, we forget that there are people with lives
and families behind those numbers. Yes, those are staggering
numbers of people, but because Maus focuses on just one man and
just one family, it is a crucially important piece in remembering the
Holocaust.
I took this very personal story and surrounded it with the other events happening at
the time. I wanted to fill the space around it with countless other stories.
Noah McHenry Gehman

Identity and history: interpreting Maus panels through our own family
legacies
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My art panel came out of the work we did with Maus: the talks we had, learning my
family history, learning other people’s family histories, and conversations about the
actual images. For some of the pictures I drew, I used the cat-and-mouse style and drew
things that were explained in the book, such as a wall with blood that children were
thrown or pushed against if they were being bad.
This project was different for everyone and everyone had different responses to
World War II and the different art pieces. For me, I found this project very moving and
sad, but I did like learning about World War II and people’s journeys. I found that I
learned a lot about my grandparents and great grandparents that I didn’t really know
existed.
The main colours I chose were red, black, and white. Red represents blood and pain.
Black and white were used to represent that World War II was in the past. They also
represent how it was a “dark” time. The panel I chose from Maus shows that you have
to take of yourself first to be able to live. The images represent that everyone was
affected and the troubles that everyone had and felt.
Tess Thompson-Van Dam
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I decided to put pictures of my own family on my panel. In one of the pictures of my
grandparents, my grandfather is leaving Chicago to go to Kentucky. He was injured, and
he became a typesetter. The full story is in a comic that I made for this project. I chose to
cover the image with tissue paper because I thought it would give it a more haunting
effect. The figures appear shadowy and difficult to make out, almost like ghosts. It could
symbolize all of the people that died in the Holocaust who were made faceless, their
identities destroyed by the Nazis.
Because my family were black, they
experienced a lot of racism not unlike the Jews
experienced in Nazi Germany. My family
history made it easier for me to relate to and
understand the discrimination that Jewish
people experienced. This made the history
more real for me, and it made the project more
meaningful.
Alexis Peddie-Jones
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