























think that was the show) called. I'm going, “Oh, I don’t know....what the hell! This is ridiculous.
I'll do it!” The day before | went on the show, | talked to a fairly intelligent interviewer for hours.
He interviewed me about my whole life, A few hours later, he calls back, and says, "Here are the
five questions that Kathie’s going to ask you, and here are your answers.” (I think it was a
woman named Kathie Lee. | was on a couple of those shows.) The whole interview was script-
ed: | was told what pictures would be shown while | answered. | had to wake up really early for
the show, but | went in there pretty prepared. | meet Kathie Lee, and she’s trying to make small
talk with me before the show. She’s obviously never read my book, but she had seen an article
on me in People magazine. When the interview starts, she asks me question number one. Duck
Soup—I'm with her. She asks me question number two, I'm with her. | mean she didn't have a
hard job. Somebody else did all the planning. All she had to do was read off a fucking
teleprompter. But somehow, she missed question three. She asks me question number four,
and | know that the pictures that are about to come up are related to question number three.
| do my best to answer in such a way that | can make use of the illustrations. She asks me ques-
tion five and flashes pictures from question four. It's getting harder! | sort of admired the fact
that we'd gotten through it. We'd fucked up, but nobody would know. She realizes she's fucked
up because she has 90 seconds of interview time left, and nothing to ask. At this point, she turns
to me and says, “So how do you feel?” Now | was prepared for why the Holocaust, why mice,
why comics, but not how do you feel. She really threw me there.
(laughs] | didn't know how to answer. | said | felt all right, but it was

The ramifications [of Maus] have really slowed me
down as a cartoonist.... Even though | would like
to be reabsorbed into a long comic project, | find
that / get in my own way. That has more to do
with expectation.... Part of the pressure goes away
for me when | don’t have to work on comics.... |
don‘t have that 2,000-pound Maus chasing me.

a little early in the morning. | realized that wouldn’t get us through,
so | pretended that she had asked me whether art was cathartic or
not. | answered that question. | don't think she even realized she
had been on the edge of an abyss. She’s lively. She went on.

AJ: Can | bring up a quote?

AS: Yeah.

AJ: In an interview | read in the book The New Comics
[Berkley Books), in response to why the subtitle of RAW #1

was called The Graphix Magazine of Postponed Suicides,
you answered with a quote from Nietzsche: “The thought of suicide is a great con-
solation: with the help of it one has got through many a bad night.” You continued,
“To think about suicide isn’t necessarily to commit suicide. It's to acknowledge the
possibility and to acknowledge the precariousness of being alive and to affirm it.”

This sort of goes back to the catharsis issue—as an alternative to conceiving that
somehow art is a process where suddenly the big light shines and everything is
resolved.

AS: It's just something to do. Thereby you have to postpone this other thing, which might
be suicide. The work has it's own problems to solve, problems which the artist gets involved in.
I'm not sure that it's the same as catharsis. | associate "catharsis” with coming or blowing your
nose. It's a clearing out. | don't think I've ever had that sensation from doing comics. It's just
too labor intensive and slow. Instead, there’s a useful accretion of thought, but it's not the
same as having a good cry. Because it's a synthetic medium—you have to draw and write and
put those two forms together in a fairly organized way—it doesn’t provide the rush of energy
that abstract expressionist painters like Jackson Pollack might experience. With comics, you're
cobbling together little things and carefully placing them. It would be like the catharsis of mak-
ing a 100-faceted wooden jewel box. It's highly crafted work. The mere fact that you've got 1o
draw the same figure 30 times, walking through a door, lying in bed, jumping out a window....

AJ: How long does it take you to draw a page?

AS: |'ve done one in a couple of days, but it's not unusual for me to spend a couple of months
on a page. With Maus, once | figured out the basic premise, | was able to do a page in about
eight work days. Over a week; less than two weeks was typical.

AJ: So let me ask you the Oprah question.

AS: "How do you feel?”

AJ: [laughs] | don't believe in catharsis, but you have taken your own life as mate-
rial, your father, your family, etc., and | wonder what the consequences of that are?
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Was there a growth?

AS: A growth? | think of it as a large wart. [laughs] Well,
there's change, but you know, if you don’t change after 13
years, you've got to be made of stone.

AJ: But | would argue that many people in our very
unhealthy culture don’t grow. Creative expression is not
encouraged and most people become more encrusted as
they get older.

AS: | can't figure out exactly what happened because my

father died in the course of my making the book. That alone is

such a major shift. | can never know what his death would have
been like if | wasn’'t making a book about him at the time.
Certainly thinking about him for the years after he died was a
way of internalizing him differently than if | hadn't been mak-
ing that book, and that was useful to me in rudimentary pop-
psych ways. But the book has had its own life now which has
caught me up in its undertow. | have relationships to it other
than the pure one that existed while | was making it with very
little expectation. | wanted to work on a mass medium, but |
thought a mass medium was 7,000 copies. | would say that the
response to Maus has left me kind of dizzy.

AJ: How many copies has it sold?

AS: I'm not sure. | think, in English, each volume is up in the
400,000 copy zone. | don't keep good track. But without any
major pushing, it still sells about 20-plus thousand each year.
It's still selling enough so that | know it's out there in the world.
Part of the sales come from the fact that the book is used in col-
leges, in courses on everything from the Holocaust to post-
modern literature to the dysfunctional family.

AJ: What's your take on that?

AS: Well, good—it stays in print. But because Maus has
actually entered into the world in a certain way that became
grafted onto the book, | can't separate those things anymore.
It's a complex problem for me. It's not the problem of genacide,
or the problem of becoming one’s father, but the problems just
have to do with the all-American story of success, and it's weird.
The ramifications have really slowed me down as a cartoonist,
not because I've got to go out and be interviewed, but because
| feel timid about making comics now. I'm mare comfortable
doing other kinds of work. Even though | would like to be reab-
sorbed into a long comic project, | again find that / get in my
own way. That has more to do with expectation—it's much
easier to work with no expectations. When | did Maus, 1'd set
up an ecosystem that worked. | was getting my money from one
place, and creating something else.

AlJ: You had—

AS: Bubble gum.

AJ: Topps.

AS: Yeah, | was in the bubble gum industry. For many years
| worked for Topps, and | put in a couple of days a week mak-
ing up Wacky Packages and Garbage Pail Kids. It brought me a
five-day week for myself. So that was pretty clean. Now, | don't
have to work with the bubble gum company. | could go ahead
and do another comics project without having to earn a living
elsewhere because I'd have a contract just waiting for me to dive
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in. But I've tried several things and haven’t been comfortable working on them.
Part of it is just knowing that the way | work is like contracting for an almost
fatal disease—signing on the dotted line means I'm in for anywhere from seven
to 12 years. It makes me wary of saying ves. I've been doing a lot of shorter
things, as holding actions and exploratory probes. The New Yorker was a use-
ful job to come along for me; it allows me to do cartoon graphics for their cov-
ers. Part of the pressure goes away for me when | don't have to work on comics.
It allows thought to develop more freely because | don’t have that 2,000-pound
Maus chasing me.

AJ: All those eyes looking at you.

AS: | keep brushing them off my shoulder: “What comic is he going to do
next?” It's unpleasant to have to think of myself in the third person.

AlJ: Your situation brings up the 20th century dilemma—should an
artist be a star? Were they better off when they were considered as low
as whores and pimps?

AS: The situation of fame is certainly not something | want to sit here and
whine about. Economically, it makes things a lot easier than they were. Now,
if 1 get some nutty notion in my head, there’s usually a way to implement it.
Before, I'd just be looked at cross-eyed. The down side has to do with the
objectification of myself, an objectification that just isnt useful to me. Some car-
toonists handle it very well. Matt Groening doesn’t seem to have any problem
with this stuff at all. Lynda Barry told me, "You don’t understand—when you
were in high school, you were the class creep, and when Matt was in high
school he was the class president.”

AJ: So he knows how to be politic.

AS: He knows how to deal with people and he's just not—he doesn’t have
these conflicts. Crumb thoroughly freaked out over what happened to him in

Cover of Breakdowns (1977), an anthology of the '60s. His way of dealing with it was to head for the hills. Run. That's prob-

Spiegelman’s strips from 1972-1977.

ably a very intelligent response.

AJ: He went to France.

AS: Eventually. But even before that, there was an insane flurry of activity
over fritz the Cat. He rejected it all. My response has been more complicated. | havent reject-
ed it and | haven't been able to live with it. My problem is microscopic compared to what some
people go through, but it's enough to already have thrown me. It didn't take much. [laughs]
I'm lucky I haven’t dealt with film or TV; that's where the fame machine kicks in. Crumb‘s had
to face it again, because of the movie made about him. Without TV or film exposure, cartoon-
ists stay in subcultures. There are many wonderful cartoonists who are known to hundreds of
people. In some ways, | find their situation very enviable.

AJ: Your books have spawned a growth of their own that has nothing to do with
the original intent. ,

AS: God, there was a stupid article in the LA Times “Lifestyle” section about “Generation J“—
the new Jews interested in their roots and heritage. They profiled a woman with a shaved head
and concentration camp imagery tattooed all over her body. And she’s citing me as an inspira-
tion. I can’t be responsible. | don't have the money for a shrink who could get me out of that
one. So yes, work has unforeseen consequences when it goes out in the world.

AJ: You said that when you started Maus, it took three months to learn about the
Holocaust. What do you think about the present deluge of literature?

AS: | think what you might be asking me about is a subject that is a cause of concern—the fact
that Maus shows are frequently requested by Jewish museums. | don't want Maus to be shown in
Jewish museums. It's not out of anti-Semitism. It's out of malaise and unease with the idea that the
single binding mechanism for Jews should be the Holocaust. | have no strong interest in any reli-
gion, Judaism included. I'm very interested in the cultural condition of the diaspora Jew.

AJ: Could you explain that?

AS: Stalin pejoratively referred to the “rootless cosmopolitan.” | actually like the idea of not
being at home anywhere. “Rootless cosmopolitan” is an accurate description of life at the tail
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end of this century. It's an appropriate adaptation to a world where nationalism is crumbiing.

| don't really associate it

with Jews anymare; it's just like we live on the subway that goes from

Tokyo to Paris to Bali to New York, and you can get your McDonald’s foad at every stop. | take
pleasure in that kind of borderless culture, and Jews have practice at it. They've got their own
lingo that they take from country to country. The self-deprecatory Jewish humor seems like a good
survival technique. But I’m not comfortable with the idea of people finding their Jewishness by
identifying with mass victimization of other Jews just because they were Jews.

There's something a little bit wacky about the Holocaust becoming a weird badge of honor
for Jews, and | don’t want to lend my work to it. It caused my breakup with my gallery. | spent
a year and a half getting out of my contract, so | could have more control over where the work
is shown. I've begged Jewish Museums to do community outreach programs. | want the work
to be presented to as broad a community as possible. | prefer that the work be shown in other
kinds of museums, other kinds of gallery situations, at universities. A few years ago, when | had
conversations about having a Maus show at the Holocaust Museum in Washington, D.C., | indi-
cated | didn't like this idea. The Holocaust Museum didn’t need Maus, and Maus didn’t need
the authority of the Holocaust Museum to make itself understood. On the other hand, I'd be
game to curate a show about Bosnia. | actually acted as a catalyst to get a show about Bosnia,
2 show which, to me, was a justification of that museum’s existence. Unfortunately, | got kicked
out as curator fairly early on.

AJ: Why?
AS: | wanted to call

the show "Genocide Now" and that's where we ran into trouble: "Does

it have to be called Genocide Now? Got a better one? Can't we just talk about atrocities in for-
mer Yugoslavia?” Well, if the situation in Bosnia looks and smells like a genocide, it probably is.
They were still against the title, and the best alternative | could come up with was: "Never Again
and Again and Again.” They didn’t like that title either, and that was about the time | checked
out. But they pursued it, and I'm glad that a museum could put on a show that didn't have con-
nections to the current identity politics which have consumed America.

The New Yorker showed me that an image can
still have power. The negative response was over-
whelming. It made me feel like | wasn’t on the
same planet. It's like when someone told me the
enormous amount of records Whitney Houston
sold. | started asking around, and not one person
| know owns a Whitney Houston record. Nobody.

AJ: | know it’s thorny territory.

AS: it is, and | feel like I'm speaking out of both sides of my
Maus—my mouth—because Maus has been a beneficiary of iden-
tity politics. Maus is still alive and well in college courses partially
because you've got to read one Chinese author, OK, Amy Tan; you've
got to read one black author, well, let's see, Alice Walker; you've got
to read a Jew, Philip Roth—uh, maybe a comic book would be more
fun for the kids. Maus is on these kind of lists, and it's symptomatic
of things gone terribly, terribly askew.

AJ: There's a frightening identity politics of the victim.

AS: | ran into some interesting versions of this with The New
Yorker covers. I've learned to stay under cover more because there

were too many crazy problems between me and the magazine, and the magazine and the rest
of the world. But, at first, it was so much fun to do these provocative images—like the Valentine's
Day cover of a black woman and a Hasid kissing. Some people were upset, but it worked out
fine. | was naive; | didn’t understand why. Because I'm Jewish, and still of the tribe, | was allowed
to make the comment. On the other hand, when | did an Easter cover depicting an Easter Bunny
taxpayer crucified on a tax form, there was no end of negative comment. The New Yorker lost
advertising. That cover really got me in trouble. The real offense of it was that | was a Jew com-
menting on Christians. Nail him to the cross one more time. | got much more hate mail for that
than for anything else | ever did—pencil-scrawled “we'll get you™ letters.

AJ: Did you get hate mail like that after Maus?

AS: Relatively little, most of the hate mail was from jealous cartoonists. There was nothing
like the letters | got from anonymous crazy men about The New Yorker cover. | didn't feel well
backed up by The New Yorker because they were willing to apologize as soon as somebody tock
offense. | found the response amusing, and thought it should be treated as amusing. | was lec-
turing in Germany when the cover came out, and 1 had to fly back to respond to the flak. | went
on a TV news show with this Reverend. He's the head of some kind of Christian Anti-Defamation
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League. He talked about “Christian bashing.” The
idea of Christian or Catholic bashing was funny to me
because they're the majority culture. WASP bashing.

AJ: Which is really in vogue now.

AS: Yeah, and | really feel sorry for the poor
beleaguered upper-income executives who have to
suffer that. [laughs) This Christian organization
managed to create a flurry of attention around itself

by protesting the movie Priest. When The New
Yorker cover came out, they were on a roll and were
not about to give up. The TV reporter asked me,
“How would you respond to Reverend so-and-so
who says that this illustration is very offensive to all
Christians?” And my response was to stretch my
arms out and say, “Mea culpa.” | thought that was
pretty good. But | was told by the publicity depart-
ment of The New Yorker that | shouldn’t make any-

Spiegelman in his office. In the background are some of his covers for The New body mad. Sa | felt like | was being undercut.

Yorker. He is pointing to a statue of Alfred E. Neuman (“What, Me Worry?"),

a character from Mad magazine.

Al: Were you that surprised with The New
Yorker's response? It's not like they're a bas-
tion of radicalism.

AS: | was more surprised by the intensity of response, but | was also very pleased by it,
because it showed that an image can still have power. In a world of photographic images, the
fact that a drawing can still provoke a response is encouraging. There were people who liked it—
| met them: | received letters. But over all, the negative response was so overwhelming. It makes
me feel like I'm not on the same planet. It's like when somebody told me the enormous amount
of records Whitney Houston has sold. | started asking around, and not one person that | know
owns a Whitney Houston record. Nobody. That means everybody | don’t know has two Whitney
Houston records, and all of them found me by the mailbox after The New Yorker cover came out.

AJ: You said earlier that your interest in Maus stemmed from a belief that most
stories have been told, and Maus was one of the few—

AS: | certainly found a story that | had an interior compulsion to deal with, and | haven’t real-
ly found anything else as compelling, although | do go to movies and sometimes read novels.

~ They're fun, it's just that | wouldn’t want to have done them. There are people who are able to

make wonderful things with the notion that a story’s just a coat hanger, an armature on which
you can drape a lot of ideas. And that works swell, | just haven't been able to figure out where
to drape yet. And I’'m not even sure to what degree I'm interested in making up a story rather
than working on a found object, working on something that happened. | know that I'm more
prone to read nonfiction than fiction.

AJ: What do you read?

AS: Well, it depends what I'm researching. There’s books there and books here; various dif-
ferent piles. In this pile, there's Among the Thugs by Bill Buford, The Arrow of Time, a book on
eugenics, a book on chaos theory, one on narrative theory, a biography of Philip K. Dick.

AJ: Are you a fan of his work?

AS: Yes. There was a time when Philip K. Dick was the only writer | wanted to meet. We actu-
ally corresponded for a while, and | eventually met him. When | was in college, he was the only
person describing accurately the same border problems | was having—not being able to figure
out where | ended off and everybody else began—not being able to figure out what | was caus-
ing and what was being caused onto me. And so, of course | took a leap into infinity and fig-
ured out that | was God...and four days later | figured out that | was God in a strait jacket, you
know. Going into the nut house had to do with getting the bends—coming up for air too quick-
ly from a very claustrophobic home environment by going away to college. Qver the years, noth-
ing’s changed except I've managed to keep it under control better, | have a stronger sense of
what other people’s sense of reality is. It's like that TV show, Family Feud. Two teams play against
each other, and they're not trying to figure out the right answer, but the common answer. For

18 DANGEROUS DRAWINGS

R

-t

e g e,




instance, the host will ask, “What items are in a refrigerator?” Now, in my fridge, you'll find Kodak
film and some obscure brand of yogurt. But that's not the right answer. The right answer is milk,
butter or eggs—whatever their demographic testing has told them is the most common item.,
If you get those answers, you win. That's the game. You're rewarded for knowing what every-
one knows. Well, it's not just on Family Feud where you're rewarded for knowing what people
know. In life, you have to know what people expect you to know. Otherwise, you end up in the
nut house. Now, it's easy, because I've had practice at it. But, when | was 20, I'd had no prac-
tice whatsoever. | wasn’t aware of the conventions, and that was a problem. I think that's often
described as schizophrenia—that's what | was diagnosed as. My inner landscape is not that dif-
ferent than it was when | was being dragged away, it's just gotten more nuanced. These are issues
that Philip K. Dick describes even though he's one of those great examples of a great novelist
who's a terrible writer. Or great writer who's a terrible novelist.

AJ: So you actually met him?

AS: Yes, In 1966 or ‘67, | found a book of his called Zap Gun on a drugstore shelf. The blurb
said, “A world gone mad and only a cartoonist can save them.” It was one of those messages—
I thought, “I was meant to buy this book.” The second book of his | read, The Three Stigmata
of Palmer Aldridge, really freaked me out. Halfway into the book, | barricaded my door, wouldn't
let my roommate in, and spent the next two days foraging for crackers and not wanting to deal
with the outside world because it was way too scary to have itin a book. | wrote him some let-
ters, didn't get an answer, and left it at that. But when | moved to San Francisco, someone in
the community of underground cartoonists had met him at a science fiction convention, and
said he knew who | was, that my name came up in conversation. At this point | had gotten his
address and when | was in Los Angeles, | thought I'd look him up—I figured, what the heck,
I'll drive out to his house. His phone had been disconnected, but he was there. | went in, we
started talking, | stayed for three days without sleeping very much. It was very electric.

AJ: Did you have an immediate rapport with him?

Selected panels of the strip “Skinless Perkins” (1972) from Breakdowns.
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AS: I think so. Although I've since learned that Phil had immediate rapport with lots of peo-
ple; he was good at having rapport. He was a very charming, entertaining person. We talked
about a range of stuff that I’'ve been talking to you about the edges of: what it was to go nuts,
talking about his work, how he did it, what it was. | just wanted to know what his thing was.
Then it wasn't as clear to me as it is now, how his work is a very thinly transposed autobiogra-
phy, even though it appears as science fiction. It's amazing just how prescient a lot of it was.
Technological and social possibilities that he couldn’t have possibly known in the mid-'60s.... |
saw him again, just before he died. We talked all day again, and then the next day, he totally
clammed up. His wife Tess told me, “Don't take it personally; Phil's been in the middle of a six-
month depression. Yesterday, was the first time he’s spoken to anybody.”

AlJ: Schizophrenia is obviously a pretty meaningless term and our society has no
ability to differentiate "altered states of consciousness.” Chester Brown has a won-
derfully eloquent comic strip essay that addresses the complexities of the misun-
derstandings and willful political control that surround that medical term “schizo-
phrenia.” He also mentions some of my favorite theorists such as R. D. Laing, Thomas
Szasz, and Stanislav Grof who | think are very valuable [see pages 130-147]. There's
a paucity in our language to describe these states which makes someone like Philip
K. Dick very useful.

It seems to me that unlike Dick, you obviously have other apparatuses in your per-
sonality that allow you to be functional. I've observed that one can lose boundaries
but it depends on what other parts of your personality can at least—

AS: Make up for it. The compensating mechanisms. Well, for one thing, | don't have to
function in real time very often, When you have a deadline you have to keep yourself pretty much
reeled in and then between them it's OK to sprawl, to go into a fugue state. As a result it's pos-
sible to accommodate. But it's also possible to get lost, so it's dangerous. I've tried to set this
up so | have something like a bunker. Earlier we were talking about the problems with the after-
math of Maus. A lot of demands were being made on me fairly
continually and | wasn't good at continual. It's OK if you have time
to fall apart and then regroup. | don't understand it, | just know that
some of the time | can’t answer the phone, not because I'm too busy

In life, you have to know what people expect you
to know. Otherwise, you end up-in the nut

§ but | just can‘t figure out what on earth it is. This thing rings. | NOUse.... When | was 20, I'd had no practice...|
B want to answer it as soon as | can figure out how it works. So—just ~ wasn't aware of the conventions, and that was a
: let it take care of itself. problem.... My inner landscape is not that different

g AJ: Then again, it can be a poetically healthy reaction to than it was when | was being dragged away, it's
B the intrusiveness of telephones. : '
\ . . : ust gotten more nuanced.
AS: I don't know. | think what happens is after a while you just Lt &

get the rhythm of the ways in which you dont function well—you

get used to them. You just bear with it, get veered off into another dimension, but you know
i you'll be back and you can cope again. It's why | couldn’t do a daily comic strip and Bill Griffith
e can. He's got a tighter mechanism. His breakdowns only come once every 15 years, not every
.:':;-:-_ 15 minutes. Right now, I'm actually just coming out of a miserable two or three months where
3 I really was in an almost permanent fugue state. During the day, I'd rally for half an hour so |
£od could do something like bring a child home from school.

5 AJ: What do you think then of the pharmacological use of—

AS: | haven't taken any drugs besides caffeine and nicotine and a little bit of alcohol for a
long time now. But | don't rule it out. It's just that it's hard enough to stay focused.

AJ: Actually, | was thinking about the medical establishment's use of drugs from
Prozac to—

AS: 1 don't do that. No, I'm much more interested in the other drugs. | don’t medicate myself
much in either direction except for the caffeine and nicotine stimulants which are socially accept-
able. Drugs like Prozac just seem to be maskings. I'm not interested in masking it, I'm interested
inriding it. Actually, I have a predisposition to think well of psychedelic drugs which unmask things.
On the other hand, since my main issues have to do with reeling enough of myself back in to get
something done, I'm not interested in figuring out how | can reel myself out past that point. But
I miss it. | mean, do you do this sort of thing or—?
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Selected panels from Spiegelman’s comic strip essay published in The New
Yorker as the obituary for Harvey Kurtzman, creator of Mad magazine.
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AJ: Not since the mid-70s. Like you, I also want to
produce creative work and, at present, don’t have
the leisure time it would take to regain my ground-
ing. But back then | was studying the work of
Stanislav Grof and had some very profound experi-
ences with LSD and peyote. Grof was using LSD as a
kind of microscope/telescope into the human
(un)conscious, inward as well as outer expansion.

AS: One of my oldest friends, a cartoonist named Jay
Lynch [Young Lust] had a very good one-liner. At some
point when | was still having a lot of trouble with these
boundaries, he said to me, “Of course we're all one, but
don‘t spread it around.” | thought it was a pretty reason-
able attitude.

In the days when | was doing drugs of any kind, there
was a brief period when I'd try anything. Just to know what
it did. As | said, | was most interested in psychedelic drugs.
What | wasn't interested in were the middle zone psyche-
delics like marijuana and hash because | wouldn't feel any
pleasure. I'd mainly just get either thoroughly confused or
crazy-paranoid-unhappy with my surroundings and myself.
| wasn't able to see what the fun was. | never had that
pleasant buzz that my friends had. But when | was totally

blowing my brains out by taking mescaline or LSD, it was genuinely interesting. | wouldn’t put
it in the category of fun, but funisn't a meaningful distinction. When it was a bad time, it was
such an intensely bad time that it wasn’t even a bad time anymore. | have vague desires to just
do more of this, even though for the most part, it's well flushed out of my system; we're talk-
ing about 20 years ago. But | suspect that it would just make it that much harder to get through
a day. On the other hand, it's tempting.

AJ: Getting back to comics, what other forms interest you?

AS: Comic strip journalism is one thing. | did an obituary for Harvey Kurtzman, the creator
of Mad magazine, in The New Yorker using the comic as an essay-like construction. When Maus
came out, | went to Germany and my publisher took me to Rostok to a housing project where
the "foreigners get out” types had burned down the homes of gypsy guest workers. | interviewed
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the people around there, and did a comic strip about that for The New Yorker. | also did a
story on the picture collection of the New York Public Library, and interviewed the one guy who
seemed to understand the sorting system of this crazy collection. It's the kind of story that, ten
years ago, would have been a prose piece in The New Yorker. It was reportorial, and involved
distilling the best parts of a lengthy interview down to a four-page comic strip. There are some
cartoonists who are doing it very well like Joe Sacco. :

AJ: Yes, 1 like his comic book Palestine—

AS: Now he’s doing something about his stay in Bosnia. But he's running into the same prob-
lem | run into, which is in an age of the camera, it's difficult to use illustration as your form of
documentation. By the time you've figured out the material and drawn it, news is old because
comics are very labor intensive. Still, I've been trying my best to get The New Yorker to pursue
this type of reportage.

They've sent Bill Griffith to Cuba, Sue Coe to Liverpool to cover the trial of two children who
had murdered another child, and Gary Panter to Waco. A few of those stories did appear, and
it's an exciting way for a magazine to approach current events. When it comes to news, mag-
azines have the same problem illustrators have. They can't be as current as CNN. Therefore, their
best tactic is to be reflective about events that have taken place, to try and understand them.
One of the ways events can be well understood is by combining short bursts of words and pic-
tures. Sue Coe did a journalistic piece on garment workers for The New Yorker fashion issue,
and it was a great piece, the best thing in the issue. It's great when powerful work like that
can happen.

AJ: This brings up another issue—your role as an editor, namely of RAW, which was
so influential and ahead of its time. How did that start?

AS: It goes back to my admiration of Harvey Kurtzman. He was
5 3 cartoonist, a cartoon writer and an editor—he was functioningin ~ Philip Roth told me, "I really love your work but |
% all those different areas. One of the things that Kurtzman was able  can’t look at it and read it at the sa me time.” On

to do very, very well, was ferret out talent. That was a model for me. the one hand it sounds really humble. On the other
And;A;V,:;hicfh | did :vith Fcr’apgoise {mou]’y, Spiegelman’s wife]— hand, it's a little bit snoaty, like saying, “| don't
A : Botn of you started it together? ‘s "

X AS: Um-hmm. After Bill Griffith and | both got ulcers from oWn & {elevision:set.
Arcade, | was smoking four packs of cigarettes a day. "Never again”
is the only attitude to have to putting out a magazine. But somehow | got together with
Francoise and that’s what she wanted and there we were, doing it again. So in 1980, we
started RAW.

It filled certain needs for us. Francoise wanted to get involved in publishing and originally
wanted to publish books. The problem—rFrancoise’s way—was that she went about it by decid-
ing that she should learn how to run a printing press as the first aspect of being a publisher. So
before | knew it, we had a printing press in our loft and she was learning to print. And after that—
see, I'm unteachable, | know a few things and I've learned those things so | can function with
them, but Francoise is more of a polymath type and likes learning curves that she can Jump onto.
She learned distribution, production, editing and all of the other facets—which makes her won-
derfully overqualified for most normal publishing jobs. Then it became obvious that it would be
easier to distribute a magazine. With a book, you have to build up a new constituency each time,
whereas with a magazine you can gather an audience with common interests.

Around that time, | was getting hired by magazines such as Playboy and High Times as a
consuitant to help them with what they should do with comics in their magazines, but they
would never take my consultation. It was very frustrating. I'd always be told, “No, no, we want
comics about dope or sex.” In Playboy they had writers that they were giving a great degree of
latitude. Why cant they give the cartoonists the same latitude? So we did the first issue of RAW
as a one-shot just to show what comics could and should be. We felt there was a screaming
need—there was a vacuum that needed to get filled. The energy of underground comics had
Tun dry. So RAW was done without any intention of ever having a second issue. But it was use-
ful for the cartoonists and it sold out its print run—

RAW was able to present work by people who didn’t have a home and weren't doing main-
stream cartooning. Charles Burns was a case in point. Even though his work was very fully real-
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Selected panels from the strip “Real Dream: A Hand Job" {1975) from Breakdowns.

ized, he couldn’t get published in the undergrounds since it wasn't about dope and it didn't
look like R. Crumb—it just didn't fit in. Underground comics had gotten fossilized,

We also thought there was a lot of energy in Europe that had been ignited by what had hap-
pened in America ten years earlier but nobody here was seeing any of that stuff.

AJ: Who were some of the people you published?

AS: Let's see. Mark Beyer, Winsor McCay, Kaz, Gary Panter, Bill Griffith. Very peculiar car-
toonists like Ben Katchor, who had no place to publish. Mariscal, who since has become very well
known for, among other things, inventing the symbol for the Barcelona Olympics. Jacques Tardi
who's seminal in adult comics in France. The Bazooka group in Paris: Bruno Richard, an artist who
called himself Kiki Picasso and another one named Lulu Picasso. They were doing very sophisti-
cated graphics that were comics-inspired. Frangoise did one comic strip page about never doing
comics.... At the time, it was very fresh and exciting finding people that were odd bedfellows—
the idea that Sue Coe and Drew Friedman should be in the same magazine is not obvious.

Al: It also had its dark edges.

AS: | guess, but only slightly more so than Arcade. | think the main difference was that it
was published by Francoise and | as “ruthless cosmopolitans.” It didn't feel as all-American as
some of the underground comics felt. We staked out this territory somewhere in the middle of
the Atlantic that allowed a cross-fertilization to happen. | guess I'm really proud, looking back
on the RAW magazines, of how many artists were first seen there. For example, choosing cer-
tain European artists that are now central pillars of their country’s graphic culture but in 1980
they weren't.

One of the problems we ran into is that comics aren't that easy to edit. And cartoonists aren’t
that easy to work with. It's much harder to take a comic strip and dismantle it than it is to edit
a manuscript. It was a lot easier picking work from Europe that had already been published, so
we could know what to choose. And also, on occasion, one could “help” things along in the
translation, let's say, that could otherwise be seen as an absolutely unforgivable tampering with
people’s language. But with the American work, it led to a lot of tensions because cartoonists
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are an especially impossible bunch to work with, in that there’s no money in this. Therefore, all
there is is egomania. It's the currency of the avant garde. If you published the work, you were
exploiting the people you were publishing; if you didn’t publish them, you were denying them
something. There was no winning. | just didn’t have nerves of steel, The social tensions of RAW
became impossible. It was inevitable. | couldn’t be an editor and a peer. Ultimately, | wasn't that
interested in being editor. | think now that RAW isn’t happening, a lot of cartoonists are very
wistful for it because it was useful.

AJ: There was something magical and exciting about RAW. It juxtaposed both
high and low culture, using graphic art and comics.

AS: The genteel and vulgar smashing up against itself. It had a harder-to-define sense of
what was interesting than just publishing comics. It had words and pictures and used pictures
to communicate. But it also appeared so fully realized. It gave the impression that there was
really a generation of people all working in tandem. That's hardly the way Frangoise and |
experienced it from the inside. ¢

AJ: Then you are a good editor.

AS: | think a good magazine is greater than the sum of its parts but it should be made up
of great parts. It wasn't a disposable magazine. RAW was trying to be more like a museum than
a gallery—something that could be built to last. It took a lot of energy to do. Once we man-
aged to do it twice a year. Once we did it in 2 years. S0 it was a biannual in both directions. Bill
Griffith, when | was working with him on Arcade, was always prolific and is now producing a
daily comic strip [Zippy the Pinhead], whereas, | was built to work on something for 13 years. |
admire the other approach, it's just not what | can do. And | think RAW is a reflection of that
particular impulse, of wanting to get it right no matter what it took, as opposed to wanting to
get it out and build on your former achievement in the next strip and

hopefully, o'uer time, ‘leave a traTI of ott?er pieces of work that got Drugs like Prozac just seem to be maskings....!
you there. I'm more interested in figuring out how you get to an

entire continent and then burn all traces of the road that allowed have a pr?dlsposmon to_thmk well (?f psyChEdel_'c
that new continent to get discovered. RAW had some of those qual- drugs which unmask things [but] since my main
ities of being fully realized territories. The advantage to it was that issues have to do with reeling enough of myself
it got picked up on by people way outside the obvious constituen- back in to get something done, I'm not interested
¢y that would never look at comics. | think it changed the way the in figuring out how | can reel myself out past that
New York gallery and museum world viewed this kind of picture point.... But when | was totally blowing my biraie

making. And it created a violent reaction against it on the part of — I LD it -
other cartoonists who were very interested in keeping the cheesiness out by taking mescaline or W WAS genLinely

of comics alive and well. There were cartoonists who were really interesting.... When it was a bad time, it was such
upset by the idea of comics aspiring to any kind of condition where  an intensely bad time that it wasn't even a bad
it brushed shoulders with the other arts. All of which made it a use- time anymore.

ful catalyzing agent. After a while we ran out of energy.

AJ; What current work is exciting to you?

AS: I'm not as in touch with it as | was, but | would say that Chris Ware is one of the best
cartoonists around. I'm glad that we got to publish him pretty early on. | like Dan Clowes, Julie
Doucet, Chester Brown. In France, the work of Pierre Le Police is very good. I'm not as fully
engaged as | was; | don't seek out the xeroxed self-published magazines to the same degree.

AJ: Why not?

AS: There's been a general withdrawal, withdrawal from the consequences of Maus, with-
drawal from the consequences of RAW.

AJ: When Maus came out, there was a media frenzy about »adult” comics, and
even in the book publishing world, there was a sense that comic novels would be a
new genre.

AS: Maus was exempted from being a “comic” and the “graphic novel” category was cre-
ated—graphics being respectable, novels being respectable. Booksellers probably decided that
a double whammy of respectability would help make the stunted hunchback dwarf look better
by dressing it up in evening clothes. The problem was that Maus took 13 years to do, and there
wasn't another book that somebody had been working on for 13 years to put on the shelf next
to it, and there certainly weren't another dozen to put out next to it. However, in the last ten
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the very briefest taste of a part

of the early history of comics

ANDREA JUNO: Adam Gopnik wrote an article in the New Republic (June 22,
1987) about the misconception people have about comics. They think comics
have a primitive history and that they are some relic of the infancy of art. He
basically opposes these notions, saying that, “Cartoons are not a primordial
form. They are the relatively novel offspring of an extremely sophisticated
visual culture.” He goes on to talk about the development of the caricature
among artists in Italy in the 1600s, like Carracci, and then to the late 18th
century English use of the cartoon as a form of popular political and social
satire. He writes, “Our mistaken beliefs about cartooning testify to the car-
toon’s near magical ability, whatever its real history, to persuade us of its
innocence. Even though cartoons are in fact recent and cosmopolitan, we
respond to them as if they were primordial.... That educated people don‘t
know very much about cartooning just shows that we don’t usually think it

worthwhile to educate people about it.”
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Rodolphe Téppfer (1799-1846) drew
eight picture stories in his lifetime, the
first in 1827. These panels are from
his story “M. Pencil” (circa 1830s).
Top: 1) Mr. Pencil, who is an artist,
draws the beautiful nature; 2) Mr.
Pencil, who is an artist, looks
complacently at what he has done,
and notices that he is satisfied with it;
3) Mr. Pencil, who is an artist, notices
that looking backwards he is also
satisfied with it; 4) And even when
locking over his shoulder; bottom:

1) Having turned the picture over, Mr.
Pendil, who is an artist, notices with
pleasure that he is still satisfied with it;
2) While Mr. Pencil notices with
pleasure that he is satisfied, a little
zephyr amuses himself by taking off
his cap; 3) Having had enough of the
cap, the little zephyr turns back to
amuse himself with the drawing
(translation by Frangoise Mouly;
reprinted from Rodolphe Tépffer,
edited by Pierre Horay, Paris, 1975).
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Sequence of panels from "M.
Pencil” by Topffer. This is an
example of crosscutting predating
the motion techniques used in
film storyboards.
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ART SPIEGELMAN: The nice thing about comics is that they have a relatively short
history, so you can know their history in a way that you can’t know world history, or
even art history. If you're a painter, you're stuck with thousands of years or more of
baggage. The Gopnik article is among the best I've read about Maus. But when he
talks about the history of caricature and cartoon, he conveniently passes over the
stuff that he considers lowbrow, which is comics. The cartoon has a related but dif-
ferent history.

AJ: Could you clarify the difference between cartoons and comics?

AS: A cartoon comes from the notion of the original sketch for a mural. The word
actually comes from “carton,"” from board, drawing on a board. The cartoon is a schemat-
ic simplified drawing, usually involving exaggeration or distortion. Comics are clusters
of cartoons strung together to indicate time. And that's what especially interests me.

I think comics arose out of the invention of the printing press. It's possible to trace
the genealogy back to certain kinds of picture writing and medieval art, but | think it's
the invention of printing that is related to comics. You're widely disseminating a pic-
ture to a semi-literate or illiterate audience, teaching catechisms and eventually spread-
ing political and social propaganda and commemorating events and crimes in multi-
ple images. | looked up the word “comics” in the dictionary and found out that it was
a narrative series of pictures. Looking up “narrative” led to “story” which came from
medieval Latin “historia, " which specifically refers to the stained glass storytelling win-
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Drawings from Topffer's
essay "On Physiognomy”
where he experimented
with facial elements

(in this case lips and
chins) as elements
indicative of moral and
intellectual faculties
(reprinted from Enter:
The Comics by E. Wiese,
University of Nebraska
Press, Lincoln, 1965).

dows in churches. So the roots of “story” are related to the roots of “comic strip.” |
feel comfortable with this architectural notion of what a comics page is—a bunch of
picture windows stacked togetherin a building to form a narrative.

So | kind of have a schematic family tree in my head. Comics come from these 13th
century medieval woodblock prints of multiple images to tell a story. The first real
stopping-off point is William Hogarth who was telling stories in sequential scenes:
“Scene of the Rake as a Young Man,” “Scene of the Rake in His Dissipations,” “Middle-
Aged Man" or whatever. His highly impacted drawings would take pages to describe.
They unfold like a play in seven scenes with various clues in each picture that refer back
and forth to each other. As a structure, it's as tightly woven as a staged play.

But the first direct progenitor of the comic strip is Rodolphe Tépffer who worked
around the 1830s. He was a writer who could also be considered the granddaddy of
semiotics as well as comics. He wrote an essay called “On Physiognomy,” which was
a study of the classification of people through their facial structures—stupid people have
small, low foreheads while smart people have high foreheads. He said physiognomy
didn‘t make much sense as a science, but it did make sense as a sign system. He exper-
imented with simple lines. The interrupted line still makes a recognizable image. He
worked out very interesting notation systems.

He was a school teacher who really wanted to be a painter like Hogarth, but he
couldn’t draw very well so in his spare time, he'd do these comic staries. They were
sequences which were very sophisticated for 1830. He used his theories of sign recog-
nition in a way that he could draw something once so that the next time he didn‘t have
to draw it as completely. He made basic discoveries: changing sizes and shapes of

panels, clustering things on a page so that they have interesting design, accelerating
and slowing down the reader’s attention as he scans the page, having words and pic-
tures communicate with each other while not repeating the same information so they
complement each other.

Two panels from “Histoire D'Albert” (Albert's Story), the last story drawn by Topffer in 1846 {below and
following page). These panels demonstrate his innovative methods of indicating motion.
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He was influenced by Laurence Sterne, the novelist who wrote Tristam Shandy,
which had this loopy structure. Both Tépfier and Sterne shared a kind of whimsical
interest in structure that reads like James Joyce but for different reasons than Joyce.
Joyce was at the tail end of the novel whereas these guys were at the very beginning
of their mediums. They were exploring what the medium might be for its own sake.

Topffer printed his comics with a primitive kind of lithography which allowed him
to make about 15 to 20 copies before the plate ran out. No one would have ever seen
it except that one of the copies got to Goethe who said, “New medium, great thing,
everybody should know about this.” As a result, they have stayed in print ever since.
This was my inspiration when we were doing RAW. It didn’t matter how many you
made, you just had to get them into the right hands.

Topffer was amazing. In some sequences he anticipated cinematic crosscutting
before there was anything like a movie camera. He was able to capture multiple
moments of time. | would really like to know whether the drawing of multiple motions
at once in comic strips precedes the invention of narrative photographs of multiple
developments on a plate—like the work of Muybridge or Marey doing multiple expo-
sures on one plate, like a horse running or a bird flying. I'm curious to know which hap-
pened first because it would tell me whether this was a cartoonist’s invention or a result
of a technological leap through the invention of movie—of cameras.

Al: That's a fascinating question. | always had this intuition that artistic and
technological leaps seem to appear at the same time, feeding off each other.

AS: As far as | can figure, this precedes any camera work.

AJ: Whether comics precede photography or not, this marriage of motion
images brings up many issues of the development of our visual language and
how we cognate, how we see—

AS: I'm pretty sure that comics come first. From the middle of the 19th century on,
there's this impulse toward wanting things to move. The motion picture camera offered
more satisfaction so its history got to travel farther and faster leaving comics on a
stunted limb of the family tree.
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