Postmodernism and its effect on the world as we know it—or rather, as we see it—has a very unique sensation to it. Of course, the word “sensation” is often euphemism for “pain”, and even in the current application, the feeling might just apply. Like vice grips surrounding our world, our culture, our society, Postmodernism slowly applies its squeezing pressure, eventually resulting in the unshaping and reshaping of long-held notions and concepts. One of these notions “reshaped” by the pressures of postmodernism is the concept of History--as we once knew it. 

In this essay, I will examine History’s---as Frederic Jameson puts it—“postmodern fate” by placing it in context with two successful contemporary works, both of which take advantage of (or could well be complicit to) History’s new form. The first work is a graphic novel by Art Spiegelman entitled Maus, which concerns itself with the events of the Holocaust, as told by the perspective of a Jewish survivor, who happens to also be a mouse (explanations to follow). The second work is entitled Crossing the River, by Caryl Phillips, and is a novel based upon the African Diaspora--from its early onset of slavery in North America, to its lingering vestiges in the early 1900’s. In both of these works, there are two specific notions concerning history that have “postmodern residue”, which I wish to explore. The first notion I will explore is the constant interweaving of the present, paradoxically, since these works are ostensibly written to provide a sense of the past. Citing mostly from the works of Frederic Jameson, I will discuss how this fixation to the present—even when trying to speak on the past—aligns well with Jameson’s ideas concerning society’s new “fascination with the present”, and the loss of our connection to history. After, I will explore the interplay between memory and history, and the way they are exchanged one for the other, and vice versa--all seen within the texts of both of these works. This replacement or surrogate role that memory is acting could very well speak to this notion of the breakdown between low and high culture, or at least, the breakdown of the boundaries that once separated the two.  

In postmodern scholarship, the word “history” in itself is slightly ambiguous, and thereby slightly imprecise as distinctions exist between history, historicist, New Historicism, et cetera. And to further complicate matters, there is that nebulous tendency to most postmodern terminology, as clear definitions rarely exists, neither is their unanimous agreement among scholars to any particular denotation of these terms. So, to start, it might be helpful for me to at least define exactly what I mean when using the word “history”. Within the context of this essay, “history” is used in its absolute traditional sense, in what Jameson often refers to as “real history” or that historical knowledge “generally acquired through the schoolbook history manuals devised for whatever legitimizing purpose by this or that national tradition” (78).  Its effacement by what Jameson calls “Historicism” is what will be lead into in this essay’s discussion.


Spiegelman’s two-part work, Maus, is an immensely original work written about the unprecedented horrors of the Holocaust, and in particular its most infamous concentration camp, Auschwitz. The work is written entirely in illustrations, where the central Jewish characters are all caricaturized as mice, the Germans as Cats, and other races depicted likewise by a carefully selected animal representation. The story is biographical, and historical, in the sense that the author, Artie, is writing about the life of his father, Vladek, one of the survivors of Auschwitz. Interestingly, Artie, who is both the author and a character in this narrative, not only provides Vladek’s life story, he also frames the biography around the story of him getting the biography, meaning we actually see (literally in illustrations)  Artie approaching his father with questions and a tape recorder, and Vladek’s responses that segue into an illustrated story. While Vladek’s is providing responses to Artie, and the scene turns to Poland or Germany in the 1930’s, oftentimes the setting is abruptly pulled back into the present, with Vladek making an offbeat comment, or Artie stopping his father with a comment. In both instances, during these pull-backs into the present, a lot is revealed between the relationship between Artie and Vladek.  Apart from this first linking of the present, the book pulls the reader even further into the present with Artie writing on an even “more present” present, 9 years later after his father’s death and on the cusp of publishing the second part of Maus, after the first part became a huge success.  This linking with the present brings up the first notion of new postmodern-ness in history. Frederic Jameson makes mention of this same situation in his book Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism. His example refers to the novels of E.L. Doctorow, where he notes this “explicit narrative link between the reader’s and the writer’s present and older historical reality which is the subject of the work” (77). 


This situating of the present within Maus effectually grounds the historical element of the story. Artie is urging his father along to bring his story of the past into the present time. We then consume Vladek’s past only by the “otherness” feel that that it might have from the present, and with what Jameson calls the “gloss qualities of the image”. 


Then there still is this layering of the present to deal with. In the story, Artie exists in two layers. He does not exist in Vladek’s past, however he does exist within the story as the “coaxer of the story” as we see him consistently urging his father along in his recital.  In the second layer of the story, Vladek no longer exists (he dies), however, Artie is still here and is now working on the second part of his book: “Vladek dies of congestive heart failure on August 18. 1982…I started working on this page at the very end of February 1987” (41). What does that make the reader that is consuming the currently published work? This very well could be a third layer of the present, and as we go along, and time continues to orbit, the present continues to move right along and the past, or the notion of a past, becomes almost indistinct. What we have is a continually moving present, as well as a clear fixation or obsession with the present. 


In Maus, the source of all historical fact is taken directly from Vladek’s memory, which poses an interesting question regarding the legitimacy of this type of historical evidence.  Here we have direct confliction between what may be considered highbrow history--or what Jameson consistently refers to as schoolbook history--versus “lowbrow” History. The lowbrow history, or Vladek’s memory, which is of course subject to bias, imprecision, or amnesia, is still being considered history. A good example of this in the story occurs when Vladek is recalling the daily marches at Auschwitz when Artie interrupts him saying “I just read about the camp orchestra that played as you marched out the gate” (54). To this, a questioning Vladek responds “An Orchestra? No. I remember only marching, not any orchestras”. Finally, Artie concedes, but not without saying, “I dunno, but it’s very well documented”(54).

 The notion of amnesia itself is problematic as it implies a destabilization. Timothy Melley in an article titled “Postmodern Amnesia: Tramua and Forgetting in Tim O’Brien’s ‘In the Lake of the Woods’”, phrases this amnesia dilemma quite well; he writes:

“These astonishing failures of identity and memory have become salient partly because they seem to reveal, often with lurid power, the instability of the liberal subject. They operate on a profound sense of self-division—a sense that one’s experience can be secret even to oneself” (Melley 106).”

The last sentence of Melley’s words is particularly eerie, that “one’s experience can be secret even to oneself”. Perhaps, in Vladek’s case, an orchestra did in fact exist, and he did in fact walk by one, or just as probable, he was a member of an orchestra. The probability exists, thereby, so does this grand instability of the subject—Vladek and his story in Maus.


Like Maus, the novel Crossing the River by Caryl Phillips also provides good examples of the postmodern linkage of the present, and elements of memory blurring the high/low brow distinction. Unlike Maus, this novel does not recreate a particular instance or event in what we would term history, but instead tries to reenvision a mood or sense of the African Diaspora over the course of 250 years.  The book consists of 4 chapters that read similar to short stories, however the introduction and conclusion weave the 4 chapters/stories into one coherent novel. 


From the beginning of this novel, there is an interweaving of present and past, and the book seems to portray the early onset of slavery and the aftermath 250 years later to be within a single lifetime. For example, the introduction takes the voice of a father in desperate poverty, making the decision to sell his three children into slavery. Yet still in a first-person voice, the father writes: “For two hundred and fifty years I have listened to the many-tongued chorus… [a]nd occasionally, among the sundry restless voices, I have discovered those of my own children” (Philips 1). This father figure is a symbol representing Africa, nevertheless the feeling is the same; those two hundred fifty years of time-passing takes place in a matter of sentences, and the story continues to jump-in-and-out of a time so seamlessly, vitiating those heavy markers of time—severing distinctions of a past but instead drawing everything into the present. 


Like Maus, Crossing the River also has instances of the memory-history intermingling. In chapter 2, titled “West”, the scene is the winter month of an urban Colorado town, past the tenure of slavery in America. An older black woman named Martha is abandoned, sitting out in the cold, when she is suddenly helped by the generosity of a stranger. As Martha lies in a bed, she drifts in-and-out of her own memory. The memory she portrays are various descriptions of slave trade, slave life, and one instance a detailed scene of a slave auctioning that she and her family were forced to be victims of. These scenes, recalled from her memory, are meant to provide the novel-as-a-whole with a historical sense of these particular events from a narrative point-of-view. And, like Maus, these memory depictions are pulled directly from Martha’s memory. Again, the reader becomes witness to the memory/history exchange. History is being fleshed out by memory; and Martha, who through just the nature of her state and the obvious psychological trauma that she probably suffers from, clearly cannot be the most stable historical sense, yet, she is a source, and the low/highbrow distinction suddenly collapses.

In this essay, we have discussed briefly history’s mutation by the winds of postmodernism, by looking at just two of the symptoms of this change. In doing so, we have diagnosed their existence in two contemporary historical works: Maus by Art Spiegelman, and Crossing the River by Caryl Phillips. The two symptoms we have found—and were looking for—was firstly this obsession with the present in historical retelling, and the second being the low/highbrow distinction being severed in History by the introducing of memory as a source for history. Whether these new strands of History, brought on by postmodern sway, are ominous or even propitious are hard to tell, but they are proliferating--recalcitrant to resistance. 
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