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      3.

Interrogating 
the Past:
Collaboration, 
Handwriting, and 
Composed Text in 
Peter Pontiac’s Kraut

Having discussed the Maus event, I now pivot to an analysis of 
comics that challenge the characterization of historical comics set 
into place by the success of Maus. In the three case studies that follow, 
I explore World War II comics’ ability to combine modes of realism. 
Of the comics that I study in the subsequent chapters, closest by 
far to Maus is Peter Pontiac’s60 Kraut. Completed in 2000, Pontiac’s 
work can be considered a direct reply to Maus, as the parallelism of 
their titles suggests. Before working on Kraut, Pontiac worked as a 
letterer for Jessica Durlacher’s Dutch translation of Maus, which was 
published serially by Het Parool, a Dutch newspaper, in 1995. Writing 
the translations of Spiegelman’s texts into the emptied text balloons 
and boxes of the original kindled Pontiac’s desire to address his own 
family’s wartime history in comic form (Pontiac Personal Interview). 
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Kraut, the comic Pontiac made at least partly as a reply 
to Maus, is a 167-page illustrated letter that seeks to answer two 
questions: why Joop Pollmann, Pontiac’s father, collaborated with the 
German occupiers during World War II as an SS (Schutzstaffel) war 
reporter, and why he disappeared in February 1978 while on holiday 
in Curaçao. To avoid confusion, I refer to the son/implied author 
by his pen name, Peter Pontiac, which is a pseudonym for Peter 
Pollmann and thus helps remind us of the fact that we are dealing 
here with an author character, and to the father/object of biography 
as Joop Pollmann.61 

Kraut is Peter Pontiac’s coming to terms with, and investigation 
into, his father’s past. Yet rather than having as its object the heroic 
father figure that is also a concentration camp survivor, Kraut 
revolves around one of Dutch memory culture’s greatest villains: 
The World War II collaborator. This dramatic shift in context, 
which I discuss in more depth below, underlines the importance of 
approaching Kraut not just in relation to the Maus event, but also in 
the other contexts with which it engages. Here, the most pressing 
of these contexts concerns the position of the collaborator in Dutch 
World War II memory culture. Dutch remembrance of World War 
II has been characterized as extremely black and white in terms of 
ethics. Much of it rigidly divides the Dutch population in a good 
and a bad group. In the collective memory landscape of the postwar 
Netherlands, resistance against the German occupation was seen as a 
norm (Blom 151). For a long time, conversely, the variety of different 
kinds of collaboration or accommodation was lost in the rigidity of 
post-war outrage and judgement. Accordingly, even the families of 
perpetrators of collaboration were stamped as bad and were socially 
spurned. In recent years, this black and white conception of World 
War II history has made way for a more nuanced approach that takes 
into account the variety of circumstances and motivations that led to 
collaboration (Heijden 15).
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Joop Pollmann’s collaboration as a SS war reporter is in most ways 
more clear-cut than that of most Dutch collaborators. His writing 
for a number of National Socialist publications alone is more than 
enough to prove his support of Nazi philosophy. In these writings, 
Pollmann shows himself to be a staunch follower and perpetrator of 
Nazi ideology, which places him squarely as bad against his so-called 
good fellow countrymen who actively resisted the Nazi occupation. 
However, to be perceived as good during and after the occupation, 
one needed not to have actively taken part in the resistance. Rather, 
being considered good required that one was not perceived as actively 
having taken part in collaboration with the occupier, a litmus test 
which Pollmann by no means passed. Pollmann’s role as a war 
reporter meant that he, in all probability, did not take part directly in 
acts of war either during his time in Russia or on the western front. 
And while it is fair to note this, it does very little, at the same time, in 
the way of mitigating the wrongdoings he did commit.

Pontiac’s reconstruction of his father’s life is an attempt to 
understand how Joop Pollmann came to support the Nazi cause, 
to what extent he was aware of and supported the existence of the 
extermination camps, and why he disappeared in January 1978. In 
order to do so, Kraut takes from Maus the structure of the double 
testimony. But because his father is not around to answer his questions, 
Pontiac reconstructs a voice from his father’s writings, drawings, and 
historical documentation. Pontiac thus moves from a juxtaposition 
of two testimonies to combining a whole range of voices speaking 
in different genres. The epistolary novel, biography, testimony, 
the essay, and historiography each have their place in Kraut. All 
these forms, moreover, imply their own brands of realism through 
combinations of elements of the subjective, historiographic, and, to 
a lesser degree in Kraut, mechanical modes of realism. What is most 
remarkable about Kraut is how it combines different forms of writing 
on deliberately designed pages, and how these combinations of texts 
bring out the tensions of Dutch World War II memory culture and 
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image-text relations. Pontiac shows himself a comics artist in his 
distinctly visually oriented use of the letters that he writes and the 
ways in which he makes the location and adjacency of different kinds 
of texts on the page matter.

Kraut uses the visual aspects of texts in order to afford 
a representation of the father’s collaboration that combines and 
interrogates the different modes of realism implied by different kinds 
of texts. As such, Pontiac uses a semiotic conflict, the blending of 
image and text, to portray a conflict between father and son that is 
ongoing. Through its juxtaposition of different modes of representing 
the past in text, Kraut is able to evade closure and present itself as both 
a collection of documents open to interpretation by the reader, and as 
a more traditional epistolary narration with a beginning, middle, and 
end. By repeatedly juxtaposing different ways of writing the past on 
the page, furthermore, Kraut can also be read as an investigation of 
the strengths and limits of the kinds of writing that Pontiac employs 
in his attempt to reconstruct his father’s life.

In the analysis that follows, I will first further introduce Kraut 
by contextualizing Pontiac’s work in relation to Maus, underground 
comix and the Franco-Belgian comics tradition. Second, I 
demonstrate how handwriting in Kraut brings to the fore questions 
concerning the differences between the realism implied by the subject 
and the machine. Third, I argue that because of the way in which 
Pontiac places texts in visual relation to each other, Kraut becomes 
a site of conflict between different modes of representing the past in 
text. Through its page composition, Kraut allows different modes of 
representation in text to coexist on the page, thereby showing the 
conflict between different ways of rendering the past in text, instead 
of resolving it. Finally, I consider the co-presentation of different 
forms of text in Kraut as an interrogation of the potential and limits 
of both archive and narrative.
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A Comic among Comics
Page 115 of Kraut shows Joop Pollmann together with his comrades 
enjoying some time off from their training as war reporters for the SS 
(see fig. 7). While the trainees find amusement in a certain passage of 
Hitler’s Mein Kampf, two familiar figures take up the space to the far 
right of the page. As Pollmann enjoys himself with friends, a mouse-
figure in striped clothing sweeps the hallway guarded by a cat donned 
in a SS uniform. 

The ghostly presence of Spiegelman’s figures in Kraut, besides 
being a homage, establishes a relation between Maus and Kraut: while 
Maus revolves around a victim of National Socialist ideology, Kraut 
deals with a staunch follower of that ideology. Regardless of this 
essential difference, however, Spiegelman and Pontiac’s comics have 
quite a lot in common. First, both works deal with a tension between 
the presence and the absence of the father.62 Maus starts from the 
overbearing presence of Vladek Spiegelman in the day to day life of 
the young Art Spiegelman. Vladek’s erratic behavior indicates both 

Fig. 7: Detail from Kraut 115.

INTERROGATING THE PAST

AVELZEN
Text Box
This image is only available in the printed thesis.



82

the persistence of the catastrophic past in the present and a wish to 
exorcise this past through continual activity. Ultimately, however, 
Vladek’s behavior is precisely what motivates Art Spiegelman to ask 
his father to recount the past, and in this way bring it into the present. 
Conversely, Kraut starts from the absence of the father in the life of 
Peter Pontiac. This absence, however, causes the memory of the father 
to continually haunt Peter Pontiac’s present, which is reflected by the 
incorporations of the father’s images and texts in Kraut (see fig. 8). 
These images and texts aim to make Joop Pollmann’s voice present, 
yet they stem from an attempt to reach someone who is unreachable. 

Fig. 8: Kraut 36. 
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Second, both comics continually renegotiate the boundaries 
between biography and autobiography and are self-reflexive through 
and through. As in Maus, Peter Pontiac at times point to his own 
mistakes—on page 42, for example, he admits to a historical 
mistake made in the drawing on page 23. Rather than smooth over 
inconsistencies, Kraut continually focuses on its difficult process of 
creation in order to show the impossibility of its representational 
project: 

i had long planned to end this letter with the 
image of mühsam stumbling onto the beach of the 
daaibooibaai, stretching out his crushed hands 
in order to subsequently strangle you.. a good 
friend with a big heart who heard this begged me 
not to do it, to forgive you… maybe he is right. 
it would have been a bit “grand guinol” [sic]… 
but i will always doubt whether the concepts of 
“tasteful” and “shoah” can go together nicely. 
(Pontiac 2011, 111)63 

Because of this focus on its own creation, Kraut, like Maus, 
is a narrative about its author as much as it is about its object, and 
about the past that is recounted as well as about the relation of this 
past to the present. Kraut meticulously details the emotions of Peter 
Pontiac in the process of creating his work, blurring the traditional 
boundaries between biography and autobiography. Take for example 
the following passage, where Peter Pontiac presents the readers with 
his trepidations concerning the humanizing effect that all biographies 
have on their objects as well as showing how his experiences as a 
cartoonist in the underground counterculture scene in the 60s and 
70s influence his framing of his father:
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must i just see you as any angry young man of 
19? just another teenage reaction against 
the unacceptable situation found on earth? a 
provoking nazi greaser? an inciting punk boy 
scout? […] i would happily mark these kinds of 
“innocent” motives as the cause of your behavior, 
but it is not that simple: greasers are not aiming 
to commit genocide…64 (Pontiac 2011, 109)65 

By incorporating his own perspective in his biography of 
his father, Pontiac makes clear that his representation of the past 
must be read as arising from his situated subjectivity. Kraut, a post-
Maus World War II autobiographical comic, combines the perceived 
proclivity of both autobiography66 and comics to a realism that is 
centered around the subject’s experiences. As in Maus, however, the 
subjective mode by itself is not presented as an adequate solution to 
the problem that the past poses. In order to escape the dictatorship 
of his own writing, Pontiac includes the writings of his father and 
others in an attempt to present a more complete picture of the past. 
In other words, showing that the subjective mode of representation is 
flawed is neither only an authentication strategy, nor a capitulation in 
face of the catastrophic past. Rather, the incorporation of a range of 
different modes of representing the past reveals that Kraut, like Maus, 
strives for realism in its representation of the past, while at the same 
time remaining aware of the illusionary character of any such realism. 

Maus is not the only comics context that matters for Kraut. 
Most pragmatically, Kraut can be related to comics culture because its 
author is a famous Dutch comics artist whose work is predominantly 
read in a relatively small Dutch domestic market for comics.67 Pontiac 
was awarded the Netherland’s most prestigious comics prize, the 
Marten Toonderprijs, in 2011. The press statement for the prize 
explicitly mentioned Kraut as the most remarkable Dutch graphic 
novel (Pos 2011). Internationally, however, because Kraut has not 
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been translated, there has understandably been little critical reception. 
In spite of this, Paul Gravett included Kraut as one of the seven Dutch 
comics in 1001 Comics You Must Read Before You Die (2014, 727). 

Pontiac also embeds Kraut, in interviews and through 
references in the work itself, in European and American underground 
and mainstream comics traditions. In relation to the American 
underground comix, it should be noted that other work by Pontiac 
was published in magazines such as Anarchy Comix and Mondo Snarfo 
(Pontiac 1911, 4). Furthermore, Pontiac names Justin Green’s Binky 
Brown Meets the Holy Virgin Mary (1972) as one of the principal 
inspirations for his work in general and Kraut in particular. In an 
interview I did with Pontiac, he recounted that reading Green’s work 
was for him, as someone who shared with the American comics artist 
a strictly 1950s Catholic upbringing, a transformative experience 
(Pontiac Private Interview). Green’s style reminded him of the 
Illustrated Classics series (1956-1976),68 but instead of the graphic style 
of Illustrated Classics being coupled with stiff adaptations of famous 
novels, Green used it to tell a brutally honest autobiographical story 
about the neuroses that his upbringing produced (Peter Pontiac: 
Vlammende brief ). Besides Green’s autobiographical work, Pontiac 
cites the famous American underground comix artist Robert Crumb 
as one of his major inspirations in his autobiographical series The 
Pontiac Review. In Kraut, Pontiac also explicitly refers to the work 
of another household name of American comics, Will Eisner, by 
depicting, on the first page of Kraut, a Greek cigarette box on which 
Eisner, whom Pontiac was in contact with through his work as a 
letterer for a Yiddish translation of A Contract with God in 1983, 
wrote: “do a graphic novel too… I need company. It’s too lonely out 
there” (see fig. 9).

INTERROGATING THE PAST



86

Besides referring to a number of its American counterparts, 
Kraut also refers to a number of Dutch and Franco-Belgian comics. 
On page two, Pontiac recounts being inspired by the comic Oscar and 
Isidoor,69 which was published in the Dutch Catholic magazine Taptoe 
between 1955 and 1961 (Comiclopedia Okki, Jippo en Taptoe). Later 
in the book, Pontiac draws his father seated at a table between Willy 
from Willy and Wanda (1945-present) and Tintin (1929-1976) (Fig. 10). 
Kraut here cleverly connects Joop Pollmann’s work as a propagandist 
for Nazi Germany with that of Willy Vandersteen, under the 
pseudonym Kaproen, and Hergé, who both drew for collaborating 
magazines and newspapers during World War II (Visser). 

Fig. 9: Kraut 0.

Fig. 10: Detail from Kraut 114.
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But even if Kraut was received as a comic and places itself in 
different comics traditions, its form does not immediately resemble 
other comics. The most significant difference is the complete absence 
of a panel structure. Even though in some comics panel borders are 
not be as immediately visible as in others—Will Eisner’s A Contract 
with God (1978), to name a related example—there is almost always 
a visible distinction between the different moments displayed on 
different parts of the page. And even when it is possible to read 
against the implied ordering of these panels, the very existence of an 
implied order betrays that most readers understand in what order to 
read the panels. Kraut does not use the standard comics temporality 
of boxed moments in time that follow one another in a sequence. It 
follows that Kraut’s temporality also differs from most other comics. 
The main temporal drive of Kraut is the handwritten text, even 
when it is interspersed with images or other graphic elements (see 
fig. 11). The reading experience consists of jumping in and out of 
the handwritten text to the different elements—visual or textual—
and back again. Therefore, Kraut’s images are not as much in the 
driver’s seat as is the case for other comics, nor are its texts positioned 
on the page in a for comics conventional ways such as text balloons 
and blocs.70 As I will argue in the section “Composing Texts,” this 
remarkable visual ordering on the page of a variety of texts is the 
comic’s greatest strength. Kraut is a comic not so much in its use of 
comics conventions such as text balloons or panels, but rather because 
the visual characteristics of texts, as well as the way in which these 
texts are combined on the page with other elements, play a significant 
role in Kraut. In the subsequent sections, I will analyze how the 
visual characteristics of text and its placement on the page enable 
a representation of the past that succeeds in reconstructing the past 
while it questions writing’s ability for such a reconstruction.
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Handwriting, Letter Writing
Pontiac’s handwriting is one of the most dominant visual
characteristics of Kraut (see fig. 13). Like most comics’ text, which is
epitomized by the comic sans font, Kraut’s handwriting does not make
a clear distinction between capital and lowercase letters. However,
instead of bold for emphasis, a convention of American comics in
particular, Kraut uses underlining in order to stress certain words
or parts of words. Another characteristic of Pontiac’s writing that
is both visual and textual is his frequent use of parentheses, which
at times contain information that might be found in footnotes in
other texts, while at other times containing information vital to the
narrative. The overuse of parentheses is a way in which Kraut uses 
bad writing—forever adding besides—to create good writing. The
parentheses here illustrate Peter Pontiac’s insecurities as a biographer
and so strengthen the way in which Kraut shows that the past is never
dealt with in a satisfactory manner. Instead, the narrator wants to
continually add to, revise, and/or revoke it.

These visually centered observations concerning capitalization,
underlining, and the use of parentheses, however, already go a step too
far regarding how I intend to approach handwriting here. For what
does the fact that Kraut uses handwriting add to its representation of
the past? It would have been much easier, for its initial creation, its
readability, as well as for its potential translatability, to have used a
computerized font. In an interview, Peter Pontiac stated that he had
to fight his publisher over the use of handwriting in Kraut: “They
rather wanted typographic letters but I stuck to my guns because I
felt that without the handwriting, it would not be a letter anymore”
(Pontiac Personal Interview).71 Pontiac here reiterates a connection—
most famously discussed in Friedrich A. Kittler’s Gramophone, Film,
Typewriter (1999, 198)—between the word, the hand and the human
subject in opposition to typewritten text. For Kittler, the travel of
the word from the subject to the subject’s hand and, finally, to the
machine can be seen as a gradual distancing and thus as a process of

Fig. 11: Kraut 128-129.

Fig. 12: Detail from Kraut 40 (text in balloon reads: “you got your first pair of 
glasses around your 10th year”).
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Handwriting, Letter Writing
Pontiac’s handwriting is one of the most dominant visual 
characteristics of Kraut (see fig. 13). Like most comics’ text, which is 
epitomized by the comic sans font, Kraut’s handwriting does not make 
a clear distinction between capital and lowercase letters. However, 
instead of bold for emphasis, a convention of American comics in 
particular, Kraut uses underlining in order to stress certain words 
or parts of words. Another characteristic of Pontiac’s writing that 
is both visual and textual is his frequent use of parentheses, which 
at times contain information that might be found in footnotes in 
other texts, while at other times containing information vital to the 
narrative. The overuse of parentheses is a way in which Kraut uses 
bad writing—forever adding besides—to create good writing. The 
parentheses here illustrate Peter Pontiac’s insecurities as a biographer 
and so strengthen the way in which Kraut shows that the past is never 
dealt with in a satisfactory manner. Instead, the narrator wants to 
continually add to, revise, and/or revoke it. 

These visually centered observations concerning capitalization, 
underlining, and the use of parentheses, however, already go a step too 
far regarding how I intend to approach handwriting here. For what 
does the fact that Kraut uses handwriting add to its representation of 
the past? It would have been much easier, for its initial creation, its 
readability, as well as for its potential translatability, to have used a 
computerized font. In an interview, Peter Pontiac stated that he had 
to fight his publisher over the use of handwriting in Kraut: “They 
rather wanted typographic letters but I stuck to my guns because I 
felt that without the handwriting, it would not be a letter anymore” 
(Pontiac Personal Interview).71 Pontiac here reiterates a connection—
most famously discussed in Friedrich A. Kittler’s Gramophone, Film, 
Typewriter (1999, 198)—between the word, the hand and the human 
subject in opposition to typewritten text. For Kittler, the travel of 
the word from the subject to the subject’s hand and, finally, to the 
machine can be seen as a gradual distancing and thus as a process of 
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alienation. Handwriting, in this process, is located further towards 
the subject than to the machine, and as such is more naturally at home 
in subjective realism than in mechanical realism. At the same time, in 
comparison to the spoken word, handwriting also already constitutes 
a move away from the subject and towards standardization. The 
intermediary position of handwriting in the history of language is 
why cultural analyst Sonja Neef considers it to be “both unique and 
repeatable, singular and iterable” (29). 

Fig. 13: Kraut 78.
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In the case of Kraut, where the unique handwritten text of 
the author signifies subjectivity, authenticity, and intimacy but at 
the same time is ultimately printed ink in a mass-produced book, 
this contradiction is even more stringent. Despite that Kraut has 
been mass-produced and therefore does not meet the standards of 
Nelson Goodman’s autographic art (113) it establishes, by using 
handwriting, a material trace that performs a distinctly subjective 
realism.72 Pontiac presents himself through his handwriting, but by 
presenting this handwriting within the context on a printed book, 
the aura of handwriting is problematized as well as established. Here, 
as in Tonnus Oosterhoff ’s poem Unrest, “what is at stake is a tension 
between reproducibility and aura” (van Dijk 2011, 73). A tension that 
is produced by the impossibility of a complete presence of the author 
or the past through representation. In the same way in which it is 
impossible for Pontiac to truly reach his father or the past through 
Joop Pollmann’s drawings and handwriting, an unbridgeable distance 
forestalls any true presence of the author for the reader. But it is from 
this lack that the many attempts to simulate such presence—though 
handwriting, drawing, the incorporation of historical documents, 
and more—ultimately spring. 

The performance of presence through handwriting  
is a frequently commented upon aspect of comics. Hillary  
Chute, working on the handwriting in the comics of Alison  
Bechdel, writes:

The subjective presence of the maker is not 
retranslated trough type, but, rather, the bodily 
mark of handwriting both provides a visual quality 
and texture and is also extrasemantic, a performative 
aspect of comics that guarantees that comics works 
cannot be “reflowed”: they are both intimate and 
site specific. (2010, 11)
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But just because handwriting is often seen as embodied, subjective, 
and private, does not mean that computerized fonts or any other  
kinds of typesetting are by definition the opposite. This point is well 
made in both Kashtan’s analysis of Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home (2006) 
(105), as well as in more general analyses of handwriting, authenticity 
and digital memory culture such as van Dijck and Neef ’s Sign Here 
(9) and van Dijk’s Picking up the Pieces (122). Rather, the presumed 
subjectivity of a form of writing is established relative to another 
form of, in this case, textual expression. Realism is antinomic, 
instead of absolute. The strength of Kraut’s use of text is not only 
that it problematizes the aura of handwriting by presenting it in a 
context of reproducibility, but that different forms of text are here 
placed alongside one another. This co-presentation of text on the 
comic book page allows for a cross-examination of the different 
connotations of these forms of text in relation to the representation 
of the past.

Take, for example, the typeset testimony taken from Joop 
Pollmann’s post-war trial. These accounts, because they remind their 
viewers of the typewriter, a machine that has become obsolete in the 
computer age, now refer to a unique past much in the same way as the 
narrator’s handwriting. The fact that typeset accounts can be objects 
of nostalgia does not erase all differences between the handwritten 
and typeset texts. Where, in Kraut, handwriting evokes a distinctly 
subjective realism, the realism of the typewritten court documents 
is better described as a blend of the subjective, historiographic, and 
mechanical. Because of their obsolescence, the typewritten accounts 
are not able to seamlessly evoke the objectivity of the machine, 
yet they still retain a kind of allusion to objectivity. Furthermore, 
while these texts look mechanical, they simultaneously evoke the 
unique historical moment when they were written, and the hands 
that touched the keys, much more than would be the case with a 
digitally set text. Finally, because of their look, the typeset accounts 
can appear to the contemporary reader as historical documentation. 

INTERROGATING THE PAST



92 93

By incorporating these texts visually as well as textually, Kraut also 
includes the materiality of documentation and as such can rely on 
their perceived proximity to fact and/or truth (Briet 9-10).

The fact that Kraut is a handwritten letter, rather than another 
kind of handwritten text further adds to its performance of subjectivity, 
authenticity, and intimacy. The epistolary form implies a singular 
writer and addressee and as such comes with a certain intimacy that 
is strengthened through its combination with handwriting. The 
tension between aura and reproducibility here becomes infused with 
a second tension: that between the private and the public. Kraut’s 
performance of privacy is heightened through the inclusion of Peter 
Pontiac’s handwriting and drawings as well as those of Joop Pollmann 
(Pontiac 2011, 36-37). Ultimately, however, the juxtaposition of the 
father’s and the son’s text takes place within the confines set by the 
author, who is the one who has selected and ordered these texts for 
publication. As such, Kraut’s staged dialogue points back to the fact 
that it is a monologue intended for an audience, rather than a dialogue 
between family. As a letter, Kraut still awaits response. The absence of 
this response being in part a reference to the general absence of the 
father and, in other part, a way to underline the fragmentary nature 
of any representation of the past. One can write to the past, but it 
does not answer. 

Emma De Vries, in her PhD thesis on the rise of Neo-
epistolary practices in the wake of the obsolescence of the traditional 
letter, argues that new epistolary forms often question mail’s 
dependence on “a sound system of delivery, and therewith on a logic 
of functionality” (224). Kraut clearly shows that its message is sent 
without any rational hope of its arrival at its original addressee. On 
pages 1-2, where the letter form is introduced, it is immediately made 
clear that this letter is not only literally addressed to a question mark 
but also floats around instead of finding its addressee. The white space 
marked out by the absence of clouds in the background of the drawing 
is shaped in the form of Joop Pollmann’s head; a powerful illustration 
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of how Joop Pollmann structures this narrative around his absence 
(see fig. 14). Through its handwritten letters, Kraut demonstrates 
the impossibility of ever truly establishing contact with the past in a 
form that highlights the seductive strength of the possibility of such 
contact, even against all odds. It clearly is Pontiac’s wish to reach or 
find his father with his letter, if only to hold him accountable. But 
in Joop Pollmann’s absence, Pontiac created his own narrative. The 
power this grants him over the past of his father at times frightens 
him and, in lieu of a reply, Pontiac incorporates his father’s and other 
texts in an impossible attempt to bring some balance to his account 
of the past.

Besides presence and subjectivity, the visual characteristics of 
handwriting in Kraut also produce another effect. A side note on the 
first page of Kraut introduces this theme: “hope that my handwriting 
is decipherable?!” (Pontiac 2011, 1) (see fig. 15).73 By underlining 
the word decipherable—specifically the part of the word that spells 

Fig.14: Kraut 1-2. 
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what I would translate as cypher but that also can be taken to mean 
number—Kraut hints at the centrality of the activity of deciphering 
to the book. Kraut certainly is a comic that aims to decipher the life of 
the father by scrutinizing a mixture of mnemonic and documentary 
evidence. Yet it presents itself less like the result of such a research 
and more like a folder in which the documents pertaining this subject 
were stored. In this way, Kraut is both a product of a deciphering and 
a work which forces the reader to decipher. 

While Peter Pontiac’s handwriting is not by any means difficult 
to read, it does require much more effort than reading a typeset or 
computerized font. As such, Pontiac forces the reader to decipher 
the idiosyncrasies of his writing, thus pointing to both subjectivity 
and the process of deciphering itself. The reading experience that is 
set up through the use of this specific handwriting echoes the larger 
scale deciphering central to the project. But what makes the focus 
on deciphering in Kraut particularly significant is that more than 
just presenting a reading of the documents, or, in other words, a 
synthesis of the research done, Kraut, like the artworks of Christian 
Boltanski discussed by Ernst van Alphen in Staging the Archive (2014), 

Fig. 15: Detail from Kraut 1.
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also presents the archive alongside a narrative. The handwriting of 
Kraut is a tool which indicates the importance of deciphering and 
aims to activate the reader as an investigator of the past, rather than 
a recipient of it. 

In order to make up one’s own mind concerning Joop 
Pollmann’s disappearance and his collaboration, the reader must go 
through Peter Pontiac’s handwriting and drawings, Joop Pollmann’s 
(hand)writing and drawings, transcriptions of court testimonies, 
extractions from history books, eyewitness accounts, (drawn) 
photographs, poetry, and a short story (see fig. 16). Kraut appeals to 
the reader as a detective/historian by presenting a range of different 
sources that must be made sense of. Instead of a ready-made narrative 
about the past, Pontiac offers his readers the building blocks of such 
a story and, to make matters worse, openly displays doubts whether 
any sound construction can ever be made of them. With respect 
to handwriting, this is expressed most clearly when the different 
handwritings of Joop Pollmann and Peter Pontiac are placed alongside 
one another. The handwriting suggests two different authors whose 
rendition of the past differs greatly. Rather than smooth over the 
difference, Kraut—building on Maus double testimony—presents us 
with both texts, thus creating a certain open-endedness regarding 
the possible interpretations of the work. By incorporating his 
father’s texts, Pontiac offers the reader the opportunity to question 
his reading of the documents in a way that is even more accessible 
than the annotation systems used in historiography. Pontiac does so, 
however, and this cannot be stressed enough, in a context created 
solely by the point of origin of one of the handwritings. To better 
understand how this context is created and what kind of effects it has, 
we must now turn to Kraut’s page composition.
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Fig. 16: Kraut 73.
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Composing Texts
Depending on our vantage point as readers, Kraut can be both an 
illustrated letter and an archive. While the comic is certainly not an 
archive in the more traditional sense of the word, it is a collection of 
documents concerning a specific topic, in this case the life of Joop 
Pollmann. By combining different kinds of texts and images on the 
page, Kraut makes use of the authenticity of the historical document 
and the archive. At the same time, this archive is presented alongside a 
handwritten letter. While the archival context lends the handwritten 
letter some objectivity, the handwritten letter hints at the subjectivity 
that can often be discerned in archival collections. With Kraut, we 
get both the collection of documents and the collector. Presenting 
them together, however, here does not work to complete Kraut’s 
picture of the past but to show the limitations of both approaches. 
Pontiac clearly critiques fetishistic notions of a complete archive, 
even if he too at times longs for such a Gods-eye-view of the past. 
As such, Pontiac critiques his father’s ideology by demonstrating 
that the bureaucratic fantasies of Nazism can never completely 
succeed in their attempts to confine through inscription. They must 
fail both because of the overabundance of any subject for archival 
inscription and because inscription is never neutral. By subjecting 
private documents to classification, they are changed as well as made 
public (Derrida 1996, 4-5; van Alphen 54). What is found by looking 
through such documents is not so much the individual they describe, 
but the archive that holds them. If Pontiac demonstrates one thing 
in Kraut, it is how impossible a complete (re)constructing his father’s 
past through the available documents is. By doing so, he also shows 
the limits of the apparatuses that the Nazi regime used to confine and 
determine the identities of its enemies.

In its self-presentation as an archive, Kraut depends on page 
composition. For comics scholars such as Benoît Peeters, Thierry 
Groensteen, and Renault Chavanne, page composition is the 
fundamental operation in the creation and meaning making process of 
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comics. Page composition governs the placing of the different elements 
out of which comics are constructed on the page in a significant 
relation (Groensteen 2013, 91). Though page composition, comics 
are able to generate additional layers of meaning that can overlay, 
strengthen, or contradict what is put forward in the separate elements 
that make out the page. Because of the way in which physical location 
on the page can (be made to) matter in comics, the whole is greater 
than the sum of its parts. Pontiac shows himself as one of the foremost 
Dutch comics artists most clearly in the pivotal role that he makes 
page composition play in his representation of the past. 

But who organizes these pages? Is it the letter writer whose 
handwriting fills the pages? Or should we regard the composition 
of the page as another and higher level of narration, as is suggested 
by Thierry Groensteen? In an attempt to cover a hiatus left by his 
hugely influential semiotic analysis of comics called The System of 
Comics (1999), Groensteen discusses narration in comics in the fifth 
chapter of Comics and Narration: System of Comics 2 (2011).74 Here, he 
suggests dividing narration in comics into three narrating instances: 
the monstrator, designating the instance that is responsible “for the 
rendering into drawn form of the story” (2013, 86), the reciter, 
responsible for the narrative text (88), and the narrator, “the ultimate 
instance responsible for the selection and organization of all the types 
of information that make up the narrative” (95). Groensteen’s comics 
narratology suggests that the organization of materials on the page 
happens on a narrational level that supersedes the handwritten text, 
which runs contrary to the primacy of the letter in Kraut. If one 
approaches Kraut as epistolary fiction, the letter format encompasses 
the archival collection of documents in the sense that these documents 
were added to the handwritten letter, and their composition is a result 
of the act of the letter writing of the author-character. Looking at 
Pontiac’s work as a comic turns this perspective upside-down. Now, 
the selection and ordering of materials on the page encompasses 
the handwritten letter, rendering the letter only one of the forms 
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through which a connection with the past is established in Kraut. 
The letter, in this view, is but one document among many. While 
the letter-focused approach suggests a reading that remains closer 
to the perspective and subjectivity of the author-character Pontiac, 
a more archive focused reading submits the handwritten letter to 
a higher-order organization realized through page composition. A 
letter-centered reading, in short, stresses only the subjective realism 
of Kraut, while a page-layout oriented reading reveals how different 
modes of realism stand side-by-side in Kraut.

How does Pontiac’s comic establish relations between the 
different elements out of which it consists, and what are the effects 
of these relations? The largest part of Kraut consists of juxtapositions 
of handwriting by the author, handwriting and typeset texts by Joop 
Pollmann, other incorporated texts, drawings by the author, drawings 
by Joop Pollmann, and other recontextualised images. On by far most 
pages, there is a relatively clear compositional distinction between 
the different elements that are combined. Besides the compositional 
tools which Pontiac uses to connect different texts to one another—
which I come to in detail below—texts in are also connected by way 
of direct quote and reference. Often, the handwritten text by the 
narrator’s comments upon his father’s texts. Pages 100-101 (fig. 17) 
show one such interaction. 
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The right-hand side of this spread shows a copy of a text 
written by Joop Pollmann. Translated, its title would read: “The 
Narrow Road: A Question and Answer by a Youth.” In it, Joop 
Pollmann argues why the Dutch youth has chosen the narrow road of 
the National Front, a Dutch fascist and anti-Semitic organization that 
existed in the Netherlands between 1934 and 1941. Joop Pollmann’s 
writing is incredibly pompous and he does not shy away from 
military metaphors. On the preceding page, the narrator explains 
how Joop Pollmann’s father prohibited his son from joining the 
National Socialist Movement (NSB), but did allow his son to join 
the National Front: “it was allowed, fearlessly, you jumped into 
“frontism,” with heart, soul and pen. you started writing for 
the front-newspaper “de weg,” in which you did not take kindly 
to “dancings and (kitsch-)movies”!” (Pontiac 2011, 100).75 The 
narrator quotes his father’s text even through the complete text is 
right there on the adjoining page.76 

Fig. 17: Kraut 100-101.

INTERROGATING THE PAST

AVELZEN
Text Box
This image is only available in the printed thesis.



102

Because of their spatial vicinity to one another on this spread, 
moreover, Kraut also establishes a visual connection between the texts 
that both strengthens and alters the relation established between the 
texts by way of direct quotes and references: “ just like you i once 
raged against “hedonistic” egoism (hypocrisy!), but not against 
“foreign elements”…” (100).77 The writing of the son becomes a 
repetition of the writing of the father shown through direct visual 
juxtaposition. Pontiac’s style, however, is a direct opposite of his 
father—an opposition that is reiterated by the juxtaposition between 
handwritten and typeset text. Where Joop Pollmann’s is an over-
constructed text, Pontiac can almost be heard speaking, or, at 
times, shouting. Pontiac’s autobiographical handwritten monologue 
authenticates itself by rendering the stilted typeset style of the father 
disingenuous. Adding insult to injury, the two images which bookend 
the spread leave no doubt about Pontiac’s framing of the political 
leanings of his father. On the bottom right, the dialogue between the 
texts of father and son is closed with a depiction of Joop Pollmann 
smiling maniacally and saluting. The drawings remind the reader 
of the importance of location in comics and add to the dramatic 
juxtaposition of the two texts. At the same time, Pontiac does not, 
in the end, completely commit to denunciating his father. Whenever 
he is about to, and I will come to this in more detail later, he finds 
that taking the moral high ground leaves him with a bad taste in  
his mouth. 

The initial visual relations between texts take on a more 
radical form on pages 113 to 119, the section of Kraut that directly 
deals with Joop Pollmann’s wartime experiences. Here, a wide range 
of different texts are positioned in a collage-like manner on the 
pages. This invasion of foreign texts stems from a lack of information. 
Peter Pontiac never heard his father speak about his wartime 
experiences and is forced to use his father’s testimony from his trial 
for collaboration after the war instead. This testimony, moreover, in 
a quest to illuminate this obscure period in his father’s past, is placed 
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adjacent to the narrator’s handwriting, drawn and retraced images, 
and excerpts from history books, court documents, and a family 
chronicle (see fig. 18). Absence here breeds presence. Visually, this 
presence is quite overwhelming: the pages are crowded with different 
sources vying for the reader’s attention. 

But while the reader can feel like a sort of amateur historian 
who stumbles upon a fascinating source and is working to decipher it, 
or as one of the jury members listening to the interrogation of Joop 
Pollmann having to decide on his guilt or innocence, it is also clear 
that the reader is not the one compiling the archive of documents or 
case file. And even though the visual juxtaposition of these different 
sources on the page is not ordered in a strict sense—the reader is 
free to choose a path through the page—the reader is limited to the 
selection and presentation of sources dictated by Kraut. Moreover, 
Kraut makes use of reading habits—top left to bottom right—to 
guide the reader’s gaze across the parts out of which its pages consist 
in a premeditated sequence.

Fig. 18: Kraut 118-119.
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Looking closely at the compositions of different kinds 
of text on these pages of Kraut, it becomes clear that the visual 
characteristics of these texts are highly significant for the narrative 
that is told through them. How these texts are reproduced highlights 
their varied origins. Typewritten texts for Joop Pollmann’s at times 
underlined court testimony, typeset excepts from Mein Kampf and 
Gerard Pollmann’s78 family chronicle, excerpts from Nazi documents, 
Peter Pontiac’s handwriting, and other texts crowd the pages (see 
fig. 18). The multitude of these sources changes the character of the 
comic’s representation of the past on these pages. Here, Kraut seems 
transform from a handwritten letter addressed to Joop Pollmann 
into a historiographic narration based on a wide range of sources. 
By presenting these different sources visually and juxtaposing them 
with the handwritten account of Peter Pontiac and the typewritten 
rendition of Joop Pollmann’s testimony, Kraut establishes a different 
kind of connection to the past. Instead of the authenticity of the 
testimony—which is openly distrusted by Peter Pontiac—Kraut here 
presents the reader with a compilation of relevant documentation 
needed for a judgement of Joop Pollmann’s collaboration. 

Complete objectivity, however, is neither attainable for 
historiography nor the archive of documents on which it is often based. 
Instead of implying any sort of objectivity through historiography, 
these pages of Kraut go back and forth between the subjective and 
the historiographic in order to show the dialectical relation between 
these two modes of representing the past. If the historiographic mode 
can be found in the compilation of documents and viewpoints, the 
subjective is given voice through the handwritten text, which here 
shifts from commenting on the document to a more interrogatory 
stance. On these pages, Joop Pollmann’s court testimony is once 
again subjected to a thorough cross-examination by different sources 
brought to bear by an especially strict, but also necessarily biased 
interrogator: his son: 
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Boxed text from the court testimony of Joop 
Pollmann: before I went to report for duty, I wrote 
a final essay about the struggle against communism. 
After handing in this essay to the German war 
correspondence bureau in Hague, I was asked to 
report back to them.
Handwriting by the main narrator: “staler versus 
hitlin for the honor of europette!”? (Pontiac 
2011, 112)79

Peter Pontiac almost becomes a kind of pulp novel prosecutor in these 
sections. A prosecutor, moreover, that besides submitting relevant 
information to the court—in this case the readers—also cannot 
help but make ironic remarks and openly questions the defendant’s 
testimony:

your post-war judges also took your speeches 
seriously… in your defense plea it is claimed that 
you “objected” to the recruitment speech (but 
that this was not “accepted”!) i find this hard to 
believe. your career was swinging, moving in the 
right direction… (Pontiac 2011, 116)80

Fig. 19: Detail from Kraut 114.
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By assuming an accusatory stance, Peter Pontiac attempts to show 
that he will not go easy on his father. Instead, it is precisely because 
he is Joop Pollmann’s son that he has a personal drive to find the truth 
hidden beneath all the documentation. At the very least, what the 
testimony yields is the width of Joop Pollmann experiences during 
his work as a war reporter. Not only did he witness the battle of 
Leningrad, was injured, recovered, and worked as a translator in 
Berlin, he also was sent West when a new front opened there in the 
wake of D-Day. The interrogatory tone authenticates the narrator 
as a critical historiographer who tries his sources. At the same 
time, Pontiac’s at times aggressive attempts to try his father can be 
reminiscent of the politically judgmental historiography that aimed 
to cleanse the nation of the stain of collaboration by singling out and 
sectioning off the culprits (Haan and Romijn 323).

Immediately after the text previously quoted from page 116, 
however, Kraut shows one of the limitations of such an approach: 
“your attorney also speaks about letters, which i would 
have loved to read!” (Pontiac 2011, 116).81 This small sentence 
intervenes in the interrogatory atmosphere by re-injecting the 
private and affective relation of the interrogator to the accused. 
With it comes a moment of self-interrogation and doubt central 
to Kraut. Because the narrator is unable to relocate all the relevant 
documents, he can never completely reconstruct the past. The 
allusion to missing evidence is a subtle yet effective reference to the 
form of Kraut: for it to be a narrative, at least part of the evidence 
that has shaped the recreation of Joop Pollmann’s life story has to 
be omitted. And for Kraut to be a comic with a beginning and an 
end, it cannot reproduce the entire archive of evidence on which 
it is based. In other words, while Kraut features sections from the 
interrogation of Joop Pollmann, the complete report is as obscure to 
the reader as the mysterious letters of which the advocate speaks are 
to the narrator. Kraut continually slips between the fragmentary and 
the whole, and the different kinds of realism that are associated with 
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them. Where the subject’s point of view seems too fragmentary, the 
comic presents us with the mechanical and historiographic realism 
of the archive. But when the archive is uncovered as incomplete, 
the comic complements it with the authenticity of the witness. This 
double substitution becomes especially noticeable in the sections that 
detail the war past of Joop Pollmann, where the fragment is often 
the only kind of whole there is access to. As Dutch literary scholar 
Sem Dresden showed in Persecution, Extermination, Literature (1991), 
the fragmentary is a characteristic of war representations in Dutch 
literature (222). However, the composition of text in Kraut allows 
the work to play with the theme of fragmentariness in a distinctly 
visual way by showing different fragments of the past alongside other 
(fragmentary) texts.

The composition of texts in Kraut, while supporting Kraut as 
a document combined with a sort of judicial source criticism that is 
supposed to lead to the truth about the past, at the same time shows 
what it omits: the complete texts from which it recontextualizes 
snippets. The complete history that Kraut attempts to recreate and 
the truth about the past can of course, never fully be recovered. 
By juxtaposing the subjective realism of the eyewitness accounts 
of both Joop Pollmann and Peter Pontiac with the historiographic 
and mechanical realism of documentation and source critique, Kraut 
interrogates the limits of these modes of representing the past. And 
even if taking recourse to different modes of representing the past 
is what authenticates Kraut, they are at the same time shown to be 
fundamentally flawed by way of their co-presentation. Kraut uses the 
visual characteristics of text in comics as a way to create room for 
and express the unresolvable conflict that the collaboration of Joop 
Pollmann poses for the narrator. The conflict between word and 
image here sets the stage for conflicts between private and public, 
reconciliation and vengeance, testimony and documentation, and 
memory and history. By recounting the conflicted past in a conflicted 
form, Kraut represents Dutch collaboration open-endedly, allowing 
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readers to make up their own minds. Rather than the truth about his 
father, Kraut juxtaposes different ways of dealing with the theme of 
Dutch collaboration during World War II and reveals the effects that 
this past still exerts on the inheritors of this troubled legacy.

Ongoing Conflicts
It is tempting to situate Kraut in relation to other Dutch representations 
of collaboration during World War II in order to try to establish in 
which medium different ways to represent World War II happened 
first or best. Such a comparison would probably yield that Kraut 
resembles other second-generation World War II representations 
from the Netherlands written by the children of collaborators. These 
narratives began to appear in literature around the 1980s (Vanderwal-
Taylor 121), which makes Kraut belated by about twenty years. But 
even if Kraut’s grey—as opposed to black and white—approach 
to World War II and its focus on collaboration can be considered 
belated, the comic carves out a place for itself in the history of the 
representation of World War II through its form, which allows it to 
portray the past differently than completely text-based accounts. The 
question here is not whether Kraut was earlier or later, or if Kraut does 
it better or worse. Such a line of questioning would only lead back to 
Kraut’s double disenfranchisement as a comic written by the son of a 
collaborator. Seductive as it is to situate Kraut in such a fashion in a 
larger narrative of the emancipation of the comics in the Netherlands, 
this is not a struggle that is played explicitly on the pages of the work, 
nor does it reflect the international comics culture from which Kraut 
takes its cues. 

Kraut is far more concerned with questions concerning the 
limitations of representation of the past itself than its place among 
other representations. By combining its performance of the archive 
with a number of more experientially based renderings of the past, 
Kraut shows that no representation of the past can truly establish a 
connection between past and present. However frustrating such an 
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open wound towards the past might be, it remains the only possible way 
to represent this conflictual past that cannot be forgiven or forgotten, 
but which also continually frustrates attempts at reconciliation:

besides, i also find it hard to combine “auschwitz” 
and “forgiving.” even though you yourself 
might have not harmed a jew personally, your 
“crystal(night)-clear” 82 idealism and your 
compatriots did not see any harm in that, right? 
my forgiveness would be a drop of water in an 
ocean of guilt. although i must admit that the 
good feeling i got when writing the preceding 
words is an uncomfortable sensation. (pontiac 
2011, 112)83

For Peter Pontiac, forgiveness can only be conceived of in the form 
of a conflict. Throughout Kraut, the letter writer resists sympathizing 
with his father. At the same time, whenever he judges his father 
harshly, he reflects that such an approach to collaboration is also 
somehow unsatisfying:

or is that just what i want to believe, must i see 
you on your knees before i can tell you that i 
love you, that i miss you? my love for you is as 
ambivalent as your “death”.. it almost feels 
indecent to love a father who has fascist views, 
especially in a time when that ideology shows 
itself to be impossible to eradicate […] i can 
apparently only forgive you through suicide, a 
voluntary and self-inflicted death penalty.!? 
(pontiac 2011, 162)84
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A strictly negative view of the collaborator has in itself become part 
of the way in which the good Dutch citizen viewed its country’s 
past and as such leaves the narrator feeling uneasy. The narrator does 
not absolve himself from fascism by blaming it on someone else. He 
understands the hypocrisy of using divisive tactics against a fascist 
and avoids making the same mistakes as his father and those who 
persecuted the families of collaborators in postwar Dutch society.

Through page composition, Kraut is able to juxtapose the 
familial past—as represented in handwriting, letter writing, and 
family photography—with national historiography—present in 
court testimonies, references from historiographic works, and other 
documents. The strength of Kraut’s form is that it does not have to 
choose between private and public, presence or absence, documents 
or handwritten letters, and memory or historiography. It shows where 
and how these perspectives strengthen one another and where they 
contradict and cause friction. 

Conclusion
As in Maus, handwriting in Kraut connotes subjectivity by making 
present the author. By incorporating different kinds of (hand)
writing, Kraut undermines the illusion on which the presence of the 
author through handwriting is based and shows the limits of a purely 
subjectively authenticated realism. Furthermore, the remarkably 
text-based page compositions of Kraut allow the comic to present 
itself as a collection of historical documents and a handwritten letter 
addressed to Joop Pollmann. Using the visual properties of text in 
combination with their presentation on the page, Kraut authenticates 
itself as a subjective eyewitness account and an archival collection 
of historical documents. I have shown how Kraut undermines these 
forms of authentication through their co-presentation on the page. 
By demonstrating that the documentation can never be complete, 
Kraut performs the fundamental incompleteness of the archive. In 
this sense it has something in common with the works that Hal Foster 
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described in An Archival Impulse (2004), Ernst van Alphen in Staging the 
Archive, and Marianne Hirsch in the chapter “Postmemory’s Archival 
Turn (2012). Kraut, however, does not entirely fit with either the 
works that Foster describes as critiquing the archive by “connecting 
what cannot be connected” (21) or Hirsch’s works that function as 
“correctives and additions” to the historical archive (228). Rather, 
Kraut does both by offering a semi-convincing whole only to proceed 
to show the cracks in this presentation through the co-presentation of 
the subjective mode of realism, in the guise of a handwritten letter, 
with a blend of historiographic and mechanical realism, through 
the visual incorporation of historical documentation. Through page 
composition, Kraut presents opposite ends of a false dualism between 
the subjective realism of the handwritten eyewitness account and the 
realism of historical documents and method together on the page. 
The comic’s strength lies not in transcending this false dualism or 
opting for the subjective over the historiographic or vice versa, but in 
highlighting the different ways in which they clash. Kraut represents 
the conflicted past by representing the conflicting ways in which 
this past might be represented and so shows that Dutch collaboration 
during World War II is an ongoing conflict.
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