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fter devastating wars with the Romans, Jews were
dispersed into the Diaspora and settled in various
parts of the world, starting Jewish communities that both
assimilated local culture and kept a Jewish culture and identity
through shared literature. A pivotal figure in establishing this
common ground was Moses ben-Maimon, also known as
Maimonides or Rambam (the Hebrew acronym for Rabbi
Moshe ben Maimon) who was born in Córdoba in what
is now Spain in 1135 and died in Egypt in 1204. He was a
rabbi and a physician, recognized as the head of the Jewish
community in Egypt, and one of the foremost rabbinical
arbiters and philosophers in Jewish history, establishing with
his 14-volume Mishneh Torah a canonical codification of
Talmudic law. The life of Maimonides was told in the graphic
novel Rambam: The Story of Maimonides (2005) by
R. J. Avrech, Aryeh Mahr, Svetlana Pekarovsky, and Vladimir
Solop. This is a book with clear didactic intent, but the
strange and interesting life of this man shines through and
nonetheless makes it an interesting read.
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n Europe, anti-Judaism grew in the Middle Ages. Jews,
who used to be respected merchants, artisans, and shopkeepers, were deemed dangerous heretics by the Christian
Church, which became increasingly powerful, often
overshadowing the power of the kings. Jews were among
other things made to wear a special kind of clothing and
headgear to distinguish them from other people, and forced
to move into either ghettos, isolated and often walled-in
sections of European cities, or shtels, small separate towns or
villages in Eastern Europe and Russia. Church and state did
unite in the common notion of blaming many problems on
the Jews (not least the bubonic plague that repeatedly ravaged
Europe) as envisioned in the image to the left, taken from
the book The Story of the Jews: A 4,000-year Adventure
(1998) by the Jewish cartoonist Stan Mack. Mack uses a
combination of prose, illustrations, and comics sequences
to tell, as the title indicates, the whole of Jewish history in
less than 300 pages. The book is interesting, albeit clearly
written and drawn from a Jewish perspective.
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n the 18th century, the Haskalah, or Jewish Enlightenment
movement, was triggered by the German Jewish philosopher Moses Mendelssohn (1729–1786), also known as the
father of Reform Judaism. Mendelssohn, who was a respected
cultural figure in Germany at the time, strove to end the
isolation of Jews and pave the way for those who wanted
to be fully assimilated into Christian society. Mendelssohn
deemed this necessary, as persecutions of Jews were taking
place all over Europe and Russia at the time. The panel to
the left comes from a biography of a young Jewish girl who
lived through these times, having to dress up as a boy to
avoid being persecuted. Actually managing to make a living
as a Catholic man for several years, she made it all the way
to New France, i.e. modern Canada, before her disguise
was revealed. Brandeau was officially the first Jew in New
France, but since the colony was legally Catholic, she was
coerced to convert. Resisting this, she was deported back to
France. The story was published in the anthology No Girls
Allowed—Tales of Daring Women Dressed as Men for
Love, Freedom and Adventure (2008), by Susan Hughes
and Willow Dawson.
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any Jews emigrated to the U.S. in order to avoid
persecution. This started as early as in the 17th century, although large-scale immigration did not occur until
the late 19th century, following severe pogroms in Eastern
Europe. The immigrant Jews did indeed find a society more
welcoming than most in Europe, even though anti-Semitism
was still present. One of the first Jewish Americans to gain
national prominence was Mordecai Noah (1785–1851), born
into a family of Portuguese Sephardic ancestry. He grew up
to become a playwright, a journalist, and a diplomat, revered
all through the U.S. In a pre-Zionist move, Noah tried to
found a Jewish refuge at Grand Island in the Niagara River
in 1825. Though highly visible in media, this move did not
gain momentum, and Noah eventually gave it all up. This
part of Noah’s life was the starting point for the book The
Jew of New York (1998) by the Jewish American Ben Katchor
(b. 1951). In this densely told yet whimsical portrait of New
York, we meet one-legged actresses, wandering Jews, and
masked anti-Semites, together giving a sense of Jewish life
in 19th-century America.
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devastating period for Jews comprised the so-called
pogroms (what today would be called ethnic
cleansing) in the 19th and early 20th centuries, when Jews were
persecuted and executed throughout the Russian Empire
as well as in Europe. A famous depiction of the pogroms,
Fiddler on the Roof, started out as a book, Tevye and his
Daughters by Sholem Aleichem. But it is as a musical that it
captured the imagination of the world—a musical that has
been continuously performed all over the world ever since
its creation in 1964 by Jerry Bock and Sheldon Harnick.
Set in Tsarist Russia in 1905, the story follows the Jewish
paterfamilias Tevye as he struggles with the challenges of
supporting and marrying off five daughters, even as the Tsar
evicts Jews from their villages. The image was taken from
the 1993 comic book Cud, by Terry LaBan. This story starts
out as a pastiche of Fiddler on the Roof, but soon turns into
a critique of Israeli politics, with God sending anachronistic
help in the shape of “Yossi Ben Moshe of the elite Israeli commandos!”—a Rambo-esque character who executes cossacks
with a machine gun, despite the main character’s protests that
this act of violence will only make things worse.
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he so-called “Kristallnacht” (the Crystal Night), the
major precursor to all the atrocities against Jews that
would ensue during Nazi rule in Germany, was an especially
vicious pogrom, with attacks on Jews and Jewish property
throughout Nazi Germany and parts of Austria during
November 9–10, 1938. Almost 1,700 synagogues were
ransacked, many of them burned; about 7,500 storefronts
of Jewish shops and businesses were smashed (hence the
name Kristallnacht); and 30,000 Jews were arrested and sent
to concentration camps. This incident has been depicted
in comics form several times, but never as interestingly
as in The Adventures of Crystal Night (1980) by Sharon
Rudahl (b. 1947). The idea of the story stems, according to
Rudahl, among other things, from “…a mild interest in [her]
Jewish ethnic heritage—the words ‘Crystal Night’ seemed
too transcendently beautiful to only refer to an atrocity.”
Rudahl uses science fiction to tell a story of a Jewish future,
where women and heritage are key concepts and the roles
are switched as Jews are on top, harassing the “lower people.”
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n the early part of the 20th century came a phenomenon
in America that has writers and thinkers divided: the
Jewish gangster—criminals rivaling their better-known
Italian and Chinese counterparts in New York. The Jewish
gangsters have been called the Kosher Nostra (a pun on
the Italian Cosa Nostra), the Jewish Mob, or the Jewish
Mafia. The divide in the interpretation of these criminal
individuals stems from the fact that they didn’t exactly live
life as ordained by Jewish ethical codes, but at the same
time they have been seen as a historical alternative to the
stereotypical suffering Jew. The images are taken from the
graphic novel Jew Gangster (2005) by the Jewish artist Joe
Kubert (b. 1928), a veteran in the field of comics, having
worked on such classic comic books as Tarzan, Sgt. Rock, and
Hawkman. He was the creator of the graphic novel Yossel,
which I will get back to (see p. 151). As Kubert was born in
the 1920s, he is well prepared to tell this story, having lived
in the era he depicts, and Jew Gangster does feel authentic,
even though the main story is fictitious.
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or many Jews, the U.S. became a safe haven from the
persecutions in other parts of the world, even though
there were for a long time widespread prejudices against
Jews in America as well. The situation is much better today,
compared to just 50–60 years ago. Jewish culture is now
respected and Jewish names need no longer be changed in
order to get ahead. All is not golden, though. The striking
image to the left was taken from the comic “JEWBLACK”
(1992) by the Jewish artist Eric Drooker (b. 1958), published
in World War 3 Illustrated #18. Drooker compares the
situation for Jews and Black people in the U.S., among other
things talking about “the American Holocaust,” making a
comparison between the persecution and extermination of
Jews in World War II and the treatment of Black slaves in
America. Drooker’s ending comment, “Will we see each other
as potential allies—or be blinded by race?” was published
one year after the Crown Heights riot, when tensions
between Jewish and Black communities in a neighborhood
in Brooklyn turned into outright violent hostilities.
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