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Georg Marschnig

“Students like it, it’s still their genre.”

A Qualitative Approach to Teacher’s Views on Holocaust Education with 
Comics

The present text focuses on the connection between historical learning about 
the Shoah and comics. Within this text, this relation, which has been discussed 
in German history didactics since the 1990s1, is to be viewed explicitly from a 
school perspective. The main interest of the present text is to get an idea of the 
use of comics in history lessons in Austrian schools. For this purpose, a quali-
tative interview study2 was carried out in spring 2019. It provides first insights 
into the use of comics in Austrian history classes and may serve as an impulse 
for further studies.

In the following, a brief overview of the previously published German-lan-
guage research literature is given to clarify some positions regarding comics in 
historical learning. In a second step, the design of the interview study is pre-
sented. The questionnaire, which links the teachers’ basic teaching ideas with 
their individual paths to Holocaust education and their positions towards the 
use of comics in the classrooms, is described in this part, too. Also, the interview 
partners are introduced briefly. They were deliberately chosen and stand for dif-
ferent generations of history teachers currently working in Austria, to present 
the wide range of didactical perspectives that can be found in the field of history 
teaching in Austria. All of them went through different forms of academic edu-
cation and have quite divergent ideas of teaching history, in consequence.

1 Pandel, Hans–Jürgen  : Wahrheit und Fiktion. Der Holocaust im Comic und Jugendbuch, in  : Jas-
per, Bernd (ed.)  : Hofgeismarer Protokolle Nr. 298. Wahrheit und Geschichte. Vom  Umgang mit 
deutscher Vergangenheit, Hofgeismar 1993, pp. 95–113  ; Bergmann, Klaus  : Hitler im Comic – 
Bedenken und ein Ratschlag, in  : Geschichte lernen 37 (1994), pp. 8–10  ; Ammerer, Heinrich  : 
Kompetenzdiagnostik durch die Verwendung von Comics, in  : Ammerer, Heinrich/Windisch-
bauer, Elfriede (eds.)  : Kompetenzorientierter Unterricht in Geschichte und Politische Bildung  : 
Diagnoseaufgaben mit Bildern, Wien 2011, pp.  10–21  ; Gundermann, Christine  : Jenseits von 
Asterix. Comics im Geschichtsunterricht, Schwalbach 2007  ; Mounajed, René  : Geschichte in 
Sequenzen. Über den Einsatz von Geschichtscomics im Geschichtsunterricht, Frankfurt a. M. 
2009.

2 Helfferich, Cornelia  : Leitfaden- und Experteninterviews, in  : Baur, Nina/Blasius, Jörg (eds.), 
Hand buch Methoden der empirischen Sozialforschung, Wiesbaden 2014, pp. 559–574.
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In a further step, the results of the interviews are presented in a narrative 
way. By contrasting and combining the different answers, it will become clear 
that some questions were answered in a very similar way, and others led to very 
different answers. These answers will be discussed and interpreted based on the 
following questions  : Firstly, which kind of experiences with comics in history 
education did the teachers collect during their pre-service training and profes-
sional career  ? Secondly, how important is the Holocaust in their history lessons 
and what role do comics play in the Holocaust education performed by the inter-
viewed teachers  ? And finally, what do they think about a prominent academic 
position towards the use of comics in history classes, about the curriculum’s re-
quirements and about some specific graphic novels concerning their potential 
for historical learning  ?

Finally, in a concluding section, some overall findings will be presented. 
Furthermore, the results will be related to the findings of scholars, to the cur-
riculum and to basic theories of German History Didactics.

1. Historical Learning with Comics

A brief synopsis of the most important didactic views on comics will explain why 
the analysis of comics was integrated into the current Austrian history curricu-
lum released in 2016.3 Since then, Austrian history teachers have been legally 
obliged to start dealing with comics and their relevance for historical learning.

The “critical questioning of the products of historical culture and their rep-
resentation (e.g. using a film clip or a comic strip)”4, is what the sixth-grade 
curriculum requires – thematically linked to antiquity. Hence, in the latest text-
books for this school level, one can already find tasks for working with comics  : 
Disney’s Ducks are used to analyse family trees5, Asterix is in any case ubiqui-
tous6, Hägar the Terrible and Wickie are to be deconstructed as typical Vikings, 
and even the Flintstones and Prince Valiant are involved.7 The comics take 
over the analysis of the historical culture, one could think. However, this strong 
presence in sixth-grade textbooks seems to be clearly linked to the regulations of 

3 Lehrplan für Geschichte, Sozialkunde und Politische Bildung. Bundesgesetzblatt II Nr. 113/2016, 
https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/Dokumente/BgblAuth/BGBLA_2016_II_113/BGBLA_2016_II_113.
html, accessed 28/03/2020.

4 Ibid., my translation.
5 Brait, Andrea/Mader, Sabine/Sommer-Hubatschke, Cornelia/Strutz, Andrea  : querdenken – Ge-

schichte und Politische Bildung 2, Wien 2017.
6 Ebenhoch, Ulrike/Scheipl, Josef/Scheucher, Alois/Wald, Anton  : Zeitbilder 2, Wien 2017.
7 Lang, Thomas/Marschnig, Georg/Merz, Anja  : Denkmal 2, Wien 2018.
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the curriculum for this grade. The textbooks of the subsequent school levels do 
not show a similar enthusiasm for comic-based pictorial approaches to the past. 
The use of comic-quotes in textbooks decreases radically but does not disappear 
entirely. After a cursory look at the Austrian history textbooks, one can see  : the 
comic has finally – after about twenty-five years of didactic discussions about 
it – arrived in Austrian history textbooks.

In relation to the topic of this volume, it’s an interesting fact that not only 
the comic, but the Shoah, too, had to “wait” for decades to be told in Austrian 
schools, especially with regards to the perspective of the victims. Only after the 
so called “Waldheim affair” and the following profound change in Austrian 
memorial culture8, the Shoah became an inalienable part of Austrian history 
teaching. The founding of the association “erinnern.at”9 as an official institution 
for Holocaust education10 in 2001 and its constantly expanding offerings are 
just as much a sign of the professionalization of Holocaust education in Austria 
as the strong curricular anchoring of the topic.11 Today, for example, this can 
be deduced from the fact that the eighth-grade curriculum has its own mod-
ule titled “Holocaust/Shoah, Genocide and Human Rights”, which, combined 
with two other thematically close modules, will make up almost one third of the 
curriculum for this school year. Even a cursory glance at the country’s history 
textbooks12 shows for all school types  : The Shoah is an integral part of Austrian 
history teaching.13

As mentioned earlier, the comic had a similar, but even more difficult career 
in Austrian history classes. Publicly seen as inferior literature until the 1970s, 
which would be useful at best for the shallow entertainment of children, this per-
ception of comics only started to change in the beginning of the 1980s.14 More 
and more comics became better accepted in public and in academia, as well – 

 8 Uhl, Heidemarie et al. (eds.)  : Transformationen gesellschaftlicher Erinnerung. Studien zur 
öster reichischen Gedächtnisgeschichte, Wien 2005.

 9 http://www.erinnern.at/bundeslaender/oesterreich/zu–-erinnern-at/kurzbeschreibung, accessed  
15/03/2020.

10 For a brief introduction and a problematization of the term  : https://www.bpb.de/geschichte/
zeitgeschichte/geschichte-und-erinnerung/39843/holocaust-erziehung, accessed 16/03/2020.

11 BGBl. II Nr. 113/2016, https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/Dokumente/BgblAuth/BGBLA_2016_II_113/
BGBLA_2016_II_113.html, accessed 15/03/2020.

12 A concise piece of research on the representation of the Shoa in Austrian History textbooks can 
be found in  : Mittnik, Philipp  : Holocaust-Darstellung in Schulbüchern  : Deutsche, österreichi-
sche und englische Schulbücher im Vergleich, Schwalbach 2017.

13 Dreier, Werner  : Lehren und Lernen über Nationalsozialismus und Holocaust in Österreich, 
Wien 2010, pp. 12–15, here p. 15.

14 Ferstl, Paul  : Comics in Österreich – Versuch einer Publikationsgeschichte, in  : Mitteilungen der 
Gesellschaft für Buchforschung in Österreich 2009/1, Wien 2009, pp. 23–30, here pp. 27–28.
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especially with the publication of Spiegelman’s MAUS.15 Its huge impact on the 
genre in the German public is out of discussion.16 Comics became a relevant 
field of research for historians as well. History Didactics in particular, turned to 
the analysis of comics after it had opened itself towards the study of historical 
consciousness in society. Comics were then seen as representations of histor-
ical imagination and therefore a very good source for analysing the perception 
of the past in society. Various authors did research on comics. Most of them, 
like Hans-Jürgen Pandel17, Christine Gundermann18 or René Mounajed19 tried 
to categorize comics in different systems, and, of course, they also reflected on 
the potentials, comics may have for historical learning and about the difficulties 
linked to learning with comics – which both were, of course, guidelines of the 
study this text is about.

In his almost canonical text on comics, Pandel20 worked out an analytical 
toolbox that should make it possible to deal with a supposed main problem of 
the negotiation of comics in history lessons  : the question of authenticity. He 
differentiated between five fields of investigation concerning authenticity and 
created a somewhat overflowing system that was benevolently designed to help 
students to distinguish fact from fiction.21 Mounajed’s analysis22 of 361 histor-
ical comics (in German “Geschichtscomics”) takes the same line, searching for 
historical validity (in German “Triftigkeit”), to trace the interconnections of his-
torical truth and the freedom of art.23

However, in researching the didactic utilization of comics, another question 
seems to be much more urgent today than the chivalric quest for different kinds 
of authenticity or validity. Christine Gundermann turned to this question in 
2014 and explained the importance of dealing with pictorial histories in history 
classes as follows  : “The main question is the importance of emotionality and 
aesthetics in historical learning processes […]. These questions are all the more 
urgent, because the ‘foundations’ of didactical theories, essentially the reflected 

15 Gundermann, Christine  : Jenseits von Asterix. Comics im Geschichtsunterricht, Schwalbach 
2007, here pp. 41–42.

16 Gundermann, Christine  : Comics als historische Quelle, in  : Visual History, 26.01.2015, https://
www.visual-history.de/2015/01/26/comics-als-historische-quelle/, accessed 28/03/2020.

17 Pandel  : Wahrheit, pp. 95–113, here pp. 95–96.
18 Gundermann  : Jenseits, pp. 87–88.
19 Mounajed  : Geschichte.
20 Pandel  : Wahrheit, pp. 95–113.
21 A brief summary and pragmatic combination of Pandel’s and Gundermann’s systems can be 

found in  : Ammerer  : Kompetenzdiagnostik, pp. 21–23, here p. 21.
22 Mounajed  : Geschichte.
23 Ibid.
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historical consciousness, are critically questioned [with it].”24 This statement 
pinpoints a decisive explanation of why it makes so much sense to study comics 
as a history teacher. Authenticity seems to have taken a backseat in times of a 
historical culture, dominated by Game of Thrones, The Darkest Hour or Down-
town Abbey. Veracity has stopped to be the main marker for societies deciding 
something to be memorable or not  : aesthetics, excitement, emotion, even mo-
rality seem to be much more important in the current historical culture. This can 
also be seen regarding comics like Eric Heuvel’s Die Suche (The Search) or Pascal 
Croci’s Auschwitz, as Gundermann points out. Those are much more fictional, 
but still valid (German “triftig”) and display factual history. They have a clear 
pedagogical claim and use the assets of the pictorial storytelling – emotionality, 
aesthetics, tension  – very consciously to convey historical content to a young 
readership.25

And that is the crucial point. With comics, students can learn much more 
about the past and the public reception of it, than just about the division be-
tween facts and fiction. Heinrich Ammerer describes  : “Comics can  – as they 
have emerged in a specific time and culture – serve as sources for their time of 
origin or for their cultural background. The comic reflects the self-image and 
zeitgeist of an era  : fashions, leisure activities, social conflicts, values, hopes for 
the future and linguistic idiosyncrasies emerge.”26 In this respect, comics may 
perfectly serve as sources for investigating the historical consciousness of the 
society they were produced in.

From a didactic perspective, comics that deal with the narration of the past – 
let’s call them with Gundermann “Geschichtscomics”27 (history comics) – must 
be treated as representations, not as sources, because they are interpretations 
of the past.28 Nevertheless, they can be used for historical learning in a second 
way. They tell us a great deal about the historical consciousness of their authors 
and readers, the analysis of which is precisely the goal of history lessons. In this 
respect, “every comic is in any case a source”29 and students can use comics – 
like every other narrative material – to learn about the genesis of history itself. 

24 Gundermann, Christine  : Geschichtskultur in Sprechblasen  : Comics in der politisch-histori-
schen Bildung, in  : APuZ 33–34/2014, pp. 24–29.

25 Gundermann  : Comics.
26 Ammerer  : Kompetenzdiagnostik, pp. 10–21, here p. 11.
27 Gundermann  : Jenseits, p. 10.
28 This division is used by German History Didactics to clarify the differences between primary 

sources and later productions of historical culture like textbook texts, historians’ texts, but also 
films, computer games etc.

29 Gundermann  : Jenseits, p. 10.
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Of course, it is not primarily about the historical knowledge that is developed 
by working with comics in school. Much more important is that the work on 
comics develops historical methodological competencies. Following the popular 
FUER-Modell30, which is also the competence-model used in the Austrian na-
tional curriculum for history, historical methodological competencies combine 
the ability to deconstruct historical narratives and create one’s own historical 
narration. While the second seems to be as tricky as obvious – think of the men-
tal processing of the hiatus between two panels  – the deconstruction of hist-
ory comics (“Geschichtscomics”) is an even more demanding educational goal. 
Gundermann underlined that, “in the comic, image, symbol and text merge into 
one interpretation offer, which must be analysed and interpreted in order to de-
code the historiographic message and thus also its claim to truth. Each reader 
has a relatively wide range of interpretation  – [also] depending on historical 
knowledge and prior aesthetic experience.”31 Without question, it requires a lot 
of pedagogical fortune and didactic skills to make this wealth of interpretive ap-
proaches available for historical learning. Last but not least, since it is the basic 
technique of historical epistemology to interpret sources correctly and to argue 
this interpretation conclusively, it is worth doing this exercise in class again and 
again.

All in all, it can be said that comics in history lessons can serve for much more 
than just an obvious way to get young people interested in our subject, which is 
sometimes assumed to be kind of dry – by the way, a widespread assumption 
that has never been proven empirically.32 Quite the reverse is true  – comics 
can enable so much more  ! They can function as the steppingstone to deal with 
historical culture and might be a perfect preparation for the survival within this 
historical culture that has long placed aesthetics and emotion above fact and 
source. And so Gundermann’s claim is to be followed, when she is calling to “at 
least partially extend such methodological analyses beyond the actually studied 
comic, and to discuss aesthetic issues in a larger environment.”33

30 Körber, Andreas/Schreiber, Waldtraud  : Historisches Denken. Ein Kompetenz-Strukturmodell, 
Neuried 2006.

31 Gundermann  : Geschichtskultur, pp. 24–29.
32 Gundermann  : Comics.
33 Gundermann  : Geschichtskultur, pp. 24–29.
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2. Teachers’ Views on Comics in Historical Learning

2.1 Research Design

From the perspective of history didactics, it is indisputably meaningful to deal 
with comics in history lessons. Corresponding tasks can be found in the latest 
editions of the textbooks, and the curricula require the inclusion of such prod-
ucts of historical culture, too. But how do teachers react to these new tasks  ? Do 
they feel comfortable with these new materials in their textbooks  ? Do they feel 
confident in dealing with history comics and do they see any didactic value  ? 
These are some of the questions posed in an interview series, conducted in spring 
2019 in five grammar schools in Graz. This qualitative approach aimed on a first 
glance on teachers’ perspectives towards Holocaust comics in the history class-
room.

To answer the questions mentioned above, an empirical-qualitative approach 
of the guide-based interview was used as a survey instrument. As a data collec-
tion method, a guideline interview offers the possibility of recognizing both the 
patterns of action and the perspectives of individuals in the field of investigation. 
In addition, the respondents’ self-perception in relation to their living and work-
ing environment can be identified. The objective is therefore to understand the 
interviewees’ point of view, while at the same time opening up more complex 
relations. The basis of such a survey instrument is an interview guide, which 
contains the relevant topic areas and pre-formulated questions as a structuring 
element. If required, the sequence of these aspects can be used flexibly in the 
conduct of the conversation. However, this was not practiced in the interviews 
conducted as part of this study. Furthermore, an interview guideline acts as a 
supporting component during the survey, for example to counteract the devia-
tion from points relevant to the topic. Finally, in the wording of the questions, 
attention should be paid to openness, clarity as well as simplicity and neutrality, 
because open questions leave room for the respondent and his / her answers.34

2.2 The Questionnaire

The guided interview basically consisted of twenty-one open questions. They 
were bundled in the following six sections  : In section 1, “I as a History teacher”, 
the teachers were asked to tell about their teaching style, their overall goals, pre-

34 Riesmeyer, Claudia  : Das Leitfadeninterview. Königsweg der qualitativen Journalismusfor-
schung  ?, in  : Jandura, Olaf/Quandt, Thorsten/Vogelgesang, Jens (eds.), Methoden der Journalis-
musforschung, Wiesbaden 2011, pp. 223–236, here p. 224–225.
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Jeff McLaughlin

Graphic Novels and the Holocaust  : “Just” Comics  ?

We are all aware of the monumental contribution to the graphic novel field that is 
MAUS.1 Comics were once dismissed as low-quality reading matter, and when I 
was growing up they were assumed to simply be childish amusements filled with 
funny talking animals doing silly things – which is exactly why MAUS was such 
a watershed work. Spiegelman not only approached an adult topic (the Holo-
caust) using comics but did so using the very elements that non-admirers of the 
medium, (or perhaps just people who hadn’t read a comic since their childhood) 
saw as stereotypical, namely, Disney-like mice and cats and dogs and pigs. In 
other words, Spiegelman used a stereotype (about comics) to capture a group 
of individuals who were dangerously stereotyped themselves  ; and he used it to 
defeat the stereotypes of both.

Yet nothing in my search for a list of Holocaust graphic novels showed that 
they tackled the Holocaust by using other sorts of animals or anything similar.2 

1 See Spiegelman, Art  : MAUS. A Survivor’s Tale. My Father Bleeds History, New York 1986  ; Spie-
gelman, Art  : MAUS. A Survivor’s Tale II. And Here My Troubles Began, New York 1991. Ori-
ginally serialized in RAW magazine starting in December 1980.

2 In preparation for this philosophical examination of a variety of Holocaust graphic novels I 
conducted a search of a recommended book database using the terms ‘Holocaust’, ‘Shoah’, ‘com-
ics’, and ‘graphic novel’. Initially I was overwhelmed by the results as they reached into the tens 
and hundreds of thousands of separate works. After reaching out to a librarian colleague, we 
discovered that the Boolean expression OR along with Subject and Title and Keyword were not 
performing as they should.  With some tweaking (including removing foreign language versions 
of English texts) we got the numbers down into the more manageable hundreds. Scanning the 
newly generated list, I found that many of the publications were aimed at elementary school 
aged children. These publications also referred to themselves as ‘illustrated stories’ or ‘picture 
books’ and not as comics or graphic novels – even though they were caught up in that same net.

 Given the well-known debate of what makes a comic a comic and nothing else, such child 
friendly works categorized under the heading of graphic novel would seem to suggest whatever 
the definition is that is being used is too broad. A children’s picture book typically consists of 
a single large drawing on each page with a few words strategically places yet still disconnected 
from the image. The following page is typically of another time period – usually occurring im-
mediately after the event of the previous page. Yet because these are sequential images, they 
would fit under Scott McCloud’s notion of ‘comics’. However, they are examples of sequential 
art but wouldn’t meet Robert C. Harvey’s interpretation of “what makes a comic a comic and 
nothing but a comic” since the words (if even existing) and images in these picture books are 
not “blended”. That being said, it is interesting question as to why there were so many Holocaust 
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Although Uncle Scrooge or Mickey Mouse comics were highly popular, this 
didn’t stop the publication of other anthropomorphic characters. And although 
there was some controversy surrounding the use of animal groups to represent 
human groups (e.g., some Polish readers didn’t find being characterized as actual 
pigs necessarily endearing). I take this lack of animals not so much as a rejec-
tion of the controversial application of them but more a way to just avoid any 
comparison that would necessarily occur. Unless the new creation is brilliant, an 
artist probably doesn’t want to hear “It’s not as good as MAUS” or “It’s just like 
MAUS” or worse “they copied the idea from MAUS”.

Graphic novels about the Holocaust, be they about the camps, or children in 
hiding, or people resisting, are trying to capture what cannot be captured. We 
all know that we can’t know what the Holocaust was like and we sometimes fall 
back on the claim ‘It’s so horrible, I can’t imagine what it was like.” Even though 
it should be imaginable because it actually happened. But if we can’t grasp it, why 
bother  ? In fact, in part because of this inability, we continue to harvest the Holo-
caust for more information, and more publications come out every year because 
there seems to always be something new to reveal. It’s also about constantly try-
ing to capture an event that defies our grasp of what is humanly possible. We can 
never personally, truly, know what it was like no matter how strong the analogies 
are or how powerful the stories are because the vast majority of us are not the 
survivors or witnesses or members of the righteous among the nations or even 
the perpetrators. We also cannot switch places with those same individuals who 
were victims, survivors, bystanders or members of the righteous or perpetrators 
etc. At our means then are just the books, and movies, and poems, and paintings, 
and the killing sites with their clear blue skies and healthy green grasses that give 
a false picture. There are few survivors living, and soon educational holograms 
may be put in their stead.3 Perhaps it is those who are closest – the 2nd generation 
survivors – who might be able to grasp some of what their parents went through 
for they grew up with the trauma of Holocaust still surrounding them – whether 
or not their parents discussed their ordeals or not.

Can the words of a book alone do justice to our desire to understand  ? Can 
images alone  ? Can the combination of the two succeed  ? It depends upon many 
things including what do we mean by ‘doing justice’ and what are we hoping to 

books aimed at children. What is the purpose and what was the supposed attraction of these 
books since the topic is quite horrific and adult in nature and the relevant events are typically 
graphic and the suffering of human beings is omnipresent  ? In other words, they are not the 
sort of things for bedtime reading for anyone let alone children. Here there is a future topic for 
discussion…

3 The Shoah Foundation at USC has developed this technology and has been recording survivors 
so that in the future visitors to museums can ask them questions about what it was like…
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achieve  ? For me, doing justice entails first and foremost treating those harmed 
with respect. This doesn’t always need to be done in hushed tones as it can even 
be done with humour (humour was sometimes used by inmates to deal with 
the situation they found themselves in).4 Nor does our acknowledgement of 
its complexity mean it must be presented in a complex way. Since there cannot 
be a perfect understanding, it means we can have simple presentations if they 
help different people grasp the enormity of topic  – but it does not mean that 
simplistic answers should be given.5 The fact that organizations such as the 
Anne Frank Foundation or the Auschwitz Memorial Museum have authorized 
or published their own graphic novels tells us that tough topics can be presented 
in many different ways depending upon who the intended audience is, pure lit-
erary works of prose and poetry, paintings, and the most obvious example that is 
similar to the comic book format  : film.

There are many historically inaccurate and disappointing films about the 
Holocaust but even works such as Schindler’s List (1993) or The Grey Zone (2001) 
are necessarily manipulated presentations. Events are deleted since you can’t ex-
pect a film to be as long as the actual time period it’s covering. Dialogue needs to 
be created since no one knows word for word what was said in private conversa-
tions, say, between Oskar Schindler and Amon Göth. Characters are often amal-
gamated into one (for example, the accountant role played by Sir Ben Kingsley 
was the composite of many individual accountants) and other real people are 
simply deleted (for example, it was not Oskar Schindler who went to Ausch-
witz-Birkenau to rescue the women workers from the Plazow camp  ; however, to 
introduce another character just for this scene would have been too jarring  ; not 
to mention this new information would reduce the perceived risks and virtues of 
the central character6). Music also plays an important role in setting mood and 
audience expectations, but real life doesn’t come with a soundtrack.

Purely non-fictional films won’t give us all we want (or need) either if one 
is seeking a complete reckoning. Original Red Army documentary footage by 

4 For example, see Ostrower, Chaya  : It Kept us Alive  : Humor in the Holocaust. Transl. from Heb-
rew by Sandy Bloom, Jerusalem 2014.

5 Renowned Historian Yehuda Bauer argues that to do justice to the topic of the Holocaust one 
must include discussion of the Righteous Among the Nations – to show that there was another 
way. Holocaust Distortion  : Yehuda Bauer Webinar (UCL Centre for Holocaust Education) Jul 16, 
2020 https://www.youtube.com/watch  ?v=TH2_44eHQIQ, accessed 11/03/2021.

6 Emilie Schindler writes  : “Still despairing about the fate of the female workers and not knowing 
whom else to appeal to, Oskar drove to Zwittau, where he contacted an old childhood friend, 
Hilde, and asked her to go to Auschwitz and personally take care of the release of the women.” 
Schindler, Emilie, with Erika Rosenberg  : Where Light and Shadow Meet  : A Memoir. Transl. by 
the orig. Spanish by Dolores M. Koch, New York 1996, p. 68.
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camp liberators is blunt in what they recorded and consequently with what we 
see7, but this historical footage is also limited in some ways since they are typ-
ically in black and white (i.e., not colour like the real-life experience)  ; they are 
not immersive nor 360 degrees, and they are unable to capture smells of disease 
and death. Films also don’t allow the viewer to simply stand there to pause and 
absorb their surroundings. And no matter how far our technology advances, 
truly immersive experiences just seem to be distasteful. Moreover, and neces-
sarily and thankfully so, the suffering won’t be real, and the time spent in the 
environment is merely a fraction of the reality.

From moving pictures to still ones, photographs allow us the opportunity to 
pause, ponder and be with our thoughts and reflections. They are silent pieces of 
evidence but like film, we don’t know what is literally beyond or beside what we 
are shown. We only have few photographs of what happened such as the Ausch-
witz Album8 showing the arrival of a transport from the perpetrator’s perspec-
tive and the fuzzy Sonderkommando photographs of the burning pits9 and while 
these are irreplaceable, that world did not end at the edges of the photographic 
frame.

In trying to reflect upon or understand what the Holocaust was and / or what 
it means, fictional accounts can sometimes capture people’s imaginations more 
than biographical or autobiographical works. Fictional stories can literally be 
about anything and can claim literally anything as it doesn’t have to adhere to 
actuality and with the talents of a good writer who can put finely crafted words 
into their characters’ mouths or minds, readers may become more sympathetic 
and more receptive because no matter how bad, it’s not real. Reading such works 
may make the reader curious enough to begin to real history about real people.10

Graphic novels provide readers with the words of course, but these words are 
attached to characters by means of speech balloons and thought bubbles. Placing 
these words within various sized and variously shaped balloons and bubbles as 
well as altering the size and font of the text allows for the range of voices and in-
ferences to be realized. This I believe is one of the essential strengths of the comic 

 7 Here’s an interesting account of the liberation of Auschwitz  : https://www.washingtonpost.com/
news/worldviews/wp/2015/01/27/what-a-soviet-soldier-saw-when-his-unit-liberated-ausch 
witz-70-years-ago/, accessed 1/1/2021.

 8 The Auschwitz Album is the only visual record we have that shows the process that led up to the 
extermination of Jews. See  : https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/en/exhibitions/album_auschwitz/
index.asp, accessed 11/3/2021.

 9 See  : https://www.yadvashem.org/articles/general/epicenter-horror-photographs-sonderkommando. 
html, accessed 11/3/2021.

10 The reader is at the mercy of the author and one hopes whatever manipulations go on, there is 
always that adherence to being respectful of those who perished.
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book as a complex creative force. As such, I think it helps us see that comics are 
not less than film because that they are missing sounds which can be used in 
many ways to convey many different things. Comic books can do these things in 
the ways I note. In the context of Holocaust graphic novels or other historically 
based works, text boxes above or below the panel can also provide helpful editor-
ial or background information while the use of asterisks in these textual blurbs 
lead our eyes to other historical notes or perhaps to translations or interesting 
facts and digressions.

Graphic novels about the Holocaust are not meant to just be documentary-like 
reports nor should they simply aim to fill the gaps that exist in our visual record 
with what might have been. But they could do both within the broader sphere of 
telling a story. Good graphic novels are constructed to do something more than 
just match nondescript images with uninteresting verbiage. They should try to 
do something more. What that ‘more’ is, is up to all involved. What that ‘more’ is, 
and how well it is captured, makes up the main thrust of this chapter.

How to portray various things, events and people in this complex subject area 
through graphic novels potentially has greater social and epistemological signifi-
cance than performing the same with other historical events. This is because few 
events in history are saddled with the continued denial of the events by persons 
(and governments) who don’t seek truth but seek to destroy and promote hatred. 
The study of history requires our ability to challenge commonly held beliefs and 
revise our claims of knowledge based upon new evidence. However, you don’t 
hear people outside of some of those who were involved as perpetrators or col-
laborators deny Darfur or Rwanda. I don’t mean they deny that a specific event 
at a particular time didn’t happen to a certain individual  ; I mean to deny the 
genocides in their entirety. To deny the existence of known facts is to deny the 
existence of the victims of the actions taken. To speak the truth however is to 
confirm that these people matter. Truth however doesn’t have to be a checklist, 
but in WW1 it can also be expressed through art.

Of course, there are those who are not educated and who are ignorant of the 
Holocaust for a variety of reasons.11 Thus, it is for this reason when the topic is 
used as the focus of a graphic novel, care must be given to tell the truth and be 
explicit in telling when it is not. I greatly appreciated the number of works that 
included an appendix with further information.

11 I’ve had such persons in my courses who either ‘missed that day of their high school class’ or 
who were from countries where the Holocaust isn’t taught or discussed – My students from Tur-
key can be surprised to learn that what happened to the Armenians meets the conditions of the 
Genocide convention.
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We want more opportunities for people to learn about the history of their 
world even if that is not the intent of whatever it was that piqued their interest 
to learn more. Thus, there’s a great opportunity for creators12 of graphic novels 
about any historical event to offer a word or two about the source. Stating as they 
do in many films that the work is “based upon a true story” or “inspired by real 
events” needs to be explained patiently because like it or not, some people are 
going to take fiction for fact and fact for fiction  ; they will read “based upon” as 
meaning “a true story” and “inspired by” as “real events”. One instance occurred 
at the time of this writing. The Auschwitz Memorial Museum felt that they had 
to put out a statement to inform people that certain events depicted in the tele-
vision series “Nazi Hunters” namely, where the SS play lethal games of human 
chess in Auschwitz, did not happen. 13 They did so with the reasoning that Holo-
caust deniers might use it as a wedge argument stating “See  ! Here’s more stuff 
that didn’t actually happen and if this didn’t happen then everything else didn’t 
happen either  !” This is not only an absurd fallacious claim but how far have we 
fallen that Auschwitz Memorial Museum must send out such media notices  ? 
Will they next have to put out statements stating that Al Pacino was not really 
a Nazi Hunter in the 1970s but is just an actor  ? Where must they draw the line 
to avoid people tossing around the ‘liar’ charge  ? As argued above, by necessity, 
every artistic representation is a lie.14

It seems absurd to have to ask how far must we go to tell people that some 
things did happen in the past, and some things did not. Yet when some people 
believe that there are not only two sides to every story but that both sides are 
equally valid (e.g., “You say, “Round earth.”, I say “Flat.”) we have a problem. In 
another real example, when I was searching online for the remaining footage of 
a propaganda film used by the Nazis to portray Theresienstadt camp as a pleasant 
town for older Jews to retire to, and thus try and fool the Red Cross and world 
as to what was really going on, I found the video embedded on a denier’s website 
where the site owner uses it 75 years later as an example of how wonderful Hitler 
was  : “Look at what he gave the Jews  ! A town where they play soccer and attend 
lectures and can plant lovely vegetable gardens  !”15

12 I use this term in a generic sense to refer to the person or persons who wrote and/or illustrated 
these works.

13 https://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/2020/feb/21/hunters-review-al-pacino-nazis-ama-
zon-jordan-peele, accessed 11/3/2021.

14 How far do we go  ? Will they have to tell us that there’s scant evidence that there were vampires 
in Auschwitz as depicted in the television series The Strain  ? 

15 https://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/irn1000172, accessed 11/3/2021. The film has 
many tragic components including that the director Kurt Gerron was forced to make the film 
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I am not saying that we should not fictionalize historical events if we want 
truth – since we can learn important truths through paintings for example. And 
I’m not saying that every fictional account must come with a caveat, but it should 
not be intentionally deceptive – or if it is, this untruth must be acknowledged 
and pointed out at the outset. I am also not saying that all entertainments edu-
cate. However, when one is reading about the Holocaust as entertainment, and 
people can’t tell the difference between fact or fiction, there is an creative oppor-
tunity to capitalize on the fact that such persons are seeking out such works 
rather than lighter fare. Accordingly, in discussing the various works below, I ad-
mire many but will point out those that could have done a better job. No matter 
what area of creativity of humankind is looked at, there will be good examples 
and not so good examples  ; there are good books and bad books, there are good 
plays and bad plays, there are good movies and bad movies. And there are good 
graphic novels and not so good ones.16 So, let’s turn to look at an extensive list of 
Holocaust graphic novels that are available in the English language.

Auschwitz17

Published in 2004, it was a rather bold choice to name a graphic novel after the 
camp. It puts a lot of justified pressure on the creator that may be unwelcome 
since the camp’s name is not without emotional as well as philosophical weight. 
So, if you are going to do this, you better be giving the reader what you infer and 
what they would naturally expect from a book with that name. Although Croci 
does not give us Auschwitz, he does something else that is so very useful. He 
explicitly shows us suffering, selection and elimination but does not exploit such 
events  ; it is instructive and appreciated.

Croci presents us with a fictional story based upon what he learned through 
his own research as well as through direct communication with Auschwitz sur-
vivors. With that, he gives us a graphic novel but also thoughtfully gives us the 
background about how the work came to be  : his intent, his thinking and artistic 
processes and what controversies or concerns arose during the project. He is 
not shy to acknowledge when a survivor once pointed out a mistake. For artistic 

but was promised he and his family would be kept alive. After completion, Gerron and his family 
were murdered by the Nazis.

16 My original intention was to ask the creators and publishers their views regarding their own 
works. However, as I wanted to maintain the liberty to criticize or laud the graphic novels, I 
decided to hold off on doing so for another day.

17 Croci, Pascal  : Auschwitz, New York 2004.
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purposes, he rejects having the inmates wearing berets and opts for caps. Inter-
estingly, when the survivor tells him of this intentional change that the title of 
the book should not be Auschwitz, but something else because it’s about some 
place else. If you are using the camp’s name and what it stands for in its entirety 
as the title, you probably should try to get it all right. The not-so-subtle request 
by the survivor to change the title would also be considered justifiable because 
the story is book-ended with the two fictional camp survivors living in Yugo-
slavia in 1993. The comparison of actions taken by Nazi Germany in Poland and 
the events of the Yugoslavian war are being highlighted thus we are to compare 
the two. To draw such comparisons and associations makes the work vulnerable 
to interesting debates regarding two different crimes against humanity. It also 
serves indirectly as a counter to the now empty cry of ‘Never again  !’

Putting Croci’s hubristic or naïve title choice aside, Auschwitz to be recom-
mended as it is an almost complete package that is worthy of further academic 
examination in a classroom. This is not simply because of the soft black, grey, 
white images but because the project provides us with the opportunity to discuss 
graphic novels per se. Croci uses an appendix to dive into the creation process 
and he discusses how the book is put together  ; ranging from the first question of 
‘why this topic  ?’ to exposing various influences upon the work. By doing so, he is 
engaging with the reader on a separate level – discussing the topic away from the 
possible awkward entanglements that might occur if they were otherwise ignored 
or included as part of a meta-narrative. By including material after one finishes 
the graphic novel and by providing both positive and negative elements of the 
creation process, he reveals a level of openness and respect and understanding of 
some of the historical concerns and questions about the value of this format that 
he had and which readers might continue have.18 Creators’ willingness to be open 
to share more than just the story is greatly appreciated as it is educational.

The large format allows one to continue to see the artist’s desire to show us the 
importance of eyes throughout the work. If our eyes are the window to our soul, 
we can’t help but notice that as the individuals continue to starve and suffer and 
lose weight, their enlarged eyes see more and these windows allow us to see more 
both in terms of identification with the victims as well as our seeing more of the 

18 It’s truly unfortunate that there is one spelling error or typographical error that was missed in 
the proof reading as a character refers to ‘Mendele’ and not ‘Mengele’. Not saying that it would 
ever happen (or would it  ?), but a person who is looking for any absurd excuse to deny the merit 
of this work could say ‘See, there’s no such place, it’s a fiction, they’re using made up names.’  
And, to echo the concerns of Holocaust educators, when a denier can find an error, they can 
use that to cast doubt on everything else. This is a bad argument as previously noted (I might 
get the exact day mixed up on when I graduated from elementary school, but that doesn’t entail 
everything else I claim is false – intentionally so or not).
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unprecedented reality of the Holocaust. Yet this recognition comes after a cover 
that suggests something else. The reader is immediately grabbed by the stark cover 
image of a young girl with large eyes and pouty lips that feels out of place with a 
place known for images of starvation and filth and disease.

Anne Frank  : The Anne Frank House Authorized Graphic Biography19

This graphic biography from 2010 doesn’t take any major risks that some of the 
other graphic novels do, but this is completely understandable given what it is do-
ing and given its pedigree. Since it is authorized by the Anne Frank House which 
has as its mission the preservation of the place where Anne Frank went into hid-
ing and wrote her diary during the Second World War, and to bringing the life 
story of Anne Frank to the attention of as many people as possible worldwide 
with the aim of raising awareness of the dangers of antisemitism, racism and dis-
crimination and the importance of freedom, equal rights and democracy,20 one 
cannot play fast and loose with any elements that may deviate from canon. Al-
tering what is known would not be well received and yet so much will always re-
main unknown. What did the individuals say to each other  ? What did they think 
but not discuss  ? That being said, the work does a serviceable job in telling the 
Frank’s story but doesn’t use the graphic novel format in ways that could make the 
reader be more engaged or sympathetic in the sense of always asking ‘Then what 
happened  ?’ Each panel presents a standard and somewhat visually uninteresting 
image and most of the text is omnipotent narration that tells us what happened – 
much like a teacher would tell a student. Still, like a good teacher, sometimes 
there is a pause taken or a ‘time out’ and we are informed about the events that are 
happening elsewhere in Europe at this moment in time. This decision to provide 
the bigger picture helps overcome the justified concerns of those who consider as 
inappropriate the use of Anne Frank’s diary as a way to teach about the Holocaust 
due to its lack of capturing the ubiquitous brutality and horror.

Thus, what is appreciated is the decision to tell Anne’s full story.21 The graphic 
novel begins well before the events that the rest of the world knows from Anne 
Frank’s diary and it continues afterwards to show us what happened after they 

19 Jacobson, Sid/Colón, Ernie  : Anne Frank. The Anne Frank House Authorized Graphic Biography, 
New York 2010.

20 https://www.annefrank.org/en/about-us/what-we-do/annual-report-2017/organisation/organi 
sation-and-mission/, accessed 01/01/2021.

21 I wasn’t aware of the full story until I had the opportunity to meet Anne Frank’s best friend 
Hanneli Goslar in Jerusalem in 2018.
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were betrayed. This is important because one common criticism of the retelling 
of Anne Frank’s story is not with the diary but with its use to introduce young 
people to the Holocaust. The criticism is realized when we literally see that the 
secret annex was 700 square feet – the size of a small apartment. We see that they 
are dressed in reasonably comfortable clothes and can sit at the dining room 
table and discuss matters of the day. All things that inmates in concentration 
camps, not to mention those who were kept in hiding in walls or in tiny root 
cellars, weren’t able to access. Although there was the continual threat of death 
which can never be overstressed, boredom and family squabbles and the need to 
keep quiet most of the time seemed to be the great inconveniences that one had 
to suffer through. Accordingly, the creative decision to continue Anne Frank’s 
story to its extremely sad completion introduces the realities of camp experi-
ence that were lacking if one only knew of the diary. Her short period of life in 
Bergen-Belsen sharply (and shockingly) contrasts with her relatively idyllic time 
in the annex. Speaking through a fence Anne was able to reconnect with her 
friend Hannah Goslar and through Hannah, we now know about the starvation 
and disease and crueltie that make Anne Frank’s story so much more powerful 
a tale. Moreover, the final images that show the physical, emotional and psych-
ological toll taken upon the various members of the family takes Anne Frank’s 
story more out of the realm of being considered ‘Holocaust Lite’. The tragic end-
ing of so many victim’s stories are unknown, it is important to tell the complete 
story when possible.

Good-bye Marianne  : A Story of Growing Up in Nazi Germany22 and Seeking 
Refuge23

This work written by Irene N. Watts and illustrated by Kathryn E. Shoemaker and 
its sequel Seeking Refuge are award winners. This surprises me. While the story 
is, for lack of a more appropriate term, enjoyable (it is always awkward to use 
such positive terms when discussing Holocaust works) the artwork is a severe 
distraction. The story is sad but would not be traumatizing for young people 
since it deals with a girl who is forced to leave school because she is Jewish, and 
she is ultimately put on the Kindertransport bound for England. Accordingly, 
it is an important story to tell and neither the text nor images are gruesome in 
anyway. However, the images are all drawn using pencil and appear as extremely 
amateurish. The figures are flat and poorly drawn  ; the perspectives are com-

22 Watts, Irene N./Shoemaker, Kathryn E.: Good-Bye Marianne, Toronto 2008.
23 Watts, Irene N./Shoemaker, Kathryn E.: Seeking Refuge, Vancouver 2017.
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pletely wrong  ; the various objects that occupy the spaces are just badly rendered. 
Moreover, each image is shaded using pencil to such a degree of darkness that 
the pages look dirty. In addition, the text looks like it was added afterwards as 
if someone put each page in a typewriter and typed directly on to it. While this 
might not be an accurate account, it points to the failure of the work to combine 
and blend text and images in a way that enhances the experience of both. Aimed 
at younger readers (i.e., 8 to 11), Good-bye Marianne is unpleasant because it is 
unattractive  : the artwork is amateurish-ugly, not reality-ugly.

The disappointing artwork remains the same for the sequel and because of this 
one starts to wonder if there is some intention behind it. What if what is going 
on is that since this story is about a girl, the artist is saying that it could also be 
drawn by a young person  ? If so, maybe it is also saying that anyone can tell/draw 
a story  ; even a child  ; even the child who is reading the book. If so, it’s a nice idea, 
but the adult who is reading it with the child won’t enjoy it since there are other 
graphic novels about the Holocaust also done in pencil that have more to offer. 
Indeed, there are also other graphic novels such as those by Eric Heuvel which 
are discussed later in this essay that are suitable for children that use bright col-
ours that do not detract from the oppressiveness of the event.

We Are on Our Own24

Whereas Good Bye Marianne fails at exercising the qualities of the pencil, We 
are on Our Own by Miriam Katin succeeds in using the qualities of the pen. 
The images are stark  ; the figures are ragged  ; lines are not erased and, because 
of them and not in spite of them, Katin shows us what can be done in a graphic 
novel. The title comes from the fact that Katin’s father is away fighting for the 
Hungarian army so she and her mother are forced to flee disguised as a peasant 
woman and her illegitimate child. It is a story about being on the run, one step 
ahead of danger and one step away from losing faith. The images are not there 
just to show us what happened but create different moods. Panels are not poor 
cousins to still movie images but are designed to exploit the artform  : A Nazi flag 
flaps in the wind and by the third panel it fills up the entire space. The message 
is clear. What was once a distant and perhaps not too threatening possibility is 
now an unavoidable catastrophe. Katin sometimes goes to the edge of revealing 
too much perhaps in terms of brutality (e.g., a sexual assault) but such traumatic 
events were common during the War to exorcise them from a person’s history 
does the individual and the reader a disservice. This is the same sort of criticism 

24 Katin, Miriam  : We are on our Own  : A Memoir, Montreal 2006.
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that was raised above with regards to how to do Anne Frank justice. One doesn’t 
have to spend panel after panel and page after page indulging in unhealthy ob-
sessions in order to bring to light the sorts of atrocities that occurred, but one 
should not pretend that they didn’t happen. This work reveals a story that invites 
revisiting for its full impact.

Resistance

Three volumes25 reach out to a young audience who like action and adventure 
stories along with a bit of mystery. They involve boys and girls who get involved 
in adult situations such as the underground resistance movement. One must re-
member that the Holocaust should not just be about tales from the camps and 
stories about being a victim. The plot, and the way it is told, remind one of the 
popular Hardy Boys and Nancy Drew books– and that is meant as a compliment. 
Why should a youngster read this story as opposed to something else  ? Well, tell 
young people about injustices and toss in additional drama and risk and make 
the stakes high (but in an abstract, not-too-scary way) and you have a recipe for 
capturing the reader’s attention. By providing competent artwork (it is noth-
ing to write home about but seems to improve as the series goes on) and well-
rounded characters, readers will be safely introduced to the important lesson 
that there were good people and bad people in the War. Some of the good people 
didn’t give up even when the odds were against them and some good people 
fought hard in many different ways to help others. A good message indeed and if 
the reader likes volume 1, they have the happy fortune to have volume two and 
three to seek out.

Simon Says  : Nazi Hunter26

This graphic novel tried to be creative, but it comes instead across as lazy and not 
well-thought out. Worse, it is disrespectful to a real historical figure by turning 
him into an unpleasant and unseemly violent caricature. Stark black and white 
panels are accented with a splash of red (via blood, wine etc.) to serve dramatic 
purposes. The fact that the colours of black, white and red were also the colours 
of the Nazi German flag did not go unnoticed but may be just coincidental. The 
real Nazi Hunter Simon Wiesenthal is the name given to the title character here. 

25 Jablonski, Carla/Purvis, Leland  : Resistance (volumes 1–3), New York 2010, 2011, 2012.
26 Frattino, Andre R./Lee, Jesse  : Simon Says  : Nazi Hunter. Portland 2019.
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Here however, he seeks out vengeance like a poor man’s James Bond or Dirty 
Harry. The real Mr. Wiesenthal spent most of his time working through files and 
documents in order to track down Nazis who escaped justice. His more nota-
ble work was that involving Hans Frank, Franz Stangl and Adolph Eichmann. 
To confate this real person with a fictional Nazi hunter who beats up and even 
shoots people raises a question about how much creative liberty is acceptable 
regarding the manipulation of historical facts to serve some other end. One ex-
treme is ‘anything goes’ and the other is ‘you can never mess with the truth’. A 
more sensible response might be to first a) determine the intent and then b) de-
termine if it is worthwhile and c) determine if the attempt achieves the goals.

The mash up of a famous individual within a fictional world is problematic 
in that one might conclude that it is based on the real Nazi Hunter and that the 
message is that Jews sought revenge against those who escaped or that seeking 
blood instead of justice is acceptable. Works such as these could benefit by offer-
ing a word or two about what really went on and why. Typically, art that works 
can stand on its own and is open to interpretation but that this work elicits a 
request to explain the artist’s intent implies that the work does not work as just 
entertainment.

Episodes from Auschwitz27

I came across Episodes from Auschwitz Volume 1  : Love in the Shadow of Death 
while visiting the extermination camp for the second time. It was this work that 
made me aware that official foundations and organizations were starting to see 
(or search for) new opportunities for reaching a broader audience. This first vol-
ume of Episodes raises the question as to whether using comics to tell these sorts 
of stories could be done in a way that was respectful, honored the victims, could 
tell a good story, and wasn’t overly simplistic in ways that critics of comic books 
had talked about for decades regarding the medium in general. Clearly, they 
believe(d) the answer is ‘Yes’. Both series use the graphic novel format as an edu-
cational tool, however, one is more successful than the other.

27 Gałek, Michał/Nowakowski, Marcin  : Episodes from Auschwitz. Vol. 1  : Love in the Shadow of 
Death, Oświęcim 2009  ; Gałek, Michał/Nowakowski, Marcin  : Episodes from Auschwitz. Vol. 2  : 
Withold’s Report, Oświęcim 2009  ; Gałek, Michał/Limek, Arkadiusz  ; Episodes from Auschwitz. 
Vol.  3. Sacrifice, Oświęcim 2010  ; Gałek, Michał/Pyteraf, Michal  : Episodes from Auschwitz. 
Vol. 4  : Bearers of Secrets. Oświęcim 2012.. See the contribution by Kalina Kupczyńska in this 
volume.
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