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 Nora and I have been collaborating on a graphic novel for the past year -- I’m the illustrator 
and she’s the writer. It is based off of my great-aunt Lilly’s experience in the Holocaust. She and 
her family were moved from Cologne, Germany to the Riga Ghetto in Latvia in 1938 where they 
stayed for 3 years. Her family was then separated: her mother and sisters went to Auschwitz, which 
is an extermination camp and the rest to Kaiserwald, a labor camp. From Kaiserwald, she was sent 
to another labor camp, Stutthof, where she was reunited with two of her friends from Riga. Sadly, 
Lilly, her brother Helmut, who is my grandfather, and their brother Hans Herbert were the only of 
their family to survive. After the liberation she eventually moved to Israel, where she currently lives. 
Lilly’s story was told in Hebrew, and eventually translated into French by my mother. So the first part 
of this project was to translate and understand the chronology of the story. Once it was in english 
Nora began to adapt it. She spent a while trying to add to the story. It was written 66 years after the 
liberation and lot of the emotional detail seemed to fall a little short. She tried to add detail where 
it was lacking, but this became pretty uncomfortable fairly quickly. It felt like an appropriation, like 
we were trying consume or steal these emotions that neither of us could possibly have felt. So we 
started over, really. We began to create an alternate reality where we could explore it all. The text 
today is more fiction than history; it follows the chronology of Lilly’s story without purporting to BE 
Lilly’s story.

 I first had the idea for this project in spring of 2013 in my Reading the Graphic Novel class 
with Nick Sousanis where we read Maus.. It was my second time reading it in years and I was seeing 
it through different eyes. I became fascinated with Art Spiegelman’s storytelling and the manner in 
which he gathered the information and executed it. He was getting to know his father in a way he 
never had known growing up.When I was first reading Lily’s story I couldn’t come to terms with the 
fact that I knew nothing about what happened to the people that I loved and have known my whole 
life. How they suffered. How they survived. How they kept their faith. Or lost it. 

 Our story takes place on an island called Patera in an archipelago. about a teenager Lilly who 
loves to explore the land she lives on with her pet fox, Planemo. She gathers flowers and herbs for 
her mother, a healer for her village. Suddenly their world is consumed by a Darkness that manifests 
itself as these dark horned creatures. From here they’re transported via bridges to various different 
islands. Its about how this girl and her people try to find a way to overcome the darkness. And it’s a 
story about trying to find reason where reason might not exist.

 One of the pieces we struggled with the most was the WHY of it all. We’d conceived of this 
Darkness, but we really struggled to define a logical explanation for it. We spent a lot of time looking 
for one. At points there were pages about Gods and rivalries and revenge, but at no point was our 



reasoning anything more than fragile. A big part of this project for us was coming to terms with the 
idea that not everything needs to be grounded by explanation, that things can happen, even evil 
things can happen in our world and in our characters’ world, for no reason.

 So in drawing this, I began to explore these questions. The illustrations are black and white 
both because black and white is distinctly my style but also because I thought it would be the best 
way to convey the binaries of good and evil, right and wrong. I didn’t want color to raise questions 
-- I didn’t want to distract from the story we were trying to tell. I also wanted to explore my 
development of a world and of my characters existing in it, something I had never explored before 
in my work. The first big challenge for me was how to represent my characters. At first I wasn’t sure 
if I could accurately draw their emotions or that I could have my reader look at my characters and 
find the humanity in them. As a result I decided to remove this story from reality.

 As I began to understand my characters, they started to take on more human traits. They 
started to look more like people as I learned more about who they were and how they might have 
felt. Gradually our world became more tangible and real in both my mind and in Nora’s. Nora and 
I are both building this world and learning to understand it, how our characters can exist and even 
thrive with such heavy burdens of loss and suffering. I’m exploring this with the illustrations and Nora 
is with words. 

 The text and the drawings are based off of someone’s memories and so the layout of 
the pages tries to create the sense of blinking moments, or glimpses into someone’s life.  As we 
continue to work on this, those glimpses will get fleshed out more, but the way that time passes will 
continue to feel like a floating dream state. The text and the drawings play together with this idea of 
a dream state. Nora catalogs throughout the story -- there are long lists of wildflowers and types of 
seashells, and that cataloging creates the sense of an omniscient narrator. But the text is written in 
first person, the most unreliable for narrations. There are moments of pointed detail in the text that 
aren’t represented in the drawings. There are details in the drawings never mentioned in the text. 
The question around the narration along with the inconsistency between the text and the illustration 
is trying to raise the question for you, reading and looking at it, of what is real? How much of this is 
actually happening, how much is a coping mechanism, and how much is imagined. 

There are still many more questions to be asked and answered. What we have now is really just the 
skeleton of the story. We’re planning on continuing and eventually hopefully finishing this in the next 
year or so.

What you’re seeing today is a first pass at what we think is a meaningful body of work for us both. I 
want to make clear that this isn’t a story trying to capture the history of the holocaust, it’s more of 
an exploration of what it means to be human.


