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East Lansing, Michigan

H 

idden away in pro-
tected archival space at 
Michigan State Univer-
sity (MSU) is a surpris-
ing trove that Special 

Collections Librarian Patrick Olson 
refers to as “the largest collection 
of comic books on the planet”.  The 
collection’s oldest holdings — con-
sidered the first comic books — are 
by Rodolphe Toepffer, published 
during the 1830s and 1840s in Swit-
zerland.

“We’ll never compete with Har-
vard’s illuminated manuscripts or 
Duke’s Egyptian papyrus collec-
tion,” Olson said, “but we lead in the 
comic niche.”

Quite a few universities main-
tain collections of comic books and 
graphic novels and MSU has a grow-
ing section from the Arab world. 
The collection has grown through 
private collectors’ donations and 
direct acquisitions by staff, prin-
cipally Comic Art Bibliographer 
Randall Scott, who visits book fairs 

in the United States and overseas, 
and Deborah Margolis, Middle East 
Studies & Anthropology librarian, 
whose relationships in Lebanon, 
Jordan, the Palestinian territories 
and Israel facilitate acquiring con-
tent and collaborations.

Beyond Tarzan — the Arabic ver-
sions of which are in the archives 
— contemporary Arab comic artists 
and writers join a flourishing indus-
try as the genre gains momentum. 
Humour as artifice tackles taboos 
head-on and often rises above dif-
ficult subjects but comic artists’ 
repeated depictions of the Prophet 
Mohammad demonstrates their po-
tentially dangerous power.

Amid societal turmoil, many Arab 
youth gravitate to comics, which are 
accessible across educational lev-
els and offer a bit of relief through 
amusing plots and colourful charac-
ters — both fantastical and human. 
While most comics offer pure en-
tertainment, some promote specific 
agendas.

MSU’s collection includes 23 is-
sues of the boldly unconventional 
series called The 99, created by Ku-
waiti media executive Naif al-Muta-
wa. This series, whose name alludes 

to the 99 attributes of Allah, aims to 
promote the universality of Muslim 
values through an entertaining cast 
of 99 characters.

In contrast to the US agitprop 
developed by government contrac-
tors to appeal to Iraqi children, The 
99 was created by Arabs for Arab 
and other youth to offer a different 
narrative through the adventures 
of “the first superheroes from the 
Muslim world”.

At one of MSU’s Comics Forum 
events, Salah Hassan, associate 
professor of Arab American and 
Muslim American Studies, talked 
about Mutawa’s venture to create 
The 99, explaining how he “dodged 
cultural minefields and confronted 
the harsh realities” of financing and 
censorship.

Despite being banned in Saudi 
Arabia and Kuwait when it appeared 
in 2006, the series gathered favour-
able acclaim and was printed in the 
United States until 2009. Electronic 
publication continued until Sep-
tember 2013, having spawned other 
series that continue. Critics remain 
strident and last year the Kuwait 
Times reported a declaration of re-

ward from the Islamic State (ISIS) 
for Mutawa’s assassination.

Another Comics Forum event, 
led by Assistant Professor of Lin-
guistics Sadam Issa, featured a 
film about Palestinian activist, 
journalist and cartoonist Naji 
al-Ali whose work is also in the 
archives. Issa’s 2013 doctoral 
dissertation focused on Pal-
estinian cartoons from 1967-
2009.

The graphic novel Je Me Souviens 

Beyrouth (I Remember Beirut) by 
Lebanese writer Zeina Abirached, 
features striking black-and-white 
drawings of animated characters 
and their speech bubbles. This col-
lection of wartime memories tells 
the stories of ordinary people’s day-
to-day struggles.

Another graphic novel, 
Cairo by American 
G. Willow Wilson, 
is a modern fa-
ble in which five 
strangers in Cairo 
interact with a 
genie and the un-
derworld. Wilson, 
who lived in the 
Egyptian capital for 
several years, de-
scribes herself as “a 
student of religion 
and a comics writer”. The American 
Library Association listed Cairo as 
the top graphic novel for teens in 
2007. 

Among the more eclectic works 
in the collection is an original 1982 
broadside by British cartoonist 
Ralph Steadman. This broad-
side is a visual interpretation of 
Mahmoud Darwish’s poem Earth, 
which is printed at the top. Stead-
man painted a somewhat abstract 
image of a prone man, lying on a 
plinth with dead-open eyes. Except 
for the head, his body is transparent 
and his heart seems to explode into 
his gaping mouth while his arms 
hang limp.

Also in the stacks is a bound col-
lection of the Youth Times from its 
founding in 1998 to 2009, believed 
to be the only issues outside the 
Middle East. The Ramallah-based 
Palestinian newspaper is a project 
of the Palestinian Youth Association 
for Leadership and Rights Activa-
tion. Its 24-page, full-colour issues 
appear monthly in Arabic and Eng-
lish, written by young people, for 
young people. 

The Youth Times develops writ-
ers aged 14-25 into leaders while 

providing Palestinian and interna-
tional audiences with important 
stories that speak across borders. 
Funded partly by UN agencies, it is 
the only Palestinian youth newspa-
per that circulates throughout the 
Palestinian territories. Margolis said 
she expects to collect copies of all 
published issues when next visiting 
Ramallah. 

MSU journalism Professor Salim 
Alhabash was the original Youth 
Times managing editor and today 
inspires Arab-American middle 
school students who are interested 
in journalism and Palestinian soci-
ety.

Najwa Margaret Saad is a 
Washington correspondent for The 
Arab Weekly.
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I 

n addition to being an art, pho-
tography is a means for docu-
menting events and keeping 
memories alive. Photographs 
can raise awareness about 

long-protracted conflicts and past 
issues that otherwise could fall into 
oblivion.

Autonomy of Self: rejecting vio-
lence with the lens in former Otto-
man territories is a small exhibition 
with a long name in which photos 
and short films are employed to 
reassert identity, make statements 
and express feelings about past 
and present conflicts and how they 
could be interlinked.

On display are photographs from 
the family album of Armenoui Kas-
parian Saraidari, a fourth-genera-
tion survivor of the Armenian Medz 
Yeghern, and images from the “Arab 
spring” by Egyptian photographer 
Nadia Mounier and Tunisian pho-
tographer Moufida Fedhila.

Exhibition curator Joy Stacey ex-
plores Palestinian identity through 
her video The Tourist. Artists and 
filmmakers Joana Hadjithomas and 
Khalil Joreige draw attention to Is-
rael’s notorious Khiam detention 
camp in south Lebanon.

Liam Devlin, senior lecturer in 
photography at the University of 
Huddersfield, argued that “when 

the Ottoman Empire eventually 
collapsed at the end of the first 
world war, many of the nations 
that emerged in the interwar pe-
riod never fully stabilised and this 
helped fuel conflicts across the re-
gion ever since.”

The exhibition explores how con-
flicts in the former Ottoman territo-
ries are remembered — or if they 
are remembered at all, from the 
mass slaughter of Armenians 
in 1914-15, to the Palestin-
ian conflict, the Israeli 
occupation of south 
Lebanon and the 
uprisings of the 
“Arab spring”.

Saraidari tries 
to compensate 
for the almost 
non-existent 
photographic 
documenta-
tion of the 
deaths of 
800,000-1.5 
million Ar-
menians dur-
ing and after 
World War I by 
turning to her 
family’s photo al-
bums to challenge 
the Turkish state’s 
attempt to eradicate 
the Armenian popula-
tion within its borders. She 
uses the personal tragedy of 
her family to draw attention to a 
shocking massacre that is only re-
membered through the efforts of 
the victims’ families.

In a strategy reminiscent of Tur-
key’s denial of the Armenian mass 
killings, Israel did its best to eradi-

cate the memory of Khiam deten-
tion camp, which was run by its 
proxy militia, the South Lebanon 
Army, during its 1978-2000 occupa-
tion of southern Lebanon.

In the films, Khiam and Khiam 
second part, former detainees, seat-
ed on a chair, speak straight to the 

camera to compensate for the ab-
sence of camp images. Until south 
Lebanon was liberated in May 
2000, it was impossible to go to 
Khiam camp. The former detain-
ees narrate how they managed to 
survive and assert their identity 
by producing a needle, a pencil, a 
string of beads, a chess game.

The camp was turned into a mu-
seum but was destroyed during the 

2006 war between Israel and Hez-
bollah. In the second film, for-

mer detainees react to the 
destruction of the camp. 

“How can one preserve 
the traces, the memo-

ry?” they ask.
Stacey places a 

camera on a tri-
pod in the Church 
of the Nativity in 
Bethlehem and 
lets it run for 12 
minutes, taking 
photos of tour-
ists visiting the 
church where they 
encounter two for-

lorn figures, who 
have stepped out 

of the past, dressed 
in the Palestinian na-

tional costume.
“The Palestinian Au-

thority promotes cultural 
tourism and heritage as a 

form of resistance to the Israeli 
occupation. Visitors have the po-

tential to witness the occupation 
and leave with an understanding of 
Palestinian identity,” she said.

“My work questions the relation-
ship between staged visual identi-
ties, used where there is a deficit 
in political representation and the 

role and responsibility of the audi-
ence to the resulting imagery.”

Egyptian women hoped the 
“Arab spring” would give them a 
chance to assert their identity and 
aspire for a better future. In her 
project Sawtak (Your Voice), Mou-
nier expressed anger at the oppres-
sion of Egyptian women through 
a series of self-portraits. The por-
traits were reproduced to look like 
campaign posters that she posted 
across Cairo’s city centre. Most 
were defaced.

“The destruction of the posters 
became an eloquent metaphor for 
the destruction of the hopes and 
belief in a more open, democratic 
society that revolution sought to 
achieve,” Devlin said.

Fedhila invited Tunisians to pose 
with the “Super Tunisian” placard. 
“Isn’t civil society in its plurality 
the true heroic force in a country 
in the process of rebuilding?” she 
asked.

The photos and films expose 
harsh realities. It is not a thought-
provoking exhibition, however, the 
visitor is challenged to remember 
injustices and to reflect on their 
consequences.

“We encounter each piece as an 
invitation to interpret through our 
own experiences, an invitation that 
encourages further questioning, 
discussions and debates,” Devlin 
contended.

The exhibition runs through Oc-
tober 31st at the P21 Gallery in Lon-
don.

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.
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and a collective source of 
memory.
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