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Zenobia is a Danish comics book, by Durr and Horneman. The book was translated to the Arabic by Duna 

Ghali, it is published by Tamer Institute for Community Education in 2016. The story deals with war, 

migration and death; it is a tale of a young Syrian girl, an immigrant, who drowns in the sea while trying to 

escape death. 

The story depicts the destruction and death caused by the war in Syria, as a sign of the reasons for the mass 

emigration, to the unknown- to death. The book opens with a comic of many people in a boat that can barely 

accommodate them, the girl is sitting and looks scared in the midst of people as if knowing her fate. Then, 

the next strip shows that the boat is swinging over with the waves, then we see the waves flipping the boat 

over, people and the girl are sinking. The girl then says: here, it is big and empty.   

At the moment of her death, the narration freezes movements in time, it is a successive movement- it begins 

with a flashback to pre-war times where the girl plays hide-and-seek with her mother. This scene is followed 

by a return to the present, to drowning and death. Time moves back again in the next comic strip to the 

girl’s mother talking to her about Zenobia1- the queen, the warrior. The next set of images reflect the war 

in Syria: death and destruction. Then the reader sees Zenobia again, followed by the lonely girl sinking to 

her death. Then more images of the war, then the girl sinking and dying ... Then the reader sees the seabed, 

where there is a ship called Zenobia. The story ends by seeing the surface of the water free of ships and the 

girl. 

The story did not depict the death of those who were with her in the boat. 

These events, like others in the story, are mostly in the form of visual narratives; most of the events are  

comic drawings very few words and phrases scattered here and there. Most of these words involve a 

deepening of the feelings in the pictures. For example the phrase “the sea is big and empty” and the phrase 

“the sea is also salty” accompanying the girl’s underwater drawings as she is sinking and drowning. 

Since  the story is conveyed in images, it makes the visual the basis of the narrative and the basis of the 

impressions where the written word is only complimentary to the visual. Therefore, if we want to analyze 

the story, we will have to pay attention to the visual in the analysis, and to follow what was said/what 

wasn’t. Additionally, we need to check what the story meant to say, as much as what the author wanted to 

say. This is crucial if a critical approach needs to be used for the analysis.   

It is necessary to make it clear here that analysis of the images may change the meaning from what was 

stated above with regard to the subject of the story, as it is not only images but a whole narrative. This 

paper, however does not intend to do such an analysis but will mention several of the images/impressions 

as a reference to what was not said.  

The story depicts a large group of Syrian immigrants in an overflowing boat trying to escape the horrors of 

the war. The girl sits among them in different clothes than the women in the boat and in the story in general; 

while all the women in the story wear Hijab and Jilbab2 the girl wears short trousers and a sleeveless shirt 

like any European girl. Why are all women wearing Hijabs and Jilbabs while the girl is wearing shorts and 

a sleeveless shirt? 

                                                           
1 Queen of Palmyra, a city in the middle of Syria.  
2 Translator’s note: Hijab- headcover. Jilbab: full length garment covering the body where only the palms, feet and 

face are visible. Both are connoting and part of Islam’s modesty dressing.  



This is the way all women on the boat and the child’s mother are depicted.  

There is no reason for this, except that the authors thought the child should be in clothes that are more 

“European style” as it is human nature of people in different societies to feel empathy to those who resemble 

them. Furthermore, the authors seem to think that the whole Syrian society is conservative, they seem to 

believe that the women wear Jalabib and use Hijab to cover their heads. Therefore, they had to make the 

child look like children in Europe to work on arising empathy. 

We are not saying that Europe will not feel for the girl if she is different, but they will feel sympathy for 

her case, but not empathy for her as a human.  

We may be wrong with this interpretation, but by tracing all other comic strips in the book there appears to 

be other questionable elements. It is not difficult to explain the girl's clothing.  One can say that the girl is 

still young, she does not yet need to cover her hair with a Hijab or her body with a Jilbab. It would not be 

impossible to explain how a girl can wear such clothes when the Syria presented in the book appears to be 

a primitive poor country, and even a desert? The desert and the sand do not allow for such clothes. The 

clothes must match the dry desert climate and its sandy composition, just like all other means of living. For 

Othmani Al-Jabiri, a scholar states: “the environment plays an important role in shaping clothes, how it is 

made, how to wear them and even its colors, especially in areas that are hot year round "3, the girl's clothes 

are reflective of an urban nature, not a desert or even a rural area. 

We are not talking about Syria and its geographical features or about Syria and the nature of its social 

relations. However, at face value we can state that Syria is not a country governed by sand and desert and 

it is not a country ruled by religion, we can say that the two authors know only that Syria is at war and that 

it is a Muslim, Arab state. This assures that the authors did not make an effort to know if the country is 

really a desert or if women really wear Jalabib. The authors’ narrative came with preconceived ideas about  

Arabs, presenting to the European child false information about Arabs. The story had its own gaps, the 

clearest being its lack of consistency of its elements. 

                                                           
3 Al-Jabari Othmani, Social Attitudes in Dress and Accessories for Women in Wadi Suf, Journal of Social Studies 

and Research, Wadi University, No. 2, November 2013, 191 


