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With this graphic novel, follow Sharansky’s story, from the awakening of his Jewish 

identity and the desire to live in Israel to his years of imprisonment. Learn about the 

American Jewish community’s involvement in supporting Soviet refuseniks. Discover 

how Sharansky kept his spirits up behind bars and how his wife, Avital, advocated 

for his release. This is the story of the man who became the face of the Soviet Jewry 

movement and those who helped him gain his freedom.
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HUMAN RIGHTS ACTIVIST ANATOLY “NATAN” SHARANSKY 

was born in 1948 to a Jewish family in Ukraine, a part of the Soviet Union. 
In 1977, he was arrested and later imprisoned for wanting to leave the Soviet 
Union and go to Israel. His struggle became the struggle of all Soviet Jews 
who wished to leave. With the help of his wife, many Jewish activists, and 
world leaders, he eventually succeeded in immigrating to Israel, paving the  
way for the release of other Soviet Jews who wished to live in freedom.
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DO YOU KNOW 
WHAT I LIKE BEST 
ABOUT CHESS, 

BOYS?

YOU 
ALWAYS 
WIN?

NO, LEONID. 
AND THAT 

WON’T ALWAYS 
BE TRUE.

YOU’LL GET BETTER 
WITH PRACTICE. 
YOU BOTH WILL.

NOT 
ANATOLY!

WILL, TOO! I’LL 
BE A CHESS 
CHAMPION.

ONE DAY, WITH 
LOTS OF PRACTICE, 

YOU WILL.

SO WHY DO 
YOU LOVE TO 
PLAY CHESS, 

MAMA?

 IN CHESS, YOU 
HAVE FREEDOM 

TO THINK.

PRODIGYYOUNG CHESS 

1

YOUR MOVE, 
MAMA.
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PAPA!

At the time, Joseph Stalin was 
secretary general of the Soviet 
communist party and head of the 
Soviet Union.

Under Stalin’s rule, anti-Semitic 
policies discriminated against 
Jews. Jews weren’t allowed to 
hold certain jobs or get into 
some universities.

Many Jews, 
like Anatoly’s 
parents, did 
not openly 
practice their 
religion. It was 
too dangerous. 
Anatoly grew 
up not knowing 
what it meant 
to be Jewish.

ANATOLY’S 
GETTING 
BETTER.

PLAYING 
CHESS, 
AGAIN,  
I SEE.

PAPA, IT 
SAYS HERE 

THAT YOU’RE 
JEWISH. WHAT 

DOES THAT 
MEAN?

LOOK! I TOOK YOUR 
QUEEN, MAMA.

Anatoly Sharansky was born on January 20, 1948, 
in Donetsk, Ukraine, in the Soviet Union. He grew 
up during a time when it was not safe to think 
freely or live openly as a Jew in the Soviet Union.

CHECKMATE.

REMEMBER WHAT I 
TAUGHT YOU, ANATOLY? 
ONLY SACRIFICE ONE  

OF YOUR PIECES  
FOR A REASON.

YOUR FATHER’S 
HOME.

IT’S JUST WHO 
WE ARE, ANATOLY. 
YOU, ME, LEONID, 
YOUR MOTHER—

WE ARE ALL 
JEWISH. 
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BOYS, I NEED 
TO TELL YOU 
SOMETHING.

WHAT IS 
IT, PAPA?

PREMIER STALIN 
DIED TODAY. HE DID 
TERRIBLE THINGS  
TO THE JEWISH 

PEOPLE. WE ARE NOT 
SORRY HE  
IS GONE.

BUT WE CAN’T LET PEOPLE SEE US 
CELEBRATE. THEY WOULDN’T LIKE IT. SO 
IN SCHOOL TOMORROW, YOU MUST ACT 

SAD, LIKE EVERYBODY ELSE.

OKAY, 
PAPA.

 I WILL, 
PAPA.

CLASS, LET’S 
SING A SONG 
PRAISING OUR 
GREAT LEADER, 
JOSEPH STALIN, 

WHO DIED 
YESTERDAY.

ARE OTHERS 
PRETENDING TO BE 
SAD TOO, OR ARE 
THEY ALL TRULY 
SAD THAT STALIN 

IS GONE?

BOYS, YOUR 
FATHER’S 
HOME.

 IT’S YOUR 
TURN, 
MOM.

 WAS THERE 
BAD NEWS 

TODAY?

 THERE WAS A RIOT IN KIEV. SEVERAL 
JEWISH MEN WERE KILLED.

ANYONE  
WE KNOW? 

NO, I DON’T 
BELIEVE SO. ANATOLY, 

YOU WON!

GREAT 
GAME, 
SON!

CHECKMATE!

In the spring of 1953, Anatoly’s father had 
important news to share with his sons.

The next day, Anatoly did 
as his father told him.

But after Stalin’s death, life did 
not get better for Soviet Jews. 
The discrimination continued.
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MY OPPONENT 
MAY BE BIGGER 
THAN ME . . .

. . . AND OLDER 
THAN ME . . .

. . . BUT I CAN 
STILL BEAT HIM.

CHECKMATE!

YOU JEWS 
ARE WEAK.

YOU AREN’T 
LIKE THE REST 

OF US!

YOU DIDN’T 
GET INTO THE 
UNIVERSITY? 

BUT YOU HAVE 
EXCELLENT 
GRADES.

THAT DIDN’T 
MATTER ONCE THEY 
READ “YEVREI” ON 

MY ID PAPERS.

And he continued 
to get better.

Much better! As a teenager, he 
played in a tournament in his 
hometown of Donetsk.

Anatoly won, beating 
adult players.

Growing up, Anatoly considered 
himself Russian. He joined the 
Komsomol, the Young Communist 
League, as a teen. But there 
were always reminders that Jews 
were treated differently.

Throughout his youth, Anatoly 
continued to play chess.
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Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the Soviet government made 
it difficult for Jews to practice their religion. Synagogues 
were shut down. No Hebrew books were published in the Soviet 
Union. Jews could not openly speak Hebrew or Yiddish.

At one point, there was even a 
ban on matzah, the unleavened 
bread eaten during Passover. 

IT’S NOT OUR 
FAULT. WE HAVEN’T 
BEEN ALLOWED TO 

RECEIVE ANY.

Jews were also charged with crimes 
they did not commit. Many were 
jailed and some even executed.

MY HUSBAND DID 
NOTHING WRONG. 
HE IS INNOCENT!

HE IS BEING 
CHARGED WITH 
CORRUPTION.

Soviet Jews lived in a country where they were 
being silenced. But other people were hearing 
of the harsh treatment of Jews and beginning 
to speak out on their behalf. Around the world, 
members of the Jewish community joined the fight.

Protesters marched through the streets 
of New York City to draw attention to the 
struggles of Soviet Jews. They marched 
silently to demonstrate how Soviet Jews 
were denied the right to speak freely.

 WHAT DO YOU 
MEAN, YOU HAVE 

NO MATZAH?
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