book reviews

121

Ilan Stavans and Steve Sheinkin, El Iluminado, New York: Basic Books, 2012. 199 pp. $24.99.
Uncovering Identity in New Mexico’s Obscure
Sephardic Jewish Past
In the last decade, the format of the graphic novel has
been an improbable vehicle for subject matter such as
history and politics. Concurrently, it has channeled a
cultural shift towards self-awareness and questions of
identity and self-realization. In the recent publication
El Iluminado, Ilan Stavans and Steve Sheinkin combine
historical anecdote and imagination to tell a story
about the obscure history of Jewish settlers in New
Mexico and their legacy of religious compromise, coverup, and yearning for a forgotten past. With Sheinkin’s
straightforward illustrations and neutral palette as
counterweight, Stavans tells a fairly unwieldy story that
traverses through centuries and revolves around the
notion of secrecy and religion that besets a disparate
group of characters in a mystery-slash-thriller-slashhistory-slash-comics genre bender.
As a Latin Americanist and Mexican American
of Jewish heritage, Stavans offers a story that carves
out a piece of Jewish history in the Americas outside the typical scope of recent German and Eastern
European immigration narratives. The story of Jews in
the Americas is often told within accounts of recent
history, following the expulsion of Jews from Czarist
Russia in the late 1800s and continuing into the modern century with the purges of Jewish populations in
parts of Europe between and during the World Wars.
Less frequently discussed are the earlier migrations of Jews across the Atlantic when European
conquest was just beginning to reshape what would
be called the New World. Certainly, Jewish migration throughout Europe is a consistent factor in the
documented history of Jewish populations of the
last two millennia, but Stavans reminds us that Jews
walked through that great door of geographic expansion and into the new terrain of the Americas roughly
five centuries ago.
Stavans’s and Sheinkin’s story about the cryptoJewish presence in Mexico and New Mexico is a layered
narrative that occupies the present but dips into a
past that is mired in mystery. In the prologue we are
introduced to the first character, Rolando Pérez, on
the outskirts of present-day Santa Fe, being chased by
someone who wants to get information from him. This
scene in the prologue turns out to be emblematic of the
story Stavans wants to tell about the history of Jewish
presence in what once was known as the Viceroyalty
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of New Spain: that of a character who is hiding a secret
intrinsic to his identity and who is running from some
kind of persecution tied to this identity; inevitably, he
invites danger and death in order to protect the secret
with his whole being. It is a story of identity crisis at
its most vivid and life-threatening, told through the
whimsical vehicle of the comic spread with various
nods to history, literature, and the thickets of academia
to boot.
In a fitful narrative that begins with Rolando Pérez
on the run, Stavans divulges that Jewish presence in
the New World is not exactly a story limited to the last
two centuries and that there is a mystery to be uncovered in New Mexico’s religious history. In Stavans’s
recounting, crypto-Jewish populations immigrated to
the Americas in a much earlier wave, as part of the
exodus of Sephardic Jews fleeing the Inquisition. Many
Jews who remained in Spain became conversos, publicly
converting to Catholicism, as did those who traveled
to the Spanish colonies, since Spain aimed to enforce
its suppression of Judaism everywhere it held power.
As Stavans relays through various characters’ struggles
with a hidden Jewish identity, however, repression of
religious practice by the Inquisition was unsuccessful
even as the need for secrecy remained a core value for
the persecuted. In his story, crypto-Jews carry forward
Jewish traditions even as the connection to Judaism
becomes more tenuous and despite the absence of
rabbinic authority. “A page of Talmud had not been
seen in generations. Knowledge of Judaism was passed
on orally, and it was far from complete,” (p. 59) and
yet traces of the religion were retained: avoidance of
pork; the lighting of candles before the Friday evening meal; or the family staying inside and avoiding
work on Saturday. One feature that many characters
in this narrative share is the imperative—sometimes
verging on neurosis—to define identity even if that
means confronting dangerous secrets and, as is true
of the crypto-Jews, living with a legacy of blended
realities.
The principal backstory belongs to a late sixteenthcentury figure named Luis de Carvajal, the book’s
titular El Iluminado (The Illuminated One), whose family keeps their Jewish heritage a secret and who takes
it upon himself to reaffirm his Judaism and become
a leader to his fellow crypto-Jews once the family
immigrates to the Viceroyalty of New Spain (Mexico).
Carvajal’s courage and steadfast practice of Judaism in
the midst of the Inquisition, which does indeed have a
IMAGES 7
DOI: 10.1163/18718000-12340021

122

book reviews

presence in the New World, results in his death, but his
story, and Stavans’s story, evolve through other figures
(figs. 1–2). As a contemporary figure trying to unearth
his family’s crypto-Jewish heritage, the character in
the prologue, Rolando Pérez, represents a reiteration
of Luis de Carvajal. Luis de Carvajal’s brother, Baltasar,
meanwhile, is also part of the storyline, as he follows his
brother’s initial efforts to lead a group of crypto-Jews
north to New Mexico and establish a crypto-Jewish
enclave there. Professor Ilan Stavans plays himself as
a character who comes to Santa Fe to give a lecture
on its controversial history as a crypto-Jewish haven
and gets caught up in the mystery of Rolando Pérez’s
death and its connection to the contentious history of
crypto-Judaism in Santa Fe. And, as a foil to Professor
Stavans, the character of Professor Contreras is a
nemesis of sorts. He is attempting to reestablish his
academic credentials by uncovering Luis de Carvajal’s
legacy in present-day Santa Fe. The name Contreras
is a play on ‘contrarian’ but also, perhaps significantly, is
the namesake of the sixteenth century Spanish arch-

bishop, Pedro Moya Contreras, who was sent to New
Spain to enforce the Inquisition.
To say the least, it is a knotted arrangement of characters and turns of events that in some ways frustrates
the very interesting story of crypto-Judaism and its
traces to modern-day New Mexico. There is an inherent drama to the crypto-Jewish narrative and a reader
can quickly be enveloped in a story about a people having to disguise their customs and beliefs without some
of the more fanciful and contrived turns the story takes.
Even if the reader is amused by Stavans’s tangents into
academic politics and can appreciate the intellectual
riffs on Spanglish as a viable language, or the resonance
of Calderón de la Barca’s Life is a Dream to this story’s
questions of destiny and identity, all these elements
coming together make for a wobbly plot.
But, the graphic format of El Iluminado compensates
for the non-linear narrative. The compositions and the
framing device of the comics genre orient the reader
through a circuitous path, serving as anchor while
the storyteller takes us on a trajectory that hops back

Figs. 1–2. Steven Sheinkin, 2012, in El Iluminado, A Graphic Novel, by Ilan Stavans and Steve Sheinkin. (New York: Basic Books, 2012),
pp. 132–133.

