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PREFACE


Two roads led to this book.


The longer road reaches all the way back to my childhood love for comic books. As a kid I learned to read from comic books, or at least to improve my reading skills. I remember the first time my parents drove me home from summer camp at age seven. My mother saw me reading a comic in the backseat of the car and asked me what I was doing.


“Reading,” I replied brusquely, eager to get back to the story and peeved at being interrupted by such an obvious question.


“You mean you’re looking at the pictures.”


“No, I’m reading,” I insisted, and again buried my head in the comic book.


She had me read aloud to prove it, and made sure my father, in the driver’s seat, was listening too.


As I progressed through elementary school I regularly walked the two blocks to the corner luncheonette where I bought my comics from the rack on the wall. I had usually finished one by the time I reached home. (Who says multitasking is new? I could walk and read at the same time.) Somewhere in those years I unwittingly revealed at school what we would now call my comics geekdom. When our teacher had us play Hangman to reinforce our spelling lessons, I wanted to show off what I’d learned from Superman comics. I put up the word invulnerable to stump my classmates.


The first book that I specifically remember pulling off the bookstore shelf to buy—or rather, to ask my mother to buy for me—is Jules Feiffer’s The Great Comic Book Heroes.1 I figure I was around thirteen at the time, and I was amazed that right there, sitting on a shelf near the checkout counter in the Doubleday store on Fifth Avenue in Manhattan, was an actual book about comic books. It was an oversize book, no less, so large that it stood out conspicuously from the other books on the shelf. The Doubleday people seemed unembarrassed openly displaying a book on comic books in their esteemed establishment. Feiffer’s way of thinking about comic book superheroes entered my consciousness at such a young age that it became an integral part of how I think about the subject. As far as I’m concerned, his essay in that book remains the greatest thing ever written about comic book superheroes.


Comic books were junk, he said. People need junk, so it’s perfectly legitimate to enjoy this junk. Get over it. It was a kind of intellectual jujitsu move. Go with the force of your opponent’s attack and turn it against them. If you don’t understand the great satisfaction junk brings to people’s lives, then that’s your deficiency, not mine. When I first read it I was at an age where it was still sort of okay socially to read comics, but you knew that sooner or later you’d be put down for it and you’d need to defend yourself. As I saw it, Feiffer provided an unassailable defense. I could keep to myself the fact that I didn’t actually think comics were junk, and adopt this impenetrable public posture. Kind of like the false front I’d keep up when I watched scary movies. I would surreptitiously lower my glasses down my nose, then tilt my head forward and look up at the screen over the rims. I couldn’t see a thing up there on the screen, but nobody could catch me looking away.


Feiffer also gave me a model for what I’ve tried to do in this book: that is to think and write about the comics superheroes who’ve been my friends for so long in a way that keeps the faith with both my childhood and adult selves. When I start to write about how these stories affected “the reader,” I think back to how they affected me. And of course I try as best I can not to overgeneralize from my personal idiosyncratic reactions—my memories are just one source of information, to be balanced and augmented by other sources. Nonetheless, they are a valid research resource, and shouldn’t be ignored.


It took me quite a while to consider my childhood memories a research resource. When I began my academic career, the study of popular culture wasn’t yet as established a field as it is today. Studying culture then meant either studying everyday life (in an anthropological or sociological sense) or studying the “high” culture of “serious” art—music, literature, philosophy, etc. It took the passage of enough time for a body of analytical writing about popular culture to reach a certain critical mass before I started to consider moving my own scholarly pursuits in this direction.


All of us academics have taken part in conversations where, upon meeting other academics, we dutifully inquire about their areas of interest. “What are you working on?” we ask, and we make sure to talk about that topic just long enough not to appear rude. But you should see how faces light up when I say I’m writing about comic books. Especially among guys, eyes that are otherwise fixed in a dull glaze suddenly spark to life: You mean we’re going to get to talk about comic books now? Really? And before I know it, I’m hearing about who their favorite superheroes were, and maybe they still have some of those issues—they hear that some of them are supposed to be valuable now—and on and on.


So why can’t we come out of those closets in which we’ve packed away our pleasures along with those boxes of back issues of Superboy and Spider-Man? Why can’t we have fun writing about comics, even as we make serious points? Part of the problem is the nature of what’s become standard style for academic prose. Years ago Stanislav Andreski’s book Social Sciences as Sorcery explained that much of the social sciences consisted of restating the obvious so as to make it obscure, noting their “pretentious and nebulous verbosity.”2 Unfortunately, that’s true of too much of current academic scholarship in general. Extraordinary theoretical sophistication and specialized technical vocabulary are employed to say things that could be easily said without activating all that machinery. When applied to comic books, such pedantry is more than just disappointing. As scholars we’re supposed to remain faithful to our source material; if we take the comic out of comic books, we end up falsifying the data. I understand the need to demonstrate the legitimacy of a new field by sounding like the other grown-ups, especially in this case, where we must overcome “the continuing and widespread prejudice that comics are a simplistic and juvenile medium,” as it’s described in the inaugural editorial of a recently launched academic journal devoted to the study of comics and graphic novels.3 And there is much of great value in this scholarship. But if we’re so busy proving that comics should be taken seriously that we forget to appreciate and communicate that they’re also fun, we are throwing out the baby with the bathwater.


Pete Seeger once said, when speaking of the songs Woody Guthrie wrote for children: “Any damn fool can get complicated. It takes genius to attain simplicity.”4 We can understand that comics aren’t necessarily simplistic, but they’re still simplified. Following Seeger’s lead means understanding that achieving their simplicity often requires inspired creativity and highly sophisticated techniques worthy of serious examination. Comics art necessarily remains close to the art forms of cartoon and caricature, and these are simplified forms. They’re intended to bring smiles to the faces of their viewers precisely by virtue of their simplicity. Every creative form has its limitations, and struggling against those limitations is often precisely what lifts a work out of the pack and elevates it to greatness. That should indeed be appreciated. But the form’s intrinsic limits are still there. Let’s not forget that in comics we’re talking about characters who speak in balloons and who acquire speed lines trailing behind them when they move quickly. Do you really mean to tell me there’s nothing inherently comic in all this, that it’s not intended to still appeal to the child in us, even when it may also be dealing with serious matters of great note? “Philosophy begins in wonder,” said Aristotle, and we should not let our theorizing about comics blind us to the childlike wonderment of it all. Our task here is to unite our simple enchantment with comics with our adult appreciation of how that enchantment was produced.


As a kid I read Superman with the same science-fiction mind-set with which he was created. His powers had to make the same kind of scientific sense to me that they did to his initial creators. By the time I arrived on the scene, what had started as Superman’s power of leaping over tall buildings had long since escalated into his flying powers that we now take for granted. While I would have understood the leaping, this flying thing perplexed me. I kept puzzling away at it, until I thought I had it figured out in my young mind. While the more stereotypical comic fanboy obsessions were about comparative power—who could beat up who—I was more concerned with puzzling out how each of these superheroes’ powers worked, with analytically taking each one apart. It’s my childhood version of what motivates this book, trying to figure out from the inside what really makes the whole thing work. Here, then, presented for your reading pleasure and revealed for the first time ever, is my boyhood explanation of how Superman flew. I’m still proud of it.


It seemed to me he must fly like a jet. That meant he took in air up front, and somehow sent it out through the back. I figured he must do that through the pores in his skin. In humans they excrete sweat, and do so involuntarily. But Kryptonians must be wired differently. Superman didn’t sweat (well, we sure never saw him sweat), so it made sense that in the Kryptonian body the pores might excrete air instead, and could be brought under voluntary control, like breathing.


So full throttle meant mouth wide-open, and low cruising speed meant breathing through the nose. We knew he had super breath, so sucking in sufficient quantities of air would pose no problem.


So there’s my childhood theory of how Superman flew, in all its glowing creativity and boyhood thoroughness, my own personal contribution to the Superman lore, revealed here for the very first time anywhere. Super flying was really a variation of super sweating. Having thus thought it all through to my satisfaction, I could now go back to enjoying Superman, in good conscience and full confidence that I wasn’t giving up my rational mind to do so, good science-fiction fan that I was.


Comics didn’t just fuel what scientific interests I had. I attribute much of my motivation to become a philosopher by profession to my early reading of science-fiction and comic books. The world need not be as it was. There were alternative possibilities, reached not by fantasy but by rational extension of the world we knew. “What if . . .” became a guiding question for me, and wanting to think that through became second nature.


The second road leading to this book was the one that led me to write specifically about the Jewish aspects of comics. I’d known for a long time that many of the writers and artists behind comics were Jews. At first that knowledge was simply a matter of a kind of ethnic pride. But then my scholarly work led me to explore issues of gender, race, and class, especially in the emerging field of men’s studies, or masculinity studies. I became aware of how societies are dominated by certain mainstream ideals of how men should be, “hegemonic” masculinity, in the theoretical terminology that was developed to talk about this. Part of the way that domination works is that even groups of men who don’t fit the dominant model, who are marginalized by their race, ethnicity, class, sexual orientation, physical appearance, or ability, and other subordinate categories, still measure themselves by that dominant model. So it isn’t just other groups oppressing them that judged such men to be not “real” men; they themselves internalize those standards too. Now I had new things to think about. The Jewish men who created supermen were men who were themselves seen as not measuring up to the standards of what real men were supposed to be. They—we—were seen as bookworms, timid, not athletic, and all the other stereotypes about Jewish men. Hmm. Less-than-real men creating supermen. Now that sounded interesting. And worth looking into further.


So now you know the kind of background that eventually leads to a book like this. Welcome to my worlds. Up, up, and away!




INTRODUCTION


Superman is Jewish?


A surprising question, one that takes a certain amount of chutzpah to even raise. To add even a bit more chutzpah, this book considers questions about the Jewishness of more superheroes than just Superman, and offers answers that will surprise many.


You mean Spider-Man is Jewish too? Well, actually, yes, but in a very different way than Superman is. And, as we’ll see, the shift between them reflects the evolution of Jewish life in America itself in the generation between the two, the generation that gets us from World War II and the “Golden Age” of comics to the 1960s and the “Silver Age” of comics. The historical turning points of those tumultuous years and others, like the powerful 1950s crusade against comics for supposedly causing juvenile delinquency, turn out to be central to our story because these events, and their great impact on American Jews, appear on comic book pages themselves, and behind the scenes in their production. For it turns out that the history of Jews and comic book superheroes, that very American invention, is the history of Jews and America, particularly the history of Jewish assimilation into the mainstream of American culture.


There’s even more to this history. We’ll see how the story of Jews and comics in America actually starts back in Europe, in literary and artistic traditions that inform the stories the pioneer Jews told, and illustrated, to create comic book superheroes. Here we’ll find a mystical legend from the Old Country transmuted to emerge in the new world as a foundational inspiration for modern superheroes. We’ll see that these superheroes owe their origins to an American science-fiction tradition that has surprising connections to Jewish modes of thought. And throughout, we’ll come to understand that in many surprising ways the bad guys superheroes fight against are, in the final analysis, those people who have oppressed the Jewish people for centuries.


We’ll also pursue our story further than just superheroes, looking at some more fully realized and sophisticated portrayals of Jewish life in graphic novels both in the U.S. and abroad. We’ll see how two giants of the comics industry came to create wonderful graphic novels illuminating important Jewish topics. We’ll take a voyage to discover some treasures that are relatively unknown in the U.S., traveling to France to discover Jewish aspects in amazingly creative stories of dungeons, vampires, and a rabbi’s cat, and to Israel to see the extraordinary recent flourishing of creativity in Israeli graphic novels, and the first full-length “animated documentary” of international cinema that evolved from it. Finally, we’ll spend some time with two Pulitzer Prize–winning books, one a Jewish comic book and the other a novel about the Jewish guys who created comic book superheroes.


To return to my opening question about Superman being Jewish, it’s said that Jews typically answer a question with another question, so here’s my answer to that opening question: What on Earth or on Krypton would it even mean to say that Superman is Jewish? For that matter, what does it mean to place any creative work within the tradition of a certain people? What do people really mean when they say that a particular novel, play, painting, etc. is Jewish, or African-American, or whatever? One approach to the question of what makes something Jewish is biographical, based on the identities of the creators. It seems this is what many people assume I mean when I say that Superman is Jewish. Oh yes, they say, they had heard that he was created by Jewish guys. Framed this way, anything created by a Jew is Jewish, just as anything by an African-American would be part of African-American culture, etc.


Well, this definition certainly has clarity going for it, which is a point in its favor. But it brings with it its own set of problems. For one, it’s pretty restrictive. Jazz and the blues are recognized as African-American art forms. But does this mean that whites can’t play in these genres? Tell that to John Mayall or Eric Clapton. Does it mean that African-American clarinetist Don Byron’s klezmer music isn’t really klezmer because he’s not Jewish? (I defy anyone to tell me that an album titled The Music of Mickey Katz isn’t Jewish music.) And this definition has problems going in the other direction too. Not only does this assume that Jewish art can only be created by Jews, it also assumes that everything created by Jews is Jewish. But can’t Jews ever step outside of their Jewish identity? Let’s say (getting totally hypothetical here) that my true passion is painting pastoral landscapes of the cornfields near my office at the University of Northern Iowa. Could we really claim these as necessarily Jewish paintings? Can’t Jews create some works that really aren’t Jewish? And what about cases where we’re not sure who created a work of art? Would that mean we therefore can’t say anything about how it might embody a certain tradition? This approach is just too simplistic.


A different approach to deciding whether a work is Jewish is to look for explicit Jewish references in the piece, typically characters identified as Jewish or references to Jewish religious practices, perhaps the use of Yiddish or Hebrew phrases, etc. This is the approach taken by Jack Dann in two edited volumes, Wandering Stars: An Anthology of Jewish Fantasy & Science Fiction and More Wandering Stars: An Anthology of Outstanding Stories of Jewish Fantasy and Science Fiction.1 These short stories provide a good range of examples of such explicitly Jewish tales: Many of these stories simply transport to outer space common themes in Jewish literature. For example, some adapt tales of a golem or dybbuk, mythological Jewish figures, while others use new settings to raise the old question, Who is a Jew? which is often a contentious issue here on Earth. These stories play off Jewish traditions of Talmudic disputation, which encourages thoughtful debate, so when two camps argue it out when nonhuman aliens who have been inspired by some far-wandering Jew seek to be recognized as Jews, we get familiar divisions between more inclusive versus more restrictive tendencies. One group argues that the people of Israel must obviously be people, so the idea of alien Jews is unacceptable, indeed offensive. The other side responds with classic Jewish fidelity to the text: Show me where it’s written that Jews can’t have, say, short gray tentacles jutting out of small bodies that look like wrinkled brown pillows, instead of human torsos, arms, and legs? Since such a proof text obviously can’t be found, the universalist sentiment wins the day, and the new Jews are accepted as members of the tribe.2 Explicit Jewish references such as these certainly provide legitimate reasons for flagging a story as Jewish. But even this doesn’t get us far enough. It doesn’t get us to what’s implicit, below the surface. And as is true in many areas, what lies below the surface is often of much greater significance than what’s readily visible up top. So let’s dig deeper into the question of what might make Superman Jewish.


It seems to me that a reasonable answer to the question of what makes a work of art Jewish would take something from both of these approaches, but would also reject much of each. To reasonably claim a work as belonging to a particular tradition—Jewish, in this case—we should be primarily looking at the work itself, not its creators. Firstly, one should be able to see that Jewish themes or ideas are central to the work. These themes need not be explicitly named as Jewish within the work; they simply need to be present. It may therefore require some analysis of the work, conducted against a background of some knowledge of Jewish traditions, before the work becomes visible as Jewish. Secondly, one should be able to see some line of transmission by which the creators could plausibly have come into contact with these Jewish elements, accounting for the possibility of their presence in the work. If the creators are in fact Jewish, that makes this task easier, but it doesn’t exclude non-Jews from creating work that could be counted as part of a Jewish tradition. Looking at it this way saves us from the twin dangers of claiming either too much or too little for Jewish traditions, on the one hand being blind to what’s there versus on the other hand imagining what isn’t really there. The first content-based criterion implies that not everything created by Jews should be counted as part of Jewish tradition, and that seems right to me. The second modified biographical criterion serves as a check against granting everyone a blanket license to just read whatever they wish into a work without offering any plausible account of how the meaning they’re attributing to the work could possibly have gotten in there.


Here’s an example, from a very different kind of work, which may help clarify what I mean when I say that the ethnic identity of the people doing the work does not by itself determine the ethnic nature of the work. In the earlier decades of the twentieth century there was a stereotypical image in U.S. cities of the Irish cop out on the beat. There was indeed a high proportion of Irishmen in the police forces at that time, caused in large part by how the timing of waves of immigrants from Ireland meshed with an expansion of urban police forces. But the large presence of the Irish policemen didn’t by itself make policing Irish.


This biographical background only gets you as far as saying that these were cops doing their jobs, who happened to be Irish. One could only reasonably see this as Irish policing if it turned out that there was something in how they went about their policing that was in some way distinctively Irish. Now, I don’t know enough about either policing or the Irish to know if this was so or not. The Irish cop had a reputation for both toughness and tenderness, meted out to individuals as he saw fit by his own standards. One could consider whether this might have its roots in the Irish experience, perhaps in a certain relationship to authority or in an allegiance to local neighborhood identities. If this image of the Irish cop were more than a stereotype, if it accurately captured some social realities, understanding that it of course didn’t apply to all Irish cops but would have been valid only as a sort of sociological generalization, then one could indeed legitimately speak of Irish policing in our urban centers at this time. But to be clear, it’s not just the presence of Irish police that would make this policing Irish. It would be the visibility of the Irish influence in the activity itself, coupled with an explanation of how it got there.


For me, it’s not enough to pick any random tangential detail and blow it up out of proportion to make a claim that a story is Jewish. You can’t legitimately claim, as the author of one book on Jewish aspects of comic book superheroes does, that Spider-Man is Jewish because there’s a story about King David once being saved by a spider who hid him from enemy soldiers by spinning a web across the entrance of a cave.3 By that logic, Charlotte’s Web is a Jewish story too, but it’s hard to see how a story about a pig could be kosher.


Let’s look more closely at these criteria. Suppose, for example, that we find a story in which a superhero from an alien race becomes romantically involved with a human, and is getting grief about it from others of his kind. Well, yes, that’s similar to what many Jews have experienced from their families when the question of intermarriage comes up, but that’s not enough in itself for this to be called a Jewish story. There are simply too many other cultures where you’d find the same dynamic of intragroup solidarity coupled with a suspicion of outsiders. If it’s just a question of us versus them, that doesn’t get us any further than the Montagues and Capulets of Romeo and Juliet or the Jets and Sharks of the updated musical version of that tale, West Side Story. But if the tale lets us know that the objections to the romance with the outsider come from a group who have been historically persecuted by the very group to which the beloved belongs, then we’re getting closer to its being a Jewish story. And if we know that the creators of the tale have come under the influence of Jewish culture, either because they’re Jewish themselves or because they’ve been significantly exposed to Jewish culture, then I’m prepared to lend a sympathetic ear to someone who makes the case that this should be understood as a Jewish story. And if, furthermore, it turns out that this history of persecution in this fictional story has been accompanied by negative stereotypes that are undeniably similar to the stereotypes we find in the actual history of anti-Semitism, then you’ll find me fully ready to sign on the dotted line of an affirmation that this is indeed a Jewish story.


One final example, involving an iconic American character who is not explicitly identified as Jewish, will help to further clarify the nature of this book. I turn our attention to what is often regarded as the classic play of the American theater, Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman. Published discussions of whether Willy Loman is really Jewish, as is his creator, can now fill a fairly lengthy bookshelf.


The play opened on Broadway in 1949, and the Yiddish theater production opened in Brooklyn in 1951. George Ross, who reviewed that production for Commentary, the magazine published by the American Jewish Committee, makes his opinion clear in the title of his review: “Death of a Salesman in the Original.”4 Ross’s thesis is that Toyt fun a Salesman (the Yiddish title) “is really the original, and the Broadway production was merely—Arthur Miller’s translation into English.”5


Ross offers many example of how in the Yiddish translation one more poignantly becomes aware of Willy Loman as


a Jewish salesman in America striving proudly and defensively to hold together his scattered family and himself, wandering all the cities . . . trying desperately to be “known,” “liked,” accepted, and incidentally “not laughed at” . . . Recall also Willy’s exaggerated Americanism and his excessive attachment to his father through his older brother; his intense preoccupation with American sports and American gadgets, the “well-advertised refrigerator”; his unhappy dependence on the pinochle-playing Charley and Charley’s yeshiva bocher son, Bernard.6 [The “yeshiva bocher” is a student in a religious school, here used semi-pejoratively for an overly studious one.]


He even gives examples of Miller’s specific language, claiming that it is “in the English version as if Miller were thinking in Yiddish and unconsciously translating.” For example, Linda’s “impassioned ‘attention must be paid,’ while not at all unlikely in English, is not so embedded in the language and so frighteningly strong as ‘gib achtung’.”7 And to Ross’s example of how the original English is really an unconscious translation of a more original Yiddish I would add another: Since when does a supposedly all-American guy sitting in a restaurant call another man’s attention to an attractive woman entering the establishment by referring to her as “strudel”?


When the direct question was put to him of whether he intentionally made Willy Loman Jewish, as it was on a number of occasions, Miller replied that he wasn’t thinking of him that way consciously. But he nonetheless did not dismiss such an interpretation, and indeed sanctioned it. Witness this exchange during a question-and-answer session:


Audience Member: In an essay by fellow playwright David Mamet about Death of a Salesman, he wrote: “The greatest American play, arguably, is the story of a Jew told by a Jew and cast in ‘universal’ terms. Willy Loman is a Jew in a Jewish industry. But he is never identified as such. His story is never avowed as a Jewish story, and so a great contribution to Jewish-American history is lost. It’s lost to culture as a whole, and, more importantly, it’s lost to the Jews, its rightful owners.” I wonder how you feel about that?


Arthur Miller: Well, he got it, so it couldn’t have been lost. I mean, what more could anyone want?8


Note that nobody here is trying to reduce Death of a Salesman to being merely a Jewish story. We still fully acknowledge and value its universality. To claim it as Jewish is to add a layer of understanding, not to pigeonhole it away from the mainstream.


The notion of Miller’s “unconscious translation” from Yiddish to English or Jewish to Gentile context seems to me very useful in explaining how Superman is rooted in the Jewishness of his creators. It’s not that they consciously set out to create a Jewish superhero. Creativity doesn’t work that way; so much of it takes place at the unconscious level. Contexts and backgrounds seep into creative work in much more subtle ways.


Jews as a people lost a precious bridge to their history in the Holocaust, and many of the traditions and characteristics of Jewish culture have been lost, either in their entirety, or in being recognized as Jewish. It is the aim of this book to see to it that the stories of Superman and other comic book superheroes not be similarly lost as they are assimilated into mainstream culture. This is an exercise in reclamation.
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So that’s what this book is about. Maybe this is the time to also say something about what it is not about. First, I’m not attempting to deliver a Who’s Who of Jews in comics. While we will indeed at times focus on key individuals, this book fundamentally isn’t a chronicle of the Jews in comics, it’s a story of the influence of Judaism and Jewishness on comics. (Judaism is a religion, Jewishness is an affiliated culture). Second, this pursues Jewish aspects of the history of comic book superheroes—it doesn’t pretend to be a comprehensive account covering all other aspects of the history of the field. I also want to say that when I discuss the fantasized cartoon violence of the comic book superheroes created by these Jewish men, this should not be equated with actual violence. The approach I take here, which valorizes the ways Jewish men expressed a fight against anti-Semitism through their fantasy comic book creations, is not the same as endorsing the use of violence. Barbara Breitman articulates the distinction in her analysis of psychological dimensions of Jewish men and violence: “Owning the capacity to do violence must not be misconstrued as being violent.”9 I’m situating the meaning of good guys beating up bad guys in the context of a Jewish people with a history of anti-Semitic violence practiced against them. I imagine that endorsing a “beat ’em up” approach to solving issues has a very different meaning for those coming from a dominant culture, and analyzing that meaning is beyond the scope of this book. In mainstream U.S. culture the problematic aspects of superhero violence were not addressed by the medium itself until the maturation of the post–Vietnam War and post-Watergate generation, first emerging most strikingly in Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons’ Watchmen and Frank Miller’s Batman: The Dark Knight Returns. As we’ll see later, in Israel it similarly took the maturing of a generation of artists who grew up with the occupation to express their concerns about societal violence in the form of graphic novels.


[image: Image]


I hope the above orients the reader to how I’m approaching the question of Jews and comics in this book. The question of the Jewish influence on comic book superheroes did indeed first enter my mind because I knew about the Jewishness of the creators. But as I was writing this book I kept asking myself, “Do I see something in the work itself that would lead me to look for a Jewish influence in its creation even if I didn’t know in advance of the Jewish presence behind the scenes?” As I say in the first chapter, the Jewishness of his creators explains how Superman got to be Jewish, but what I mean by his Jewishness is in the character himself.


There are many ways of being Jewish and many ways of being a superhero, so it shouldn’t be surprising that there are many ways in which Jewishness can emerge in comics and graphic novels. Sometimes it’s submerged and sometimes explicit; sometimes it’s humorous and sometimes serious; sometimes it’s in response to specific historical events and sometimes it’s a reflection of ancient ideas. Sometimes it’s in the story and sometimes in the art; sometimes it’s claimed by the artists and writers and sometimes it’s disavowed. But if you know what to look for, it’s always interesting, and sometimes quite pleasantly surprising.


Throughout I am trying to present a new way of seeing the Jewish dimensions in Superman, in comic book superheroes more broadly, and in the graphic novels I discuss. If I’m successful, readers of this book should come to see and appreciate these characters and works with greater insight, and perhaps understand a bit more about the patterns of Jewish life reflected in the adventures of these characters, and about how the people of the book became the people of the comic book.




        

            From Dave Sim’s Judenhass (German for “Jew Hatred”):


            Every creative person should consider doing a work addressing the

                Shoah [Holocaust] . . . this is nowhere truer than here in the

                comic-book field which was created, developed and built primarily by

                Jews. . . . But for geographic happenstance and the grace of God, any

                one of these ordinary men [at Auschwitz] could have just as easily

                been . . .
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            Dave Sim, Jewish comic book creators.
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        SUPERMAN AS SUPERMENTSH*


        How the Ultimate Alien Became the Iconic All-American


        Superman is one of the most well-known

            fictional figures in the world. We all know who he is. Or at least we think we do. In

            the timeless words of the 1950s TV series, he’s “a strange visitor from

            another planet who came to Earth with powers and abilities far beyond those of mortal

            men.” But those who are used to the current scope of Superman’s

            powers—where he’s capable of performing such feats as flying into a blazing

            sun, freezing a lake with his super breath or lifting mountains—may be surprised

            to learn that in his original comic book incarnation his powers were much less

            expansive: “He could hurdle skyscrapers, leap an eighth of a mile, raise

            tremendous weights, run faster than a streamline engine, and nothing less than a

            bursting shell could penetrate his skin.”**1


        For those reading comics in 1938, Superman was much more than just a new super character. He inaugurated the entire genre of comic

            book superheroes. Prior to this, heroes of adventure comic strips or books had been

            detectives, cops, cowboys, pirates, magicians, soldiers, etc. No one had seen a costumed

            figure with superpowers before.


        At the time, “comics” meant the comic strips found in

            newspapers. Comic books, to the extent they existed at all, were mostly just reprints of

            the newspaper strips bound together. But all that changed when magazine distributor and

            publisher Jack Liebowitz was looking for a lead player for a different type of comic

            book that would feature stories that appeared first in this bound form.


        These new comic books were part of a new fusion of words and pictures that

            was in the air in the 1930s. “Talking pictures” (instead of silent films)

            had just appeared, with The Jazz Singer premiering in 1927.

                Steamboat Willie, Disney’s first cartoon featuring

            Mickey Mouse, came out the next year, and was the first animated short film with a sound

            track that was entirely synchronized. Life magazine, with its

            new and distinctive brand of photojournalism, premiered in 1936, and was a great

            success—appearing in Life became synonymous with having

            made it into the American cultural mainstream. Advertising was taking off, with ever

            more elaborate illustrations in magazines and roadside billboards.


        In that context, comic books are clearly the runt of the litter. The

            comics industry came out of the streets of Lower Manhattan, mostly from Jews and

            Italians who were one step away from the immigrant experience and two steps away from

            social respectability.2 Poor Jews from immigrant backgrounds

            ended up finding their way into this ragged end of publishing, what we might call rag,

            or shmate, publishing, since the Yiddish word shmate has the same dual meaning as the English word rag, meaning, literally, a throwaway piece of cloth and, by

            extension, a junky, throwaway publication. Businessmen like Liebowitz and Harry

            Donnenfeld, who came to be behind Superman’s publication, also published girlie

            magazines and pulp fiction with names like Spicy Detective

                Stories. And more than a few of them had mob connections.


        As Al Jaffee, later of Mad magazine fame, put

            it, “We couldn’t get into newspaper strips or advertising; ad agencies

            wouldn’t hire a Jew. One of the reasons we Jews drifted into

            the comic-book business is that most of the comic-book publishers were Jewish. So there

            was no discrimination there.”3


        Comics historians offer other theories linking the predominance of Jews in

            the early comics industry to the Jewish attraction to communicative media more

            generally. Gerald Jones notes that of all the immigrant cultures of the period, the Jews

            were the most literate population. Trina Robbins attributes Jewish communicative skills

            to the need to be able to talk yourself out of getting beaten up. Journalist Jay

            Schwartz writes of the founding generation of comics creators: “They came from

            homes where Yiddish was shouted across the dining room table, along with at least one

            other language. That—plus English lessons outside the home and Hebrew to

            boot—made for multilingual youngsters keen on the Sock! Zoom! Bam! power of

                language.”4


        These Jewish comic book creators forged a road into American culture in

            much the same way the Jewish immigrants who became the founding moguls of the American

            film industry did, with Lower Manhattan as their Hollywood. Motion pictures came out of

            cheap nickelodeon and peep show entertainments whose primary audience was single men,

            mostly working class, and largely immigrants. A good deal of the content was pretty

            lurid for its time—not unlike the girlie magazines or the pulps. It was primarily

            the Jewish entrepreneurs who became the movie moguls—men like Adolph Zukor,

            William Fox, Carl Laemmle, and Samuel Goldwyn—who had a vision of the greater

            commercial possibilities if it could be transformed into more socially acceptable mass

            family entertainment.5 Likewise with the comics. Personally

            marginalized out of the mainstream by their foreign backgrounds, the publishers and

            artists created an alternate, idealized version of America, with larger-than-life idols

            soaring above the audiences below on the movie screen, on the comics page, and above all

            in their imaginations. Their strategy of assimilation by idealization worked. As

            audiences accepted the idealized images these Jews created, these new cultural icons

            became the vehicles through which these marginalized Jews were able to enter the

            cultural mainstream. Shut out of the centers of American culture, they created new

            cultural forms to bring America to them.6
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        In this period of the birth of comic books, the team of Jerry Siegel as

            writer and Joe Shuster as artist had been working together on trying to create

            successful comic strips since they met at Glenville High School in Cleveland, a school

            with a large Jewish population, reflecting the surrounding neighborhood. Now

            twenty-three, they’d had earlier success placing some strips, most notably one

            chronicling the adventures of their character Slam Bradley, who, as his name suggests,

            was a tough slugger of a detective, as well as others including Federal Men, Henri Duval, Radio Squad, Spy, and Dr.

                Mystic: The Occult Detective.7 The strip they were

            peddling now was just too different from what any newspaper was running to find any

            takers. But it turned out to be just the thing for this new idea of a comic book with

            new stories.


        Among their new hero’s powers, the notion of being impervious to

            bullets had a powerful personal dimension for Jerry Siegel. Jerry’s father,

            Mitchell (originally Mikhel Segalovich of Lithuania), had worked as a sign painter for a

            time, and encouraged his son’s artistic interests. But eventually Mitchell had to

            give up his more artistic side for the more secure living of running a

            secondhand-clothing store. Mitchell Siegel died as a result of a nighttime robbery at

            his store, although stories vary as to whether his death was caused directly by the

            bullets that were fired or as a result of a heart attack brought on by the event.

            Whatever the actual facts, the story that many in the family were told and believed was

            that he was murdered and died from a gunshot wound. Siegel never spoke about it

            publicly, but the earliest version of Superman that we know about appeared shortly

            thereafter, illustrated with a drawing of Superman swooping in to stop an armed

                robbery.8


        Joe Shuster’s father, meanwhile, had arrived in Toronto from

            Rotterdam, the Netherlands, where the family had had a cinema and hotel. In Toronto he

            found work as a movie theater projectionist. The family then moved to Cleveland when Joe

            was nine. Of the two, Jerry was the more outgoing and assertive, while Joe was more shy

            and retiring. Both were physically small, and uninterested in physically rough

            competitive sports. Joe was severely nearsighted, and tried to make up for being physically slight by getting into the bodybuilding fad that was popular

            at the time. They met while working on their school newspaper, The

                Torch. But the school paper wasn’t enough for them, and they became

            active in the new world of the mimeographed and then mailed pages that came to be called

            the “fanzines” of the science-fiction pulp magazines. Through this they

            first met other science-fiction fans, some of them later becoming men who would play

            major roles in the early comics field.


        It was in one sense natural to find Jews making illustrated books. The

            biblical admonition against making graven images or idols had caused a lack of much of a

            real visual arts tradition among European Jews. In contrast to literature and music, the

            visual arts were relatively underdeveloped. One of the few outlets for Jewish visual

            artists was the illustrated book, which was deemed kosher in the culture of the people

            of the book. This art had thrived particularly in illustrating the Passover Haggadah,

            the book that guides the service at the celebratory, highly ritualized Passover meal.

            The Haggadah, what I’ll call in this context the first “graphic

            novel,” tells a story in both words and pictures, so that those sitting at the

            table who are too young to read can follow along. The story is the tale of Moses, sent

            off in a small vessel by his parents to save him from the death and destruction facing

            his people. He is then raised among people to whom he really is an alien, but who do not

            suspect his secret identity, and he grows up to become a liberator and champion of the

            oppressed, with the aid of miraculous superpowers displayed in some truly memorable

            action scenes. Sound at all familiar?


        Who knows what lurked in the memories of young Jerry Siegel and Joe

            Shuster when they created their tale of immigrant refugee baby Kal-El’s arrival on

            Earth? Can it really be coincidental that Kal-El’s original Kryptonian name spoken

            with a Hebrew pronunciation sounds like the Hebrew words for “all is God” or

            “all for God”? Is it just chance that he is sent from an old world, Krypton,

            that is about to explode, to a new one, Earth (which could readily be seen as standing

            for Europe, on the verge of self-destruction, and America, with its promise of new life,

            especially in those 1930s)? And is the name of his home planet really a secret

            invitation to decode Superman’s encrypted secret identity as a crypto-Jew (Jews who, since the days of the Spanish Inquisition, have publicly

            given up their faith to escape persecution, but who remain Jews in their private lives

            and personal allegiance)?


        Traditional comics lore gives the major credit for Siegel and

            Shuster’s finally securing publication for Superman to

            an ex-schoolteacher named Maxwell Charles Ginsberg, who changed his name to Gaines when

            he went into business as a salesman peddling cheap goods in various and sundry

            enterprises because Gaines sounded better than Ginsberg, meaning it sounded less Jewish.

            Among other things, Gaines became a comics packager and producer, obtaining material

            from writers and artists and selling it to publishers. He had Siegel and Shuster’s

            submission of their Superman strip, but it was editor Sheldon

            (Shelly) Mayer, himself even younger than Siegel and Shuster, who saw its potential and

            selected it.9


        The boys had mixed feelings when they received the offer. After multiple

            rejections, they were pleased that this work was finally being accepted. But they were

            disappointed that it was appearing in a mere comic book, not being placed with a

            syndicate for newspaper distribution, the holy grail for aspiring artists like

            themselves, because that was how you acquired both artistic recognition and financial

            reward. To fit the new format, Siegel and Shuster literally cut up the strips they had

            drawn for the newspapers and pasted their work into the page format of the new comic

            book. The comics page format was so new then that when the layout departed from the

            linear strip format to even a small degree, some artists inserted arrows leading from

            one panel to the next or even numbered the panels because they didn’t think the

            reader would be able to follow the sequence.10 If you scan the

            sequence of those panels today you’ll find they still embody the rhythm of a

            strip: four panels per day, with the fourth stopping at the best mini-cliffhanger they

            could muster. Then restart at that point the next day, count four, stop. The rhythm

            broke on Sundays, when there was more space. But then it was back to the same rhythm.

            Repeat until done.


        Siegel and Shuster worked frantically on a tight deadline, cutting and

            pasting their strips into a book. And so in June 1938 the cover of the first issue of Action Comics came to feature a man

            wearing a blue costume with a red and yellow emblem on his chest and a red cape flowing

            behind him, heaving a car over his head and smashing it into a hillside. Thus was the

            world introduced to the adventures of Superman.
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        But Superman was far more than this superpowered character. Once inside

            the comic book, the reader discovered another, less heroic character, Superman’s

            alter ego, Clark Kent, a mild-mannered and timid reporter. And here is the question that

            brings us to the heart of our examination of these Jewish men and the comic book

            superheroes they created: Why? What in the logic of the story or, as we shall come to

            see, in the psyches of its creators, motivated the introduction of the Clark Kent

            role?


        In contrast to most of the other costumed superheroes who were to follow

            in Superman’s wake, in the Superman saga it is the superman who is real, and the

            alter ego, Clark Kent, who is fictitious. Think for a moment of other familiar

            superheroes: Batman, for example, also has a secret identity, Bruce Wayne, who is a real

            person who existed long before the costumed Batman came into being. Likewise for

            Spider-Man and Peter Parker. Superman is the inverse of what would later become that

            standard model. Especially when one considers the nerdy nature of Clark Kent’s

            personality, one has to ask, Why on Earth would Superman want to perpetrate this

            masquerade?
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