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  In November 1938, the dark, empty silence was broken by the sound of boots hitting pavement, then shouting, then shattering glass. In a matter of hours, Nazi storm troopers killed nearly one hundred German Jews, injured hundreds more, and burned 177 synagogues. The smashed windows of over seven thousand Jewish stores littered the streets. Soon the whole world would be engulfed in the blind hatred unleashed on this night, called Kristallnacht, “the Night of Broken Glass.”


  The planet needed a hero—fast. Who could have predicted that this hero would be one concocted by two Jewish boys in Ohio?


  Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster lived a mere twelve blocks apart in Cleveland. The pair collaborated on stories for their high school newspaper and shared a passion for science fiction and cheap pulp comics. In the 1930s, comic book publishing was still in its infancy. Like many young Jews with artistic aspirations, Siegel and Shuster yearned to break into this fledgling industry. It actively hired Jews, who were largely excluded from more “legitimate” illustration work. As MAD cartoonist Al Jaffee commented, “We couldn’t get into newspaper strips or advertising; ad agencies wouldn’t hire a Jew . . . [but] comic book publishers were Jewish.”1


  After all, anti-Semitism was a sad part of American life, too. In fact, the 1930s and 1940s were arguably the most anti-Semitic period in American history. Nazi sympathizer Fritz Kuhn of the German-American Bund led legions of rabid followers on marches through many cities, including Siegel and Shuster’s hometown. Ivy League colleges kept the number of Jewish students to a minimum, while country clubs and even entire neighborhoods barred Jews altogether.


  So Siegel and Shuster began submitting comic book treatments under the none-too-Jewish pseudonym Bernard J. Kenton, just to be on the safe side. Throughout the Great Depression, the two boys scraped together every penny they could just to cover postage, and Shuster sketched on cheap brown wrapping paper. Rejection letters followed, but the boys refused to accept defeat.


  Eventually, they carved out a character that embodied their adolescent frustrations, served as a mouthpiece for the oppressed, and became an American icon.


  Many years later, Jerry Siegel recalled the birth of Superman:


  
    Late one night, it was so hot that I had trouble falling asleep. I passed the time by trying to come up with dramatic story elements for the comic strip. One premise I had already conceived came back to me, but in even sharper focus.


    The story would begin with you as a child on far-off planet Krypton. Like the others of that world, you had super-powers. The child’s scientist-father was mocked and denounced by the Science Council. They did not believe his claim that Krypton would soon explode from internal stresses. Convinced that his prediction was valid, the boy’s father had been constructing a model rocket ship. As the planet began to perish, the baby’s parents knew its end was close. There was not space enough for three people in the small model craft. They put the baby into it. The mother chose to remain on the doomed planet with the man she loved, and die with him. Tearfully, hoping that their baby boy would survive, they launched the craft toward the planet Earth. Shortly, Krypton exploded and its millions of inhabitants were destroyed.2

  


  That was 1934, and it would take another four years for Superman to go from feverish dream to full-fledged hero. Detective Comics, Inc., looking for a character for its new magazine, Action Comics, paid young Siegel and Shuster $130 for the first thirteen pages of Superman. Action Comics #1 materialized in June 1938. The issue sold out, and a star was drawn. (One hopes the duo kept a few. Today, a mint copy of the issue is worth upwards of $450,000.)


  In a brilliant stroke, Shuster and Siegel gave their superhuman hero a secret identity, that of an all-too-human reporter named Clark Kent. Practically speaking, this notion of a double identity allowed for almost endless storyline twists and thematic depth. On another level, it added considerably to the mythology that would eventually accrue around this fictional crime-fighter. From then on, double identities became a recurring theme throughout comic book culture and mythology, with Spider-Man and Batman employing this character device to great effect.


  The Yiddish vernacular has many words to describe fellows like the shy, bumbling Clark: nudge, schlepper, schmendrik, and schlimazel. In the comic, Clark is simply called a klutz. Clark’s shyness undermines his courtship of coworker Lois Lane. In Action Comics #1, a nervous Clark stammers, “W-what do you say to a-er-date tonight, Lois?”3 —setting the tone of their relationship for years to come.


  Siegel and Shuster admitted that the shy Clark struggling for a date reflected their own desire to gain social acceptance. Siegel recalled, “Much of that premise came out of my own personal frustrations. I wore spectacles and was a high school boy who wrote for the school newspaper . . . There were some lovely girls who I admired from afar . . . If I wore a colorful, skin-tight costume! If I could run faster than a train, lift great weights easily, and leap over skyscrapers in a single bound! Then they would notice me!”4 Once Shuster earned enough money to pay the Odues at a Cleveland health club, he spent hours trying to remold his body to more closely resemble that of his musclebound alter ego.


  Of course, Superman’s dual identity symbolizes something far deeper and more universal than the romantic yearnings of two particular young men. In his essay “Did You Know Superman Is Jewish?” Harry Brod elaborates: “The psychic trick Siegel and Shuster needed to pull off only worked if at the same time that we knew who Superman really was, we also knew that the world, in its stupidity, saw him only as Clark . . . the classic Jewish nebbish. But little did they know! Jewish men had only to tear off their clothes and throw off their glasses to reveal the surging superman underneath, physique fully revealed by those skin-tight red and blue tights, and flaunt that billowing cape.”5


  Consciously or not, Siegel and Shuster tapped into a renewed sense of American patriotism with impeccable timing. Superman #1 was published in the summer of 1939, more than two years before America entered World War II. In the issue, Clark and Lois travel to a thinly disguised Nazi Germany, where Lois ends up in front of a firing squad. She’s rescued by Superman, naturally.


  In the real Germany of 1939, Adolf Hitler was exploiting his nation’s economic and social ills by scapegoating Jews. First, gold and silver owned by Jewish citizens was confiscated. Then, German Jews were forbidden to hold government jobs, go out at night, or even own radios. Some who tried to escape on the S.S. St. Louis were denied sanctuary in the United States and sent back to Europe. Living in a country that had stripped them of their citizenship yet perversely obstructed their exit, German Jews resorted to desperate measures. Just as the baby Superman was sent away from Krypton to avoid the mass destruction of his people, many Jewish children were sent on the Kindertransports to seek safety with families in England.


  Ironically, Hitler’s “master race” ideology is often mistakenly associated with philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche’s concept of the ubermensch, or “superman.” Nietzsche believed that religion and traditional values made men weak. Only by overcoming such influences and determining values of his own, said Nietzsche, could man realize his full potential. After his death, his views were increasingly linked directly to Nazi philosophy.


  In Superman #10 (1941), Clark and Lois are dispatched to cover the Dukalia American Sports Festival, which looks remarkably like the infamous 1936 Berlin Olympics, which Hitler had mistakenly believed would demonstrate German superiority to the whole world, once and for all. The Dukalian athletes march around the stadium, arms stretched in a “Heil Hitler” pose, and Dukalian consul Karl Wolf, who personifies Hitler, bellows to the crowd: “Present here is the flower of the Dukalian youth! You have seen them perform physical feats which no other human beings can. Proof, I tell you, that we Dukalians are superior to any other race or nation! Proof that we are entitled to be the masters of America!”6 Clark soon enters the games as Superman and humiliates the fascist Dukalians. This dark-haired heir of Moses defeats the Aryans on their own field. Superman, the literary child of Jews, became on pulp paper what Hitler could not create even on the ashes of millions of flesh-and-blood Jewish children: the ubermensch.


  News of Superman and his ethnic undertones did not escape the enemy’s notice in real life. Josef Goebbels, the Nazi minister of propaganda, denounced Superman as a Jew. In April 1940, Das Schwarze Korps, the weekly newspaper of the Nazi SS, attacked the comic and its Jewish writers: “Jerry Siegel, an intellectually and physically circumcised chap who has his headquarters in New York . . . The inventive Israelite named this pleasant guy with an overdeveloped body and underdeveloped mind ’Superman’ . . . As you can see, there is nothing the Sadducees won’t do for money! . . . Jerry Siegellack stinks. Woe to the American youth, who must live in such a poisoned atmosphere and don’t even notice the poison they swallow daily.”7


  Here were would-be world conquerors wringing their hands over a cartoon character cooked up by a couple of boys across the sea. Yet this hysterical, ideologically driven rant actually touched on something vital: the importance of Shuster and Siegel’s Jewish heritage.


  While a number of influences have been cited for their Superman creation—the movies of Douglas Fairbanks, the science fiction of Edgar Rice Burroughs, Greek mythology, Arthurian legend, Western folk heroes, and American cartoon icons such as Popeye—Shuster and Siegel’s Jewish heritage was perhaps their greatest inspiration. Superman #1 begins with a brief synopsis of Superman’s escape from Krypton, which draws heavily on Jewish geographical, historical, and biblical sources.


  For example, Superman’s journey closely reflects the story of Moses. Like the people of Krypton who faced annihilation, the Jews of biblical Egypt faced the murder of all their male offspring. To ensure her son’s survival, Jochebed places Moses in a reed basket and sets him afloat on the Nile. Her desperate decision is clearly echoed by Superman’s father, Jor-El, who launches the little rocket ship containing his son into outer space.


  Moses and Superman are eventually discovered and raised in foreign cultures. Baby Moses is found by Basya, the daughter of Pharaoh, and raised in the royal palace. Superman is found by Jonathan and Martha Kent in a midwestern cornfield and given the name Clark. From the onset, both Basya and the Kents realize that these foundling boys are extraordinary.


  When Clark grows older, his adoptive father tells him, “Now listen to me, Clark, this great strength of yours—you’ve got to hide it from people or they’ll be scared of you . . . but when the proper time comes you must use it to assist humanity.”8 Moses gets a similar inspirational talk from God in the famous story of the burning bush from the book of Exodus: “And now, go and I shall dispatch you to Pharaoh and you shall take my people the children of Israel out of Egypt.”9


  Superman leads a double life as the stuttering, spectacle-wearing reporter whose true identity no one suspects. In the same way, for his own safety, Moses kept his Jewish roots hidden for a time. Furthermore, because he had a stammer, Moses sometimes needed his brother Aaron to speak for him.


  Superman’s original name on Krypton also reveals biblical underpinnings. Superman is named Kal-El and his father Jor-El. The suffix “El” is one of the ancient names for God used throughout the Bible. It is also found in the names of great prophets, such as Isra-el, Samu-el, and Dani-el and angels, such as Micha-el and Gavri-el. According to Jewish tradition, Micha-el is the great combatant angel who fights Satan. He could easily be deemed the flying Superman’s biblical alter ego. The prefix of Superman’s name, “Kal,” is the root of several Hebrew words meaning “with lightness,” “swiftness,” “vessel” and “voice.” We may never know whether Siegel and Shuster were aware of these precise Hebrew translations; nevertheless, the character’s name could not be more apt.


  Throughout the early comics, the biblical influence on the Superman story is clear. Action Comics #7 (1938) opens with the statement “Friend of the helpless and oppressed is Superman, a man possessing the strength of a dozen Samsons!”10


  In the Bible story, Samson possesses extraordinary physical strength. He falls victim to his enemies, the Philistines, after Delilah makes him reveal the secret of his strength: his long hair. Delilah cuts Samson’s hair, weakening him. In a final act of courage, Samson calls out, “Lord God! Remember me and strengthen me just this one time.”11 Samson proceeds to smash the pillars supporting the building, and the temple falls on the Philistine chiefs. Like Samson, Superman has a weakness: exposure to the mysterious mineral kryptonite saps his strength.


  In Superman #2 (1939), Clark interviews scientist Adolphus Runyan. Runyan has discovered a gas so powerful “it is capable of penetrating any type of gas-mask.”12 Adolphus Runyan was in fact a thinly disguised caricature of Adolf Hitler, who really used poison gas. In the comic book, the gas falls into enemy hands and Superman travels to an unnamed war zone to fight. When he finds himself in an ancient pillared room, Superman smashes the pillars supporting the walls and shouts, “A guy named Samson once had this idea!”13


  Ethics of the Fathers, a famous Tractate (section) in the Mishnah (which codifies the Jewish oral tradition) deals with morality; many of its vignettes easily apply to the Superman ethos. For example, one section of Ethics tells us that “the world endures on three things: justice, truth, and peace.”14 In the same way, Superman stands for three things: “Truth, justice, and the American way.” Another part of Ethics declares that one should strive to “be bold as a leopard, light as an eagle, swift as a deer, and strong as a lion.”15 Superman embodies similarly powerful, if more modern, attributes. He is “faster than a speeding bullet, more powerful than a locomotive, and able to leap tall buildings in a single bound.”


  The sixteenth-century kabbalist Rabbi Isaac Luria, known as the Arizal, taught that the world was created through the remnants of divine sparks and the vessels intended to hold them. Due to a cosmic catastrophe, these vessels could not contain the sparks, so they shattered. This is known as shevirat ha-Kelim (“breaking of the vessels”). Our world is composed of the shards of these broken vessels. The job of mankind is to reunite the shards with their divine source, a process called tikkun haolam (“repairing the world”). The destruction of Krypton can be seen as the breaking of these primordial vessels, giving birth to Superman, who, like all of us, is called to restore order and balance in the world. We may not do it while wearing a cape and a big S on our chests, but the universal message still comes across clearly via the unlikely vehicle of a comic book for children. It’s as if Siegel and Shuster had subconsciously tapped into Kabbalah, the very core of Jewish spirituality!


  Superman’s unexpected depths made this symbol of all things American a muse of sorts to artists—musicians in particular. In the 1960s and 1970s, the character’s name evoked cheerful, whimsical optimism in songs like Donovan’s “Sunshine Superman” (1965). As time went on, postmodern cynicism took hold, and Superman became a symbol of irony and disillusionment. Compositions such as “O Superman” by Laurie Anderson (1981), “Superman’s Song” by the Crash Test Dummies (1991), and “Superman (It’s Not Easy)” by Five for Fighting (2000) are melancholy dirges. Superman hasn’t come to our rescue. He’s only human after all, and, in the case of “Superman’s Song,” dead and buried.


  From the very start, Superman also inspired creations of a slightly less elevated nature. Action Comics # 1 led to Superman # 1—a comic all his own. A radio series, animated series, and movie serial followed, then a hugely popular television show starring George Reeves. The Man of Steel even spawned a 1966 Broadway musical called It’s a Bird ... It’s a Plane ... It’s Superman. Then came the 1978 blockbuster movie Superman, starring the


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  About the Author

  



  [image: AUTHOR PHOTO BY STEPHEN SALMIERI]


  Simcha Weinstein is an internationally known speaker and the best-selling author of Shtick Shift: Jewish Humor in the 21st Century, your primer to the ever-changing face of Jewish comedy at the dawn of the 21st century: the new faces, their outrageous routines and their sometimes surprising seriousness about the most (de)pressing issues of our time. The once revolutionary, understated “Jew-ish” and “Israel-lite” flavor of Seinfeld has been replaced by a brutal matter-of-factness that would make earlier generation cringe. This isn’t your zayde’s Jewish comedy!
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