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These are the words of Roy Schwartz, 
journalist and author of Is Superman 
Circumcised?: The Complete Jewish History 
of the World’s Greatest Hero. Schwartz, 
himself Jewish, summarizes with this quote 
the long history of Jewish-American 
immigrants and the comic book industry 
they pioneered.

...born to Jewish parents in New 
York City. In 1933, Gaines had the idea 
of reprinting old newspaper comic 
strips together into books. Famous 
Funnies #1, the first retail comic 
book, was published the next year. 

“The comic book is a Jewish invention. 
The superhero genre is a Jewish invention.”

The origin of the industry lies with —

max gaines



As the limited supply of pre-made 
strips ran out, there was a demand 
for new stories. This demand was 
largely filled by Jewish writers 
and artists who couldn’t find 
work elsewhere due to antisemitic 
restrictions.

Two of these Jews that 
forever changed comics were

“Jews were still 
marginalized in 

respectable creative 
industries, whether it’s 
ad agencies, political 

cartooning, newspapers 
or magazines.”

“working-class, Eastern 
European Jews in New 

York that couldn’t find a 
job due to the Depression 
and rising antisemitism.”

Thus, the comic book industry became 
populated with Jewish creatives 
that Schwartz describes as —

Jerry Siegel 
& Joe Shuster

the creators of Superman. In 1938, 
this “champion of the oppressed,” 
as Siegel and Shuster called him, 
debuted with Action Comics #1. The 
comic was immediately successful, 
heralding the Golden Age of comics 
and, essentially, the superhero 
genre.

- Max gaines
- jerry siegel
- joe shuster
- bob kane
- bill finger
- will eisner

golden (‘38-’56) & silver (‘56-’70)
age jewish creators & publishers

- harvey kurtzman
- al jaffee
- bill gaines
- joe simon
- jack kirby
- stan lee



Jewish creators continued to revolutionize comics throughout and beyond 
the Golden Age while imbuing their Jewish and immigrant identities into their 
work. Although characters weren’t explicitly Jewish early on, especially in 
the Golden Age, they still reflected the culture of their creators.

Superman is a Moses and immigrant allegory.

The Man of Steel, Captain 
America, and other 
heroes regularly fought 
Nazis, even before it was 
seen as all-American*, 
and protected the 
vulnerable.

Exodus 2:3

And when she could 
no longer hide him,

she took for him an 
ark of bulrushes, and put the child therein;

Panels from Superman: Birthright 
(2003), Mark Waid & Leinil Francis Yu.

and she laid it in the flags by the river’s brink.

*This captain america cover, which was his 1941 debut, depicts him punching hitler before the us joined the 
war and when americans were still generally opposed to getting involved. Showing a personification of 
america fighting an evil that americans were ignoring was potent commentary by Cap’s jewish creators.



The X-Men functioned as an allegory for various 
oppressed minorities, later featuring explicitly Jewish 
characters, as well as other marginalized identities.

The mere concept of superpowered, 
benevolent people can be considered 
as being informed by creators’ 
Jewishness.

With these words, Schwartz 
situates the superhero genre as 
something uniquely intertwined 
with marginalized populations.

Additionally, Danny Fingeroth, comic 
writer and author of Disguised as 
Clark Kent: Jews, Comics and the 
creation of the Superhero, said —

“People with 
real power don’t 
need to imagine 
superpowers.” 

“I think the idea of a 
being who wields great 
power wisely and justly 
would be very appealing 
to people whose history 

involves frequently 
being the victim of power 

wielded brutally and 
unjustly.”

- batwoman (greg rucka)
- batman (on a 
technicality by rucka)
- harley quinn (based 
on and voiced by jewish 
actress arleen sorkin)
- Superman (coded, siegel 
& shuster)

jewish comic book characters created by jews
- magneto (chris 
claremont)
- kitty pryde (claremont)
- ben grimm/the thing 
(kirby, lee)
-spider-man (coded, lee 
and later brian michael 
bendis etc)



Just as the golem was crafted 
to protect the Jewish community, 
Jewish creators crafted Superman, 
Captain America, and The Thing (the 
last of which is actually made of 
rock) to protect the defenseless.

In fact, there lies a proto-superhero 
earlier in Jewish history with the 
Golem of Prague. 

In this story, a rabbi in 16th 
century Prague crafts a golem to 
protect Jews living in the ghetto 
from antisemitic violence.

A golem is a creature crafted 
from mud or clay and imbued with 
life through Jewish rituals. 

Will Eisner, a titan in the comic 
world, wrote that golem’s 
were —

Check out Isaac Brynjegard-Bialik’s 
“paper golem” art series at nicejewishartist.com 
for a very cool mixing of comics and golems!

“perceived in 
the 1930s as a 
mythological 

character, an early 
superhero.”



Fingeroth also links the common theme of loss to the Jewish experience.

Superman, Batman, and Spider-Man’s origins

are about sudden, traumatic, violent loss —

which could be seen to echo the loss of stability that 
eastern European Jews had regularly experienced, 
he said

“

”

Superman’s story in 
particular speaks to 
the immigrant’s child 
experience of leaving 
a home you will never 
truly know, and the 
Jewish fear of your 
culture dying with you.



Another facet of the superhero genre that speaks to immigrants is the

dual identity.
Like superheroes, immigrants — even the 
comic creators themselves — may have

Superman, of course, has his famous moniker. But he also has

his American name, 
Clark Kent,

his Kryptonian name, 
Kal-El.$

a name they use
at home

a different one
in public.$



Jews have also been instrumental in the 
comic industry beyond the superhero genre.

MAD Magazine, debuting 
in 1952, from Harvey 
Kurtzman was hugely 
influential for comedy 
at large and was rife 
with Jewish humor and 
Yiddish language.

Will Eisner, initially 
known for The Spirit, 
popularized the term 
“graphic novel” with his 
1978 comics centering 
on Jewish immigrant 
tenement life, A 
Contract with God.

Art Spiegelman’s Maus, 
published from 1980-91, 
was the first graphic 
novel/comic to win 
a Pulitzer prize with 
its depiction of the 
Holocaust.

These works expanded the definition of the comics medium to include 
satire and historical memoirs while leaving an indelible Jewish mark.

The latter is Hebrew inspired, with El meaning God (like 
Elohim, the common name for God in Jewish scripture, and 
like the angels’ names Gabriel, Michael, and Raphael) and the 
whole name translating to “All of God” or “Voice of God.” 

Beyond hiding an “unAmerican” name, immigrants felt 
pressured to hide their culture and become wholly and 
solely American. It is unsurprising that Jews, wanting to be 
accepted as American, made characters such as Superman 
and Captain America that embody American ideals.

Kal-El is the name connected to Superman’s home and culture 
that he must hide from others to assimilate. Similarly, many 
immigrants changed their names to fit into American society. 
Max Gaines was born Ginzberg; Stan Lee was Stanley Lieber; 
Jack Kirby was Jacob Kurtzburg; Bob Kane was Robert Kahn, 
which was already a German-ization of the Jewish name Cohen. 



Comics as we know them would 
not exist without the legendary 

Jews (1st or 2nd generation 
immigrants) who pioneered them. 

Pop culture would be radically 
different without the legacy of 

Superman or the satire of MAD or 
the graphic narrative medium. 

The work wasn’t just made by 
Jews, it was informed by Jewish 

culture and the immigrant 
experience. 

To all the iconic figures and 
unknown workers of the industry:

 
may their memories be a blessing

& may their legacies live on.
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