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A Rikers Island Purim story:
Finding God behind the gates

Culture

By Akedah Fulcher-Eze

 

As a rookie officer on Rikers Island in the 1990s, I experienced quite a bit of antisemitism. I
had graduated from the academy at the top of my class, which normally is the path to a
cushy assignment. But few seemed to believe that a Black woman could also be an
Orthodox Jew, and I was repeatedly denied shift accommodations to observe Shabbat.

At the time, the only other Jewish officers on the force were white, and none were Torah
observant. They openly ate non-kosher food in the mess hall, worked on Jewish holidays,
and were for the most part critical of my Orthodox practice. My commanding officers told
me if other Jews could work, I could too. I felt very much alone.

As Purim approached, I was assigned to the 3-11 shift, meaning I would be unable to hear
the Megillah on Purim night. A captain suggested that the Jewish chaplain might be able to
help. I took her advice and nervously knocked on his door, expecting the worst.

Instead, I was greeted warmly by Rabbi Herbert Bomzer (z”l), an old family friend. “Akedah,
what are you doing here?” he asked. I explained I had just graduated from the academy
and was scheduled to work on Purim. He offered to help, asking me first if I felt
comfortable doing inmate escorts; high-security encounters in which they are shackled
and manacled to be led to different locations.

The place where they would be heading was a Purim observance in a special holding area
for events organized by community volunteers for the incarcerated Jews and their families.
If I worked the event, which included the shackling, I could hear the Megillah reading along
with them on Purim night. I happily agreed, and my immediate responsibility was to sign
up Jewish inmates for the program.

For two solid weeks, I ran around to each housing unit, sifting through inmate ID cards for
anyone who identified as Jewish, including those with Jewish-sounding last names or who
had signed up for a kosher meal plan. I ended up with over 100 names and reported back 
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to Rabbi Bomzer. I recall the old man laughing while reviewing the names on my list:
“Friedman… OK. “Jackson?” His brow furrowed. “Chapman… I suppose. Jones? Guttierez?”

Yet who were we to judge? He shook his head and smiled. “Such a Chabadnik! Where did
you find all of these people? I usually have only a few.”

I explained that most had signed up out of curiosity and described the incredulous looks I
received from officers and inmates alike when asking for their Hebrew names. When they
asked if I too was Jewish, I answered that they could find out if they participated.

The night of the Megillah reading arrived, and another Jewish officer and I began the
lengthy process of picking up the inmates from their housing areas. As the line grew in the
hallway, I became a little nervous. Would they all behave appropriately? I was a rookie;
what if something went wrong?

I recited a silent prayer and led the men forward. Every Jew had an obligation to hear the
Megillah reading that night. Fulfilling that mitzvah made me feel optimistic.

We began fitting each inmate into his leg irons and cuffs for transport. I hid silent tears as
each donned a bright orange or green jumpsuit, depending upon their classification, aware
that most of those held on Rikers were not convicted felons, but people accused of crimes
who could not post bail or were still awaiting trial. Their dehumanization was difficult to
witness.

Once they all were on the bus and a headcount had been taken, I sat quietly for a minute,
thankful we had made it this far without a hitch. My phone in my back pocket buzzed with
a text message from my mom (of blessed memory), asking about my Purim plans. I typed,
“I will be hearing Megillah in prison this year, Eamah.” She called back immediately, and
after I explained, asked that I put her on speaker. She wished the men “Purim Sameach”
and asked that Hashem bless us all with abundant joy that night, ending the call by singing
“Shoshanat Yaakov” with me. The inmates were amazed.

When we arrived at the event space, the family members were already seated. Rabbi Yossi
Tevel (z”l), a regular volunteer at the jail, had organized an elaborate meal and brought a
band. Each person was handed a Megillah booklet. The blessings were recited and the
reading and celebration began.

During the reading, there were no officers, inmates or volunteers. We were all enjoying our
religious observance.
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When it was over and I collected the booklets, Rabbi Tevel asked if he could have a word.
“You seem to know a little more about this than most people, yeh?” I recall him asking.

Never one to avoid an opportunity to kibbitz on Purim, I replied: “Well Rabbi, this is a little
difficult for me to admit, but you see this whole Hebrew speaking thing started for me in a
dream just a few weeks ago. Crazy as it sounds, I just started speaking Hebrew
spontaneously after it and well – hayeetee be helem. See? There it goes again.”

Rabbi Tevel was amazed. I continued: “In my dream there was a saintly-looking man,
dressed in a long black coat, with a white beard, a Black fedora style hat. His face was
glowing.”

I began to stammer, pretending to read the words I had seen in my dream:
“Yechi….Adoneinu…. Morenu … Ve Rabbeinu…”

“That’s incredible!” he replied.

“And there was something else,” I added. “Maybe you could help translate the rest of the
words I saw?”

The rabbi answered, “Yes, yes; of course.”

“Al tis… tis…tistakel b’ kan kan, elah be mah she yesh b’tocho,” I stammered. “What does it
mean?”

He translated: “Don’t ever look at the exterior; look only at what lies within.”

As he turned to leave, a co-worker approached me, saying, “Hey Fulcher, you left your
jacket over there.”

Rabbi Tevel turned back abruptly, and roared with laughter. “Fulcher! I should have
known!”

I blinked. “You know my family?”

“Of course! I used to work in bookkeeping with your father. Lady, that was an awesome
shpiel you just played on me. You really had me going! ‘Hearing Hebrew in a dream’ – hah!”
We parted as friends, and continued to coordinate Jewish services at Rikers Island over the
years. He has since passed on, and although I no longer work in corrections, in his honor I 
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continue to volunteer at women’s prisons throughout the country. Likewise, his children
still coordinate religious celebrations on Rikers Island. Years later, I still meet Jewish men
and women now released from custody who remember those Purim parties and Rabbi
Tevel lovingly.

When asked by new friends and volunteers how my prison outreach started, I tell them –
just as I did to the rabbi: “One night, a long time ago, I had a dream…”
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In wild overestimate, Americans
think 30% of the country is Jewish

News

By Arno Rosenfeld

 

Americans significantly overestimate the number of Jews living in the country, according to
a survey released Tuesday. Respondents guessed on average that 30% of the U.S.
population is Jewish — a sum 15 times the actual proportion.

 Past surveys have revealed that people overestimate the number of Jews living in their
country and around the world. An Anti-Defamation League survey in 2015 found that 18%
of people worldwide believed Jews made up at least 10% of the global population — the
true figure is about 0.2% — but 16% correctly stated that Jews made up less than 1% of
world’s population and another 14% believed they represented a modest 1-2%.

The overestimations are not unique to Jews — people tend to believe most minority groups
are much larger and that majorities are smaller than they actually are. YouGov found that
the overestimates were unlikely to be based on fear or animosity toward minorities, noting
that members of minority groups often overestimated their own share of the population.
Black Americans, for example, estimated on average that they made up 52% of the adult
population, compared to the actual 12%, and first-generation immigrants guessed on
average that 40% of Americans were also recent immigrants, compared to the actual 14%.

“We find that the tendency to misestimate the size of demographic groups is actually one
instance of a broader tendency to overestimate small proportions and underestimate large
ones, regardless of the topic,” Taylor Orth, a senior survey data writer for YouGov said in
an article discussing the findings.

YouGov, a market research firm that specializes in online surveys, polled a representative
sample of 1,000 U.S. adults for the survey, though it did not share a margin of error.
Respondents were asked, “If you had to guess, what percentage of American adults…” for a
wide range of questions. When taken as a whole, the estimates prove incompatible with
one another. Americans estimated on average that 27% of the country is Muslim, 30% is
Jewish and 58% Catholic — 115% in total, and leaving no room for other religious groups.
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They also guessed that 21% of the country is transgender (actual proportion: 1%), 26% has
a household income over $500,000 (actual: 1%) and that 30% of the country lives in New
York City (actual: 3%), among a host of other incorrect assumptions.

Unlike the ADL survey, YouGov provided no breakdown of its findings, sharing only the
average of individuals’ responses.

The ADL also provided a slightly more concrete premise to its question, asking “out of
every one hundred people in the world, how many do you think are Jewish?” With a similar
question they asked people to estimate how many Jews lived in their own country, which
found people making far more accurate estimates — 44% of people said their nation was
less than 2% Jewish, while only 8% believed the share was over 10%.

There are 15.2 million Jews in the world, according to a study released by the Jewish Agency
for Israel in September. The agency says 6 million of those Jews live in the United States,
though the Pew Research Center](https://forward.com/news/469350/pew-american-
jews-study-divide-antisemitism-jews-of-color-intermarriage/) puts the number at 7.5
million, counting all those who identify as Jewish either by religion or ethnicity.

Both counts put the population under 2.5% of the nation’s 332 million residents.
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The harassers are loud. The
Women of the Wall choir aims to
be louder.

News

By Lauren Hakimi

 

A battle of acoustics is playing out at Jerusalem’s Western Wall, the holiest place in the
world for Jews.

Traditionalists believe the Torah forbids women from singing in public — even at the Wall’s
women’s section — and those who dare sing are often harassed.

“People come with hundreds of whistles to drown out our voices,” said Anat Hoffman,
director of Women of the Wall, an Israel-based organization founded in 1988 that
advocates for women to pray freely at the Kotel, as Israelis call it. “And there are women
who scream and shout when we are praying, and there are men who shout ‘go to hell’ in
English throughout our prayer.”

This spring, Hoffman is partnering with American cantor Deborah Katchko-Gray in hopes of
drowning out the harassers. Loudspeakers are out of the question — it’s illegal for people
other than rabbis to bring them to the Wall. They instead hope to amplify their voices by
forming a choir — a loud one, with women positioned to best take advantage of the
acoustics of the Wall, a remnant of the retaining wall of the ancient temple.

“Twenty women who know how to project, who are situated in the sweet spot, acoustically
the sweetest spot in the whole basin,” will sing out together, Hoffman said. “I think we
have a good chance of hearing them.”

A stained tallit

Hoffman and Katchko-Gray didn’t know each other before last spring, when Katchko-Gray,
the founder of a network of women cantors, saw a video of the rabbi at the Wall in which
the back of her tallit — a prayer shawl that most Orthodox authorities ban women from 
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wearing — was splattered with coffee stains.

“I was so shocked to think that somebody could be in prayer and literally be assaulted with
hot coffee,” said Katchko-Gray, a fourth generation cantor at Shir Shalom, a congregation
in Ridgefield, Connecticut.

The cantor, who has been handcrafting tallits for 20 years, decided to send one to Hoffman
as a gift — one the color of coffee and made with stain-resistant material.

“It’s funny, and it shows solidarity and empathy,” Hoffman said of the present.

After that, “we started a friendship,” Katchko-Gray said. Hoffman told her about how
women struggle to hear each other when praying at the Wall and challenged her to form a
choir to sing at the wall at an elevated volume.

Gathering voices

Hoffman and Katchko-Gray are still trying to find enough singers to form their choir. It has
not been easy.

“It has to be someone who believes in Women of the Wall,” Katchko-Gray said, “and is
willing to be at the Kotel at 7 a.m. once a month and also be aware that right now, there is
still some opposition — whistling, screaming, sometimes somebody throws something.”

They would like to have as many as 20 singers in the choir, but once they’ve got at least 10
to 12 people — which they hope will be the case later this spring — they aim to sing at the
Wall every month on Rosh Chodesh, the celebration of the new moon. Rosh Chodesh has
long been seen as a special day for women, partly for the connection drawn between the
phases of the moon and women’s menstrual cycle.

Katchko-Gray says her organization, the Women Cantors’ Network, has set aside $10,000
of its budget — enough funding to support two years of Rosh Chodesh performances. They
also hope to raise money to pay for the singers’ transportation and give them stipends, but
haven’t yet.

Katchko-Gray recruited her friend, composer and producer Beth Styles, to arrange the
music she wanted to go with the Rosh Chodesh prayers.

“I chose music that I felt could use some harmony and could use that extra power,” 
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Katchko-Gray. Styles “did beautiful, simple, two-part choral arrangements of this music.”

In the three decades since its founding, Women of the Wall has had some legal victories. In
2019, women won the right to wear tefillin at the Wall. They’re also now permitted to pray
out loud, but not to read from the Torah. The Israeli government still hopes to move
forward with a plan approved in 2016 to establish a combined-gender section at the Wall
for non-Orthodox Jews.

Once Women of the Wall begins its choir performances, it plans to livestream them on its
Facebook and Instagram pages.
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Stopping Putin starts with holding
the fossil fuel industry
accountable

Opinion

By Jennie Rosenn

 

Purim is, among other things, a festival of blame. We gather as a community to publicly
name and boo the bad guy.

I have always hated this aspect of Purim; it feels wrong to revel in the evil of another
human being. As a kid, I would cover my ears and shift uncomfortably in my seat. As an
adult, I try not to focus on the final chapters where we read about the violent vengeance
wrought by the hanging of Haman’s sons.

But the Megillah is unfurled each year for good reason: it’s a warning that evil really does
exist in the world, and that we as Jews have the power to stop it in its tracks.

In recent weeks our minds have been on the Russian invasion of Ukraine. The escalating
military drama and the humanitarian crisis in that country have filled our heads and hearts.
As we approach Purim, it’s easy to see Vladimir Putin as a vicious Haman and Volodymyr
Zelenskyy as our modern-day Mordechai.

Jews have been quick to cast Putin as Haman, as well we should. To achieve his ends, he is
prepared to wreak devastation upon the people of Ukraine and, if that’s what it takes, on
the people of Russia too. But it has taken us many years to acknowledge just what a bad
actor Putin is, and during that time, we as Americans and Jews have empowered him.

Sometimes we are reluctant to fully name the bad guy, but inaction only makes things
worse. Putin bears full blame for the invasion of Ukraine, but he is only able to act brazenly
thanks to the fossil fuel industry.

Without the global fossil fuel industry to bankroll it, Russia could not have invaded Ukraine.
60% of Russia’s exports and nearly 40% of its federal budget come from the sale of oil 
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and gas. And wealthy Western countries are complicit in these figures. The EU purchases
45% of Russia’s gas, much of it extracted in partnership with Exxon, Shell and BP and
financed by Citigroup, BlackRock and JPMorganChase.

The story of the Russian invasion of Ukraine is in many ways deeply entwined with the
story of our unsustainable global energy system and of climate change. Ending the
invasion requires starving Russia of oil and gas money. The result of critical sanctions and
boycotts is a spike in energy prices worldwide, including here in the U.S. The fossil fuel
industry is cynically taking advantage of this crisis by calling for more drilling and mining in
the U.S. while hiking prices at the pump and getting rich off the crisis.

Americans should not be surprised. We have seen time and again the willingness of the
fossil fuel industry to profit from destruction, but we have been reluctant to fully take in
the facts.

For decades, the fossil fuel industry has deceived the public and investors, denied climate
science, delayed political action and destroyed communities, all in service of maximizing
profit. Just a few months ago, Exxon’s top lobbyist was caught on tape bragging about the
members of Congress — of both parties — he had wrapped around his finger, and how he
could get them to kill the Build Back Better Act, President Biden’s ambitious climate and
jobs package.

There are numerous reasons — theological, political, temperamental, cultural, pragmatic —
that many of us have been hesitant over the years to name the fossil fuel industry as an
unequivocal villain. Moreover, as specialists in energy production and distribution, aren’t
Exxon, Shell, Chevron and BP best positioned to help us transition to clean energy? Most
urgently, in order to have energy independence in this moment of crisis, don’t we need to
drill more gas and oil fast?

No and no. Despite knowing about the climate crisis since the 1970s, oil, gas, and coal
companies have not made significant investments in renewable energy. Their business
model is based on one thing: extraction.

The truth is that oil and gas companies can’t ramp up production quickly in the U.S. They
have already maxed out their staffing and capacity which means they currently have 9000
oil and gas permits on federal land that are not being used. Drilling and mining aren’t the
answer to energy insecurity. Oil wells can’t be drilled tomorrow, and pipelines can’t be built
in a week. Real energy independence can only come from transitioning to 100% clean
energy as quickly as possible. Renewables like wind, solar, and hydropower are cheaper, 
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more reliable, and faster to deploy than fossil fuels. Most importantly, only clean,
renewable energy will give us and our children a chance at a just, livable and sustainable
future.

It is time for us to take a hard look at our own reluctance to fully recognize the fossil fuel
industry for the villain it is.

This Shabbat, leading up to Purim we read in the Torah about our tradition’s archetype of
evil, Amalek, the forefather of Haman. We are called to “remember Amalek… blot out the
memory of Amalek… not forget.” It is a confusing trifecta of commandments with nearly as
many interpretations as there are rabbis. But at its core, this passage and the teachings
over the centuries reflect just how difficult it can be to recognize evil, to grapple with evil,
to blot it out, yet keep it front of mind — and how important.

We don’t single out individual people or entire systems for sweeping derision and
condemnation very often. But, as we celebrate Purim this year, jeering Haman and
sounding our groggers, let us remember that the future of the Jewish people — and the
future of humanity — depend on us recognizing the fossil fuel industry as a true villain in
today’s story.
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Every Jewish thing you need to
know about Batman (and there’s a
lot of it)

Culture

By Roy Schwartz

 

“The Batman,” starring Robert Pattinson, is the 11th live-action film for the Caped Crusader.
He’ll also return later this year in “The Flash,” where both Michael Keaton and Ben Affleck
reprise their roles as alternate dimension versions of the character.

Batman is the property of DC Comics and parent company Warner Bros. He’s one of the
most popular and profitable superheroes in the world. He’s also heavily Jewish.

His mythology may not borrow from scripture and Yiddishkeit like Superman’s does,
particularly during the season of Purim — a holiday of costumes and masks, celebrating
what may be the earliest case in literature of a heroic secret identity.

BAT ORIGIN

Batman (originally “The Bat-Man”) debuted in May 1939’s Detective Comics #27. He was
created by artist Bob Kane (Robert Kahn) and writer Bill (Milton) Finger (who also co-
created Green Lantern), in response to the runaway success of the first superhero,
Superman, the year prior, by the same publishers. Batman became the yin to Superman’s
yang, and pretty much every superhero since can be placed somewhere on the spectrum
between the two.

As legend has it, Kane and Finger developed Batman over a single weekend. Kane came up
with the name and the initial concept, purportedly inspired by Leonardo da Vinci’s
ornithopter. His initial design included a red bodysuit, black trunks, small domino mask and
batlike hang glider wings.

On the suggestion of Finger, the costume became gray and black with blue highlights, with
a bat chest emblem, serrated cape and a cowl with pointed ears. Finger also conceived the 
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alter ego of millionaire playboy Bruce Wayne and his tragic origin story.

Batman wasn’t an original character. He was a Frankenstein’s monster stitched together
almost entirely from preexisting ideas, but one so good that he surpassed them all. Kane
and Finger based him, visually and conceptually, on the film “The Bat Whispers” and pulp
magazine characters the Black Bat, the Shadow and Zorro. (The latter two were inspired in
turn by the Scarlet Pimpernel, who also inspired Swedish diplomat Raoul Wallenberg to
save as many as 100,000 Hungarian Jews from the Nazis.)

Kane and Finger were both Jews of Eastern European descent, Finger a first-generation
American and Kane a second. Both lived in the largely Jewish South Bronx, where they
attended DeWitt Clinton High together, along with other future comics luminaries Will
Eisner, Irwin Hasen and Stan Lee.

Batman’s publisher, DC (named after “Detective Comics,” Batman’s home title), was owned
by Harry Donenfeld and Jack Liebowitz (Yakov Lebovitz), Jewish street toughs from the
Lower East Side turned entrepreneurs. They also published nudie mags, and before that
Donenfeld made his living bootlegging moonshine during Prohibition. He was friends with
Frank Costello, head of the Luciano crime family.

Comic books weren’t quite as cutthroat, but they were a hard business. There are different
versions to the story, but as detailed in Arie Kaplan’s “From Krakow to Krypton: Jews and
Comic Books,” Kane managed to obtain ownership stake in his character, extremely rare at
the time, by lying that he was underage when he’d signed the contract, forcing DC to
renegotiate.

Unfortunately for Finger, who worked with Kane as a hired ghostwriter, not a partner, Kane
received sole credit, legally and in the byline, as the creator of Batman.

Despite Finger’s contributions, including co-creating Robin, Joker, Penguin, Catwoman,
Two-Face, Commissioner Gordon, the Batmobile, bat-gadgets, Gotham City and much else,
he was denied any recognition by Kane until after his death. Kane became a rich man,
hobnobbing with the likes of Sammy Davis Jr., Muhammad Ali, Francis Ford Coppola and
Fidel Castro. Finger became an alcoholic, dying penniless and obscure at age 60 in 1974.

Eventually, Finger’s credit was restored following continued acknowledgment and lobbying
by industry professionals. Since October 2015, all Batman comics and media appearances
have been labeled “Batman created by Bob Kane with Bill Finger.” In December 2017 he
even got a street named after him, Bill Finger Way, on East 192nd St. & Grand Concourse in 
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the Bronx.

BAT CARETAKERS

Batman had many other Jewish stewards, including artist Jerry (Sherrill) Robinson, co-
creator of Robin and the Joker; Julius Schwartz, who was the Bat-editor for 14 years; Paul
Levitz, who succeeded Schwartz in 1978 and helped return the Dark Knight from the 60s
camp to his noir roots, later becoming DC president and publisher; and Jenette Kahn, a
rabbi’s daughter who was DC’s publisher, president and editor-in-chief from 1976 to 2002.

In 1979, a Jewish entertainment lawyer from New Jersey named Michael Uslan — a
childhood Batfan who’d also taught the first accredited college course on comics in 1972 —
partnered with producer Benjamin Melniker to buy the movie rights from a disinterested
DC. It took him another decade to get a studio on board, but the result was the 1989
megahit “Batman,” starring Michael Keaton.

Uslan has served as executive producer on every Batman movie since, including “The
Batman.” He recounts his own heroic quest in the book “Batman’s Batman: A Memoir from
Hollywood, Land of Bilk and Money.”

Batman’s cinematic history includes several other noteworthy Jewish contributors,
including screenwriter Akiva Goldsman and director Joel Schumacher, who subjected
audiences to the risible “Batman Forever” and “Batman & Robin,” and David Goyer (despite
the surname, also Jewish), cowriter of the Christian Bale trilogy.

There’s also been some notable on-screen representation including the 2014–2019 TV
series “Gotham” starring David Mazouz as Bruce Wayne; 2019’s inexplicable hit “Joker”
starring Joaquin Phoenix; and, more interesting, Zoë Kravitz’s performance as Catwoman in
“The Batman.”

BAT THEMES

Bob Kane himself seemed to have an ambivalent or indifferent attitude toward his
Jewishness. He grew up, socialized and worked in a predominantly Jewish milieu, but as
Danny Fingeroth points out in “Disguised As Clark Kent: Jews, Comics, and the Creation of
the Superhero,” he never mentions being Jewish in his autobiography, “Batman and Me,”
except for a telling mention of a home-cooked meal of matzo ball soup and chopped liver.
Bruce Wayne was something of a personal avatar for Kane, modeled after himself (or
perhaps the other way around). They shared similar names, Bruce Wayne and Bob Kane, 
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and both smoked pipes and wore ascots. Kane aspired to WASPiness (even legally
changing his name) and Wayne was his means, both through fantasy and the riches he
brought.

Catwoman was also modeled after real-life women, including Jewish movie star Hedy
Lamarr (Hedwig Kiesler) and allegedly Kane’s cousin, Ruth Steel.

Kane and Finger were friends with Superman co-creator Jerry Siegel, and Fingeroth
theorizes that the Waynes’ murder may have been inspired by the death of Siegel’s father,
who suffered a heart attack while his store was being robbed. But in “Up, Up and Oy Vey:
How Jewish History, Culture and Values Shaped the Comic Book Superhero,” Rabbi Simcha
Weinstein sees their murder as a reflection of the Jewish fear, particularly at the time and
especially after Kristallnacht, of safety and security shattered by violence, as Jews were
being gunned down in the streets of Europe against a backdrop of gothic architecture.

Either way, as was the case with Superman and Batman, most superheroes were orphaned
of at least one, though usually both, of their parents, usually by violence. A short list
includes Robin, Captain Marvel, Flash, Aquaman, Green Lantern, Captain America, Spider-
Man, Iron Man and Daredevil.

OTHER JEWISH THEMES AND PREOCCUPATIONS

In WWII, like the rest of the superheroes, most of which were created by Jews, Batman
enlisted to fight the Nazis. In Batman #14, for example, he busted a Nazi spy ring. On the
cover of Batman #18, he hawked war bonds and stamps while blowing a giant dynamite
stick in the faces of Hitler, Hirohito and Mussolini.

In the landmark 1988–1989 “A Death in the Family” in Batman #426–429, the Joker steals a
nuclear missile and tries to sell it to Lebanese terrorists who plan to blow up Tel Aviv.
When Batman foils the plan, Ayatollah Khomeini appoints the Joker as the Iranian
ambassador to the U.N. (which, given the regime, is only slightly more bonkers than
reality).

The Clown Prince of Crime gives a speech at the General Assembly in which he equates
Iran’s fundamentalism with his own insanity, then predictably tries to kill everyone with his
laughing gas. Superman shows up to save the day.

A two-issue story in 1991’s Detective Comics #631–632, “The Golem of Gotham,” is
essentially a retelling of the Golem of Prague. It introduces the Jewish neighborhood of 
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East Hamilton, beleaguered by white supremacists. An orthodox Holocaust survivor
creates a golem for protection, and the golem gets out of hand, goes on a killing rampage
and is stopped when the letter “E” is erased from its forehead.

There’s also a twisted Moses allegory hidden in 1992’s “Batman Returns,” where the
Penguin is given an origin story as a baby tossed into a river in a wicker basket because
he’s too ugly, who grows up to plot revenge by abducting and killing all of Gotham’s
firstborn sons.

BATMENSCH

A funny thing happened on the way to the Batcave: Bruce Wayne accidentally became
Jewish. In September 2006 DC introduced a new Batwoman, a reconceived version of a
1956 character, named Katherine Rebecca “Kate” Kane, in honor of Bob Kane. She is Bruce
Wayne’s maternal cousin, and has been shown celebrating Hanukkah and reading Jewish
esoterica. Kate’s deceased mother, Gabrielle, is only implicitly Jewish (though it’s explicit in
the “Batwoman” TV show, which also gave her the maiden name Goldstein), but unless her
father converted, which hasn’t been mentioned, that would make Martha Jewish too. And
since Jewish affiliation is matrilineal, that makes Bruce Wayne Halachically Jewish.

However, in October 2018’s Batman Vol. 3 #53 Bruce Wayne discusses his father’s
Christian faith, revealing that they’d attended church, and declares his atheism. Pointedly
though, he says “my father was a Christian,” not “my parents.” And when his butler and
confidant Alfred dies, in February 2021’s Detective Comics #1033 Bruce places a stone on
his headstone, a Jewish custom.

This isn’t a lot to go on, and Bruce probably works better as a rich, sheltered WASP whose
world is torn apart when his parents are murdered, but one thing DC did bother to make
clear, for some reason — he’s circumcised.

OTHER BAT JEWS

Batman also has one of the most Jewish supporting casts in comics. There’s Ragman, aka
Rory Regan (Reganiewicz), a fellow Gotham crimefighter with a connection to the Golem of
Prague. There’s also Tim Drake, the third Robin, who, according to online murmurings, was
intended to be revealed as Jewish, but that never happened.

Whistle, a new Gotham City hero who debuted in September 2021, is not just openly but
prominently Jewish, a high School student named Willow Zimmerman who lives in Down 
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River, based on the Lower East Side, replete with an Eldridge Street Synagogue lookalike.
The most prominent Jewish character in Batman’s world is Harley Quinn, a villain-turned-
antihero from Bensonhurst, Brooklyn. Debuting in 1992’s “Batman: The Animated Series”
as the Joker’s girl Friday (at least we know he isn’t an antisemite), she was based on and
voiced by Jewish actress and comedian Arleen Sorkin, who gave her Borscht Belt humor, a
stereotypical Brooklyn accent, and pepper her dialogue with “oy” and “plotz.” According to
DC’s publisher and CCO Jim Lee, she’s the company’s most popular character after
Superman, Batman and Wonder Woman.

BAT SCHMUCK

Batman also had a major Jewish supervillain, but this one in real life.

Dr. Fredric Wertham (Wertheimer), a German-born Jew, was an eminent forensic
psychiatrist. Among other positions, he was the senior psychiatrist for the New York
Department of hospitals and head of the Court of General Sessions (State Supreme Court)
psychiatric clinic.

He was also a prude who fancied himself a cultural critic and moral authority, and he used
his credentials to validate his personal opinions. He looked down on all forms of mass
culture, but hated comic books with a passion.

Riding the wave of postwar paranoia about juvenile delinquency, in 1954 he published the
book “Seduction of the Innocent: The Influence of Comic Books on Today’s Youth,” in which
he accused comics of turning otherwise well-adjusted children into violent hooligans.

Much of his evidence focused on subtext, and Batman particularly proved fertile. “Batman
stories are psychologically homosexual,” he declared. Conflating homosexuality with
pedophilia, he stated that they “fixate homoerotic tendencies by suggesting the form of an
adolescent-with-adult…type of love-relationship.” His evidence? Robin’s real name is
“Dick,” and he shares “an idyllic life” with Bruce Wayne in “sumptuous quarters, with
beautiful flowers in large vases.”

It sounds farcical, but the book became a runaway best-seller and sparked mass hysteria.
Comics were rounded up and burned in public pyres across the U.S., by the same people
who’d just fought against the book burners of Berlin.

A Senate Subcommittee on Juvenile Delinquency was formed, its hearings making front
page and primetime news nationwide. Wertham testified on the first day, announcing 
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theatrically that “Hitler was a beginner compared to the comic book industry.” Here was a
Jew, calling a mostly Jewish industry worse than Nazis, not a decade after the Holocaust.
And these assertions were made in the wider context of McCarthyism, which
predominantly targeted Jews. It didn’t take long for thinly veiled antisemitism to show up,
with WASP publications like the Hartford Courant calling comics “the filthy stream that
flows from the gold-plated sewers of New York.”

BAT CONTROVERSIES

Two Batman works have even been accused of antisemitism.

When “Batman Returns” came out, The New York Times ran an op-ed asserting that the
Penguin (Danny DeVito) was a blatantly antisemitic caricature. “He is a Jew, down to his
hooked nose, pale face and lust for herring,” it read. There was also his accomplice, a
corrupt businessman with a purportedly Jewish-sounding name, Max Schreck (Christopher
Walken).

A few other publications jumped on the bandwagon, but the ADL rightfully dismissed the
claims as “nonsense.” Director Tim Burton bestialized the Penguin in his signature carnival
grotesquery, which may be similar to how antisemitic tropes dehumanize Jews, but he
didn’t draw from them.

A bit harder to brush off is the 2019 kerfuffle over the “Harley Quinn” adult animated show
on HBO Max. Despite its mostly Jewish writers room, one episode revealed that the
Penguin is, in fact, Jewish, essentially validating the Times op-ed’s claims. Worse, he
attends his bucktoothed nephew’s bar mitzvah, the theme of which is “money.”

In another episode, Poison Ivy’s elderly landlord, the bionic Sy Borgman (get it?), played by
Jason Alexander, dabbles in “Jewish lightning.” In a cringeworthy comment on a now-
deleted Twitter thread by the character’s co-creators (none Jewish), DC artist Cully Hamner
referred to him as “Half man, Half Jew.”

“THE BATMAN”

In the new movie, the penguin is a manifestly Italian mobster (he’s basically Joe Pesci,
though he’s played by handsome Irishman Colin Farrell under thick makeup). Aside from
Uslan and Kravitz, there’s nothing particularly Jewish about “The Batman.”

It’s also NOT for kids. It’s PG-13 but it borders on R, with some gruesome scenes that just 
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barely make it.

Co-written and directed by Matt Reeves, it’s a relentlessly grim noir film, with a stylized
realism reminiscent of “Se7en.” It’s beautiful, but it can be straining over the three-hour
runtime.

It’s also truer to the comics than any previous film. Batman is “the world’s greatest
detective,” and this is much more an intricate crime mystery than an action spectacle.

It’s a good movie. Maybe very good. It’s not as fun as 1989’s “Batman” (or at all, really) or
as accomplished as 2008’s “The Dark Knight,” but it beats the rest.

So if you’re still looking for a Purim costume, consider a Hebrew hero. Be Batman.
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Barry Manilow on dueling cantors,
Levy’s Rye and his musical’s New
York debut

Culture

By PJ Grisar

 

Barry Manilow never meant to become a pop star, and his Grammy, Emmy and Tony-
winning career as a songwriter is a source of perennial tsuris for his lyric-writing partner
Bruce Sussman.

If you ask them, “Mandy” came, gave and (forget what you heard) did some taking. That
breakout hit diverted the pair’s original ambition: writing for Broadway.

“It stopped us from having the time to do something like this,” said Manilow, who debuts
the latest iteration of his and Sussman’s musical “Harmony” April 14 at the Museum of
Jewish Heritage.

Now being produced by the National Yiddish Theatre Folksbiene, “Harmony” is about the
Comedian Harmonists, a sextet of Jewish and non-Jewish Germans who were one of the
biggest acts in the world, before the rise of the Third Reich doomed them to obscurity.

“The reason we don’t know this group is because the Nazis annhilated everything that they
did,” said Manilow. “All their movies, all their records: Gone.”

Sussman said that the Harmonists’ legacy partially survived because of German fans who
hid 78s under their mattresses. “Harmony” is in part an effort to secure the singing group’s
place in history alongside acts like the Four Freshmen. The show is also a big swing from a
songwriting duo who’ve long aimed to enter the musical theater canon.

With previous productions in La Jolla, Atlanta and Los Angeles, it is the men’s longest
single endeavor in their five decade partnership – and also their most Jewish.

I spoke with Sussman and Manilow (the latter of whom said his grandfather loved the 

Get the latest at Forward.com Page 22

https://forward.com/culture/181900/barry-manilow-returns-to-his-jewish-and-broadway-r/
https://www.forward.com/


 

Forverts) from the Museum of Jewish Heritage, where they were sitting in on rehearsals for
a play that is still evolving over 20 years after its first curtain call. The following
conversation – which features a discussion on dueling cantors – has been edited for length
and clarity.

How did you first hear about the Comedian Harmonists?

BARRY MANILOW: Go to it, Bruce.

BRUCE SUSSMAN: I read a review in The New York Times some years ago for a
documentary that was playing at the Public Theater – they used to have a screening room
down there. I don’t think it’s there anymore.

MANILOW: Blah blah blah blah blah…

SUSSMAN: (Laughs) And it was a very compelling review with a very compelling
photograph and I said ‘Gee, I think I need to see this.’ And I went down there and saw four
hours of German documentary filmmaking with subtitles and, you know, it wasn’t exactly
my idea of a fun night, but it turned out to be life-changing. I couldn’t believe the story I
was seeing, nor could I believe that I didn’t know anything about it – that I didn’t know who
this group called the Comedian Harmonists were. So I ran to a payphone and called Barry,
who was living in California, and told him, I said “I think I found it. The property that we’ve
been wanting to musicalize.” We had been offered shows and always turned them down,
they didn’t speak to us, but I said “I think this will speak to you.” And it did.

MANILOW: This is a big story, and it took us quite a while to make it palatable so that you
can do it in two acts, because this is a big story – but a compelling story. Because they
were so famous in their day, around the world. 13 movies they made, millions of records
they sold – Carnegie Hall. And they were so inventive. These were the Hi-Lo’s, the Four
Freshmen, Take Six and the Marx Brothers. They were so inventive and so popular and
Bruce and I had never heard of them. Why hadn’t we heard of them? Well, that’s our story

SUSSMAN: That turns out to be the story: why we didn’t know who they are is the story of
“Harmony.”

I know you had previous versions. How has it changed?

SUSSMAN: We were anticipating a freshening up of the script, a rewrite to some degree,
but when the pandemic hit we started meeting with our director Warren Carlyle every 
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Tuesday and Friday on Zoom. And in one of the early meetings I put forth a really big idea.
We did this massive rewrite, a big change in the storytelling, and we committed to it. We
couldn’t have done that if we were in production. The pandemic, ironically gave us a
creative opportunity we wouldn’t have had.

You’re doing this with the Folksbiene, and this seems like a more explicitly Jewish project
than most of your work. How did your backgrounds inform it? Or maybe that’s what made it
attractive.

SUSSMAN: Well they came to us

MANILOW: And it’s the perfect venue, it’s the perfect marriage between them and this play.

SUSSMAN: This is a play about remembering in part. And our lead character struggles to
remember and he ultimately finds redemption through remembering, and I’m sitting here
in a building where every stone was built dedicated to remembering, so we couldn’t find a
better first home in New York than this place.

Bruce alluded to a big story change. Can you tell me what that was?

MANILOW: I didn’t hear that

SUSSMAN: Can we tell him what the big change is?

MANILOW: NO! No. Come see it.

On the topic of Jewishness. We recently ran this piece on the 150 greatest Jewish pop songs.
What do you think is your most Jewish song? Maybe Lola is secretly a Jewess?

SUSSMAN: No, no, no, no. What’s our most Jewish song? Is there a song in “Harmony”
that’s particularly – the wedding maybe?

MANILOW: Oh, sure, the wedding!

SUSSMAN: There’s a wedding sequence in “Harmony” that’s probably the most Jewish
thing we’ve ever written. The wedding is the most deeply, dyed-in-the-wool Jewish thing.

MANILOW: I have dived deeply into the cantorial music in order to start the wedding with
two cantors singing together.
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SUSSMAN: Dueling cantors.

MANILOW: We called it dueling cantors!

SUSSMAN: But like the rye bread, you don’t need to be Jewish to enjoy “Harmony.”

Right and the story of course is very Levy’s Rye – the partnership between Jews and non-
Jews.

SUSSMAN: It’s harmony in the broadest sense of the word.
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