
Jewish Poetry 
and the Feminist 
Imagination:

If the name Muriel Rukeyser is familiar, it may be because of 
a single poem.  In 1944, at the height of the Holocaust, she 

wrote a haunting sonnet called “To be a Jew in the Twentieth 
Century.”  It begins:

The Gifts of Muriel 
Rukeyser

{By LAURA MAJOR

“What would happen if one woman told the truth about her life?” A 
secular American Jewish poet finds answers in traditional sources  
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To be a Jew in the twentieth century 
Is to be offered a gift. If you refuse, 
Wishing to be invisible, you choose 
Death of the spirit, the stone insanity.

“Accepting, take full life,” the poet continues, 
but the full life comes with a price:  “The gift 
is torment.”  The poem’s final, defiant, very 
American words – “Daring to live for the 
impossible” – give the reader hope.  The poem 
has been reprinted often in Reform and 
Reconstructionist prayer books, and retains 
its truth into the 21st century. 

Rukeyser’s other Jewish poems are 
no less timely and skillful, and should be 
better known than they are, for they have 
much to say about Jewish identity.  Her 
overall poetic achievement remains under-
appreciated, despite a body of work that was 
truly groundbreaking.  Her fellow poet and 
Jewish feminist Adrienne Rich described 
her with admiration as a “beginner,” akin to 
Walt Whitman and Emily Dickinson: “They 
are openers of new paths, those who take the 
first steps, who therefore can seem strange 
and ‘dreadful’ to their place and time.”  

Born in New York in 1913, Rukeyser was 
influenced by such modernist poets as T.S. 
Eliot, but soon developed her own unique 
voice, and at age 21 won the Yale Younger 
Poets Prize.  Her career predated the women’s 
movement, and she had no feminist tradition 
of poetry from which to draw, but was part 
of an emerging feminist consciousness that 
exposed, attacked and even appropriated 
patriarchal notions and strategies, all the 

while discovering new ways to speak to and 
about women.  Rukeyser was a left-wing 
political and social activist and a humanist.  
She was also a Jew, if not a religious one, who 
wrote about being a Jew and about Jewish 
texts through the prism of her views on 
gender, culture and politics.  As she stated 
in 1944, in a publication of the American 
Jewish Committee called “Under Forty: A 
Symposium on American Literature and the 
Younger Generation of American Jews:” “My 
themes and the use I have made of them have 
depended on my life as a poet, as a woman, 
as an American and as a Jew.”  A closer look 
at some of her Jewish poetry highlights this 
fruitful potential of the multiple identities of 
the American Jew. 

What Kind of Father is That? 
Among the poetic tools employed by Rukeyser 
is the rewriting of ancient myths, primarily 
Greek and Jewish.  Today, in the Jewish case, 
this kind of creative revision and re-invention 
is sometimes called “modern midrash.”  
Rukeyser does not replace the original story 
with a new one; she recognizes the potency 
and artistic and cultural value of the biblical 
and Talmudic imagery.  She does, however, 
strip the original of its canonical authority; 
she shows how the original text inadequately 
represents women’s experience, and 
constructs another side to the story.  In this 
way, she not only grants a voice to previously 
silent, passive women, but also undermines 
the universal claim of the original story. 

Radical feminists might argue that a 
poet who rewrites or revises past texts or 
traditions cannot free herself from the holds 
of those traditions: women writers aspiring 
to write on their own terms should draw their 
strength, inspiration and subject matter from 
a source other than the patriarchal tradition.  
But is it feasible or even desirable to break 
away from a rich and ancient tradition?  

 Rukeyser thinks not.  As she makes the 
biblical text her own, she challenges the 
aspects of it that misrepresent her as a person 

“My themes and the use I 
have made of them have 
depended on my life as a 
poet, as a woman, as an 
American and as a Jew.”
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and consign her to stereotypical roles.  This 
confrontation is necessary, for to avoid it and 
ignore the weight of her own history might 
leave her still struggling with that history, 
not free to create new traditions or connect 
with a female past.  

Such confrontation with the “father 
texts” happens not only on the level of the 
written word.  The gendering tradition in 
the Bible and classical myths, fairy tales 
and literature is an important (though not 
necessarily healthy) part of the socialization 
process of young women in various cultures; 
constant exposure to these traditions 
inevitably causes an internalization of the 
central values entrenched in them.  When 
Rukeyser sets out to reinvent Bible stories, 
she has to rewrite on a much deeper, more 
complicated level than that of the original 
text.  She has to rewrite parts of her own 
cultural consciousness – a painful process of 
deletion and reinterpretation that redefines 
her existence as a woman. 

 The poem “Ms. Lot,” for example, tells 
the biblical story of Lot’s family from a 
fresh perspective.  In Genesis 19, we learn 
that Abraham’s nephew Lot, along with his 
wife and two daughters, was spared the 
destruction of Sodom.  Their escape from 
the evil city took place after an especially 
traumatic incident: Lot, trying to protect 
God’s messengers (or angels in human form), 
offered his virgin daughters to the men that 
surrounded his house demanding that these 
messengers be handed over to them: “Behold 
now, I have two daughters who have not 
known man; let me, I beg you, bring them 
out to you, and do to them as is good in your 

eyes; only to these men do nothing; seeing 
that they have come under the shadow of my 
roof” (Genesis 19:8).  When leaving the city, 
Lot’s family was ordered not to look back.  
Despite this divine commandment, “his wife 
looked back from behind him and she became 
a pillar of salt” (Genesis 19:26).

Rukeyser picks up the story at the point 
when Lot and his two daughters flee the 
cities leaving the salt-pillar mother behind.  
The speaker, one of the daughters, opens the 
poem by protesting the actions of her father: 
“Well if he treats me like a young girl still/ 
that father of mine…”  The way in which she 
refers to her father reveals both anger and 
assertiveness, but the syntax of the line also 
betrays her frustration and helplessness: 
we expect the conditional “if” statement to 
be followed by a confident “then,” but this 
does not appear.  Ms. Lot – the daughter – 
recognizes the structure of power relations: 
she knows that she cannot change her 
father’s habit of controlling her and that 
empty threats will not help. 

All she can do is express her objections.  
She does this by moving between an 
analysis of her father’s actions and their 
impact and the memory of her mother.  The 
resulting structure of the poem reflects the 
dichotomy between the two parents.  The 
daughter bemoans the humiliation she feels 
– “everyone on the road knows he offered 
us/ To the strangers when all they wanted 
was men” – and immediately thinks of her 
mother and mourns her loss: “And mother 
a salt lick the animals come to.” She speaks 
harshly of her father, blaming him for her 
mother’s demise: 

Mother did not even know 
She was not to turn around and look. 
God spoke to Lot, my father. 
She was hard of hearing.  He knew that. 
I don’t believe he told her anyway. 
What kind of father is that, or husband?

In answer to her apparently rhetorical 
question: “What kind of father is that?” 

Is it feasible or even 
desirable to break away 
from a rich and ancient 
tradition?  
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she repeats as if in disbelief: “He offered us 
to those men.  They didn’t want women.”  
She objects to being offered in trade as a 
commodity to men in order to serve her 
father’s desperate needs.  She wants to 
be happily married, and remembers her 
mother’s promise that “Some normal man 
will come along and need you.”  She knows, 
however, that now, after being offered to 

all those men as if she were a harlot (even 
though, in the Bible, the physical violation 
does not take place), her chances for a proper 
marriage are slim: “Who’s going to want me 
now?” she asks poignantly. 

Rukeyser paints Ms. Lot as being unable 
to transcend the hierarchical structures of 
her time, confining her to the possibilities 
available at that period.  Indeed Lot’s 

“The Flight of Lot,” by 
Albrecht Dürer, 1496.
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daughter cannot picture herself as the author 
of her own life and happiness, remaining 
rather dependent on men.  She does, 
however, have the insight to recognize and 
speak out against the patriarchal control to 
which she is subjected.  She also recognizes 
that the mother-daughter relationship is the 
sustaining one in her family. 

Lot’s daughter is referred to as Ms. Lot, 
“Ms.” being the designation favored by 
feminists who wished not to be defined 
according to their marital status.  Indeed, 
the “Ms.” title hints at the ambiguous marital 
status of Lot’s daughter.  Is she a “miss,” or is 
she a “Mrs”? When the speaker asks: “What 
kind of father is that, or husband?” she is 
apparently referring to the kind of husband 
Lot was to his wife, but Rukeyser relies on 
the double meaning in the line to refer to the 
kind of “husband” Lot was to his daughters.  
The poem ends as the three flee from “the 
cloud of smoke still over the twin cities,” 
but the original biblical story, as Rukeyser 
hints here, unfolds in a shocking way.  The 
daughters of Lot, convinced that they are 
the only surviving humans, inebriate their 
father with wine and lie with him in order to 
impregnate themselves.  This is actually an 
act of rape – they take their father as their 
“husband” without his consent or knowledge 
– which, within the context of Rukeyser’s 
poem, constitutes revenge for his previous 
offering of them. 

One of the offspring of this incestuous 
union was Moab (the Hebrew suggests “from 
the father”), a forebear of King David, through 
Ruth the Moabite.  Without entering into the 
biblical interpretation of their complex act, 
we can certainly say that the deeds of Lot’s 
daughters had an enormous impact on sacred 
history.  The eventual messiah of the Jewish 
nation, after all, will come from the Davidic 
line.  The knowledge of these subsequent 
events, together with the voice of Ms. Lot 
in the poem, places Lot’s daughter in a new 
light: she is not the passive tool of her father 
but an active participant in history.  

The Singing Lands 
Another biblical heroine given voice by 
Rukeyser is the prophetess Miriam in 
“Miriam: the Red Sea.”  In this poem, Miriam 
is portrayed as a lone muse, singing at the 
Red Sea long after the waters have parted.  In 
the biblical book of Exodus, Miriam played an 
important role praising God in the aftermath 
of the miracle: “And Miriam the prophetess, 
the sister of Aaron, took a tambourine in her 
hand; and all the women went out after her 
with tambourines, dancing.  And Miriam 
answered them, ‘Sing to the Lord, for he 
has triumphed gloriously; the horse and his 
rider has He thrown into the sea’” (Exodus 
15:20-21). 

In Rukeyser’s poem, Miriam sees herself 
as standing “ankle-deep” in water, but she 
has transcended any geographical location: 
“High above shores and times,/ I on the 
shore/ forever and ever.”  Miriam recognizes 
that her role in history is different from that 
of Moses:

Moses my brother 
Has crossed over 
To milk, honey, 
That holy land. 
Building Jerusalem. 
I sing forever  
on the seashore. 
 . . .

My unseen brothers 
have gone over; 
chariots deep seas under. 
I alone stand here  
ankle-deep . . .

Moses is apparently accomplishing the 
important task of nation-building in the 
Holy Land – a creative misreading,  since 
Moses was forbidden to enter the promised 
land  – while Miriam remains static, 
destined to sing on the seashore forever.  
Miriam, of course, does not yet know that 
Moses will be barred  from entering the 
Holy Land.  The key word in these lines is 
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“forever:” long after Moses and Aaron will 
cease to be, Miriam’s song will echo in the 
hearts of the Jewish people.  (Indeed, the 
poem’s words “unseen brothers” suggest the 
mortality of Moses and Aaron.)  Although 
it seems as if Miriam is stuck “ankle-deep” 
at a single point in time, as a muse she has 
transcended history.  Her mission is no less 
consequential than that of her brothers: 
“and I sing, I sing,/ until the lands/ sing to 
each other.” The image of lands singing to 
each other is a vision of world peace, and 
the singing of the muse inspires this exalted 
vision. 

In this rewriting, Rukeyser departs 
radically from the biblical text.  She 
transposes Miriam’s song from a specific 
moment – the children of Israel crossing 

on dry land, the Egyptians drowning – to 
an eternal summit, “High above shores and 
times.”  Furthermore, Rukeyser converts 
the content of Miriam’s biblical song into its 
very opposite.  In Exodus, Miriam sings in 
triumphant victory over the Egyptians: “Sing 
to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously; 
the horse and his rider has He thrown into 
the sea.”  In the poem, by contrast, she 
chants “until the lands/ sing to each other” 
– she sings for peace.  Rukeyser herself was a 
radical peace activist, whose political views 
earned her an FBI investigation.  Though her 
early communist sympathies waned with the 
years, she was always anti-war, dedicated to 
a vision of lands singing to each other.  It 
is this commitment that informs her poetic 
revision of Miriam’s song. 

American poets, 1955 
(clockwise from left): 
Wallace Stevens, 
Randall Jarrell, Alan 
Tate, Muriel Rukeyser, 
Marianne Moore. 
Randall Jarrell Papers, 
University Archives and 
Manuscripts, University 
of North Carolina at 
Greensboro.
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The splitting of the Red Sea has added 
significance for Rukeyser.  Splitting open 
is an act that involves the crumbling of 
barriers, the breaking down of the illusion of 
wholeness.  It also suggests the opening of the 
womb in childbirth and the female birthing 
of new ideas.  Indeed, in her poem “The Poem 
as Mask,” she describes herself giving birth – 
“split open in sleep “ – just before proclaiming 
her famous words: “No more masks! No more 
mythologies!”  In other words, being split 
open in birth is so deeply connected to her 
creative processes that it provides her with 
the insight that her poetry must be personal 
and original, stripped of any disguise. 

 Splitting open allows for new versions of 
truth to emerge, and such individual truths, 
like the vision of Miriam, can produce 
changes in the world.  Indeed, as Rukeyser 
asked in her poem “Kathe Kollwitz:”

What would happen if one woman told the 
truth about her life? 

The world would split open.

Kathe Kollwitz was a German artist and 
activist who rebelled against male myths of 
aggression, creating instead mythical mother 
figures with the ability to change society. 
Kollwitz’s reimagination of myth embodies 
for Rukeyser the heroic act of attempting to 
change the world through art. 

The act of splitting open or deconstructing 
myths shows them to be not eternal, 
untouchable truths, but simply texts.  
Once the myth has been split apart, once a 
taboo has been broken, the possibilities for 

reconstruction – imaginative and material 
– are endless.  For Rukeyser, the connection 
between the individual realm (“What would 
happen if one woman told the truth about 
her life?”), and the social realm (“The world 
would split open”), is essential. Rukeyser 
believed that in order to have an impact on 
history, one must first take possession of 
one’s personal history.

No Real Survival without These
This connection between personal and 
cultural history also runs throughout 
Rukeyser’s long poem “Akiba,” commissioned 
by the Union of American Hebrew 
Congegations and later published as part 
of her series of “Lives” (which also includes 
“Kathe Kollwitz”).  It is a very different 
sort of poem from those we have discussed 
so far – less a rewriting of the Jewish text 
than an admiring interpretation of an 
historical figure who was important to 
Rukeyser.  In her essay “The Education of a 
Poet,” published four years before her death 
in 1980, Rukeyser remarked that Jewish 
tradition in her childhood household was 
limited to a silver Kiddush cup, the Bible on 
the bookshelfand the family lore that her 
mother was descended from Rabbi Akiva.  
Unverifiable,” wrote Rukeyser, “but a great 
gift to a child.” 

“Akiba” is divided into five distinct parts.  
The first, “The Way Out,” deals with the 
Exodus, repeating some of the images we saw 
in “Miriam: the Red Sea.”  The second, “For 
The Song of Songs,” focuses on Rabbi Akiva’s 
bold insistence that this beautiful, erotic 
text, a metaphoric expression of the love 
between God and Israel, be included in the 
biblical canon.  The third part, “The Bonds,” 
looks at Rabbi Akiva’s life, his transformation 
from ignorant shepherd to brilliant scholar.  
The fourth part of the poem, “Akiba Martyr,” 
deals with his famous martyrdom, while 
the final section, “The Witness,” brings 
together the Exodus, Rabbi Akiva’s story and 
Rukeyser’s own attitude to history.  

The image of lands 
singing to each other is 
a vision of world peace, 
and the singing of the 
muse inspires this exalted 
vision.
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Rukeyser does not re-imagine Rabbi 
Akiva’s story from his wife Rachel’s 
perspective, as we might have expected, 
given “Ms. Lot” and “Miriam: The Red Sea.”  
After all, Rachel, the daughter of wealthy 
Kalba Savua, gave up her wealth, her family 
and normative married life so that the “the 
huge wordless shepherd” could become a 
learned man.  When Rabbi Akiva returns 
to her, accompanied by his students, after 
twenty-four years of study, he reminds 
his students that all he has become and 
all that they are is due to Rachel.  Both in 
tradition and in this poem Rachel receives 
a supporting role only.  The story really 
belongs to Rabbi Akiva – the giant of Torah 
study and the symbol of mutual respect.  It 
was he, after all, who emphasized that “To 
love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 
19:18) is a major principle in the Torah.

In “Akiba Martyr,” the poet retells one of 
the most resonant and moving tales in the 
Talmud (to be found in Tractate Berakhot 
61b), that of Rabbi Akiva’s death: “This 
was an old man under iron rakes/ Tearing 
through to the bone. He made no cry.” 
Tortured by the Romans for teaching Torah, 
Rabbi Akiva remains firm in his faith: 

Does the old man in uprising speak for 
compromise? 
In all but the last things.  Not in the study 
itself. 
For this religion is a system of knowledge; 
Points may be one by one abandoned, but 
not the study. 
. . . 

Now the rule closes in, the last things are 
forbidden. 
There is no real survival without these. 
Now it is time for prison and the unknown. 
The old man flowers into spiritual fire.

Rabbi Akiva will not give up the study or 
teaching of Torah – “there is no real survival 
without these” – preferring death.  And so, 
says Rukeyser, he “flowers into spiritual fire.”  

At the very moment at which his physical 
life is most precarious, Rabbi Akiva chooses 
spiritual transcendence.  In her classic poem 
“To be a Jew,” she makes a similar point: 
“If you refuse” the gift of Judaism, “you 
choose/ Death of the spirit.” Being a Jew, 
she continues, has always meant “torture, 
isolation; or torture of the flesh.”   

Rabbi Akiva dies uttering the 
Shema prayer, fulfilling its ultimate 
commandment: “I knew that I loved him 
with all my heart and might./ Now I know 
that I love him with all my life.” The moment 
of his death is envisioned by Rukeyser as 
full of “delight” and unity:

To love God with all the heart, all passion, 
Every desire called evil, turned toward 
unity, 
All the opposites, all in the dialogue. 
All the dark and light of the heart, of life 
made whole.

This moment, for her, is a deeply personal 
one, “surpassing the known life, day and 
ideas:”

My hope, my life, my burst of consciousness: 
To confirm my life in the time 
of confrontation.

The old man saying Shema. 
The death of Akiba.

The incredible clarity and firmness of 
belief demonstrated by Rabbi Akiva at the 
time of his death is an inspiration to this 
secular Jewish poet, giving her strength 
“in the time of confrontation.” In writing 
poetry, in opposing sexism and other forms 
of injustice and, as she wrote in “To be a 
Jew,” in “daring to live for the impossible,” 
Rukeyser draws on her Jewish heritage as 
a source of strength.  In the final lines of 
“Akiba,” the poet declares: “The witness 
is myself.”  Through her deeply personal 
writing, wrapped in the indestructible 
parchment of Jewish tradition, “the signs, 
the journeys of the night/ survive.” 

Laura Major  
is an associate 
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