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WOMEN AND JEWISH LITERATURE

Sheila E. Jelen

This essay explores the genesis of “Women and Jewish Literature,” a 
course I developed at the University of Maryland. The course emphasizes 
the interconnectedness of reading and writing, particularly within a femi-
nist Jewish literary context, and introduces the particular ramifications for 
Jewish women of this relationship between consumption and production. 
Situated at a secular university and teaching a Jewish Studies course 
cross-listed in Women’s Studies and English, I became highly conscious 
of the challenges faced by many of my students in approaching materials 
that require some degree of Jewish literacy. The relationship between the 
struggle for Jewish literacy in a Jewish Studies course at a secular uni-
versity and the struggle for Jewish literacy by women who traditionally 
were denied the rudiments of scholarly Jewish culture became readily 
apparent as the course progressed. The pedagogical strategies I designed 
to illustrate the experience of women claiming the right to author Jewish 
literature also empowered my students in confronting dramatically alien 
material.

i

The first time I taught “Women and Jewish Literature,” in the fall of 2003, a 
distraught student approached me midway through the semester. We were just 
completing a unit on the place of Torah study in the lives of women in tradi-
tional east European Jewish society. My student, a young, married Orthodox 
woman, came to my office soon after our discussion. “I have all the tools I 
need to study Torah,” she said, “but I don’t use them.” Pressed to elaborate, she 
told me that the Orthodox community in which she lived did not seem much 
more amenable to women’s Torah study than did the communities in Eastern 
Europe that we had been discussing. Although she was yeshiva educated and 
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relatively proficient in classical Hebrew, it had never occurred to her that she, 
too, like her husband who studied Talmud daily with a neighbor, could choose 
to study the sacred texts of her tradition.

I told my student that the key to beginning any course of traditional Jewish 
study could be found in the well-known mishnah in Pirkei avot (Ethics of the 
Fathers) 1:6, where Rabbi Joshua Ben Perahyah says, “Make for yourself a 
teacher and acquire for yourself a friend.” There are many interpretations of 
this statement, but the one that I have always favored is that finding a study 
partner (ḥevruta) is akin to finding a friend (ḥaver). My student thereupon 
asked me to become her study partner, and I accepted. We studied together 
for over three years, in my university office and on the telephone, celebrating 
the completion of several tractates of the Mishnah. The culmination of our 
learning took place on a Chanukah night in 2005 when we gathered to teach 
Torah, together, to members of our respective communities.

My student’s exercising her right to study Torah is only one step removed 
from the experience of women in an earlier generation, who, emerging from a 
similar set of traditional Jewish intellectual norms, wanted to assert their right 
not only to study Torah, but, in a sense, to write Torah. The Torah they wanted 
to write, however, was not the Torah of traditional legislation, but a Torah of 
modernity, of poetry and prose, of fiction and non-fiction, in Hebrew. I call 
this body of secular literary work “Torah,” because without a firm ground-
ing in traditional Jewish literature—liturgical as well as biblical at the very 
least—it was impossible in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to 
become a Hebrew writer. The Hebrew language up to that period had been a 
scholarly and literary language, not a spoken one, and there had existed no easy  
vernacular voice in which to compose the texts of modernity.

The spoken voice and the written text are clearly interdependent, particu-
larly when an ancient language like Hebrew, which for two millennia had 
been almost exclusively textual, is reinvented as the basis of a modern litera-
ture, depicting modern institutions and relationships, modern consciousness 
and, perhaps most importantly, the modern unconscious. Those writers of the 
Modern Hebrew renaissance who attempted to create a Modern Hebrew liter-
ary idiom in the absence of a vernacular language did so through extremely 
skillful manipulation of the tools of traditional Hebrew literary culture, identi-
fying different strata of Hebrew over time and using different types of Hebrew 
for different purposes. In some of their stories, for example, Mendele Mocher 
Seforim (the pen name of S.Y. Abramovich, 1836–1917) used the Aramaic of 
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the Talmud to represent Yiddish, while Chaim Nachman Bialik (1873–1934) 
used the language of rabbinic aggadah to develop folk motifs. Any writer of 
Modern Hebrew literature was, necessarily, a reader of traditional Hebrew lit-
erature. As Robert Alter has pointed out, the literature of the Modern Hebrew 
renaissance was an “echo chamber” of texts from other times and other places.1 
Those who wrote it, according to him, were necessarily the cream of the intel-
lectual crop, working in a language for which they were never taught grammar 
and which did not have the basic idioms to describe a modern kitchen, a car 
or a train.2

“Women and Jewish Literature” was born of the question of how women 
were able to become Hebrew writers at the turn of twentieth century, when 
they had for so long been prohibited from engaging in the study of Torah. It 
was inspired by my work on Dvora Baron, the only woman canonized in the 
prose fiction of the Modern Hebrew renaissance.3 The class was not limited 
to an investigation of Hebrew woman writers, however. Rather, we spread our 
nets wide and considered the relationship between Jewish women and Jewish 
textuality, or the necessary connection between readers and writers within 
Jewish culture. The underlying assumption is that in becoming writers, Jewish 
women pay tribute to the texts they have read, entering into dialogue with the 
tradition that has facilitated, or blocked, their access to the literary worlds that 
influenced and enabled them.

As my students worked on understanding Jewish women’s traditional rela-
tionship to Jewish literature, however, I became more and more conscious of 
the drama being enacted between them and the material, which they them-
selves, mostly lacking Jewish literacy, had to struggle to access. The class 
became an analysis of the psychology of intertextuality and an exploration of 
narratives of intellectual access (or lack thereof).

We began with readings by Annette Kolodny and Iris Parush, as we laid the 
groundwork for an understanding of the particular indebtedness of Jewish writ-
ers to literary precursors and the place of women in that genealogy. We focused 
on literary autobiographies in the work of contemporary writers Vanessa Ochs 
and Ilana Blumberg, and we read Glueckel of Hameln’s ethical will alongside 
Malkah Shapiro’s memoir of life in a hasidic court outside of Warsaw at the 
turn of the twentieth century. Chava Weissler’s work on the tkhines (Yiddish 
prayers composed for and often by women), read alongside some of the tkhines 
published by HUC Press,4 allowed us to touched upon traditions of women’s 
spirituality as they intersect with women’s textual culture; as did Nathaniel 
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Deutsch’s recent work on the Maiden of Ludmir, a hasidic woman spiritual 
leader who struggled against allegations of mental illness, spirit possession 
and apostasy. We studied women’s exegetical traditions in the work of Naomi 
Seidman, Avivah Zornberg and Anita Diamant, and we explored the place 
of women in rabbinic literature through the work of Daniel Boyarin, Rachel 
Adler, Galit Hasan Rokem and Judith Hauptman.

We concluded our work with a study of Dvora Baron, asking how a woman 
who was not granted access to a traditional yeshiva education was able to join 
a cohort of yeshiva escapees like Bialik and Joseph Chaim Brenner in the 
post-Haskalah Hebrew literature of the new Yishuv (the modern Jewish settle-
ment in Eretz Israel) and Eastern Europe at the turn of the twentieth century. 
We studied Baron’s work in dialogue with Dan Miron’s essay on why only a 
handful of Hebrew woman poets appeared in the 1920s and 1930s, and in the 
context of Amalia Kahana Carmon’s “Song of the Bats in Flight.” In that essay, 
Kahana Carmon, viewed by many readers as the natural inheritor of Baron’s 
style and ethos, treats the Israeli literary theater as an orthodox synagogue with 
a men’s section and a women’s section, with their respective implications and 
privileges. At the course’s conclusion, as we wrapped up our discussion of the 
relationship, particularly for Jewish women, between interpretation, reading, 
studying and writing, we read fiction by Savyon Liebrecht and Cynthia Ozick—
contemporary writers in Israel and the United States.

In my teaching at the University of Maryland, I have often found that the 
demands of my appointment force me to teach materials that are rather distant 
from my area of expertise. Jointly appointed in English and Jewish Studies, I 
am frequently called upon to teach classes that can meet the curricular needs 
of both departments and can easily be cross-listed, such as American Jewish 
literature, or the literature of the Holocaust. In my design of “Women and 
Jewish Literature,” however, I was able to wed my pedagogy to my scholar-
ship and to ask in class the kinds of questions I was asking on paper. In what 
follows, I would like to explore the ways in which my teaching of “Women 
and Jewish Literature” opened pedagogical doors for me, forcing me to see 
the link between reading and writing as modeled by Jewish women writing 
Jewish literature, but as enacted by the students in my class—particularly those 
without any prior background in Jewish culture or texts.
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ii

In teaching “Women and Jewish Literature,” I came to realize that the chal-
lenges my Women’s Studies and English students face in learning texts like the 
medieval Jewish commentaries on the Bible resonate with (even if they are not 
identical to) the challenges confronted by Jewish women trying to learn tradi-
tional Jewish texts, or writing in traditionally “male” languages (like Hebrew). 
As a Jewish Studies professor whose tenure home is in an English department, 
I often find myself teaching Jewish Studies courses to the Jewishly uninitiated, 
and asking myself to what extent I am successful in enabling students without 
Jewish textual skills to access the Jewish texts necessary for an understanding 
of Jewish literary culture. “Women and Jewish Literature” became, for me, a 
dramatization of the challenges of literary access and literary production faced 
by Jewish women in traditional Jewish society.

What do non-Jewish-Studies students in a Jewish Studies course have in 
common with women who were denied access to Jewish texts and yet sought 
to consume and produce those texts? Clearly, university students enjoy a degree 
of freedom that women in traditional Jewish societies lacked; they generally 
can take whatever courses they like, with no cultural prohibitions in place 
to prevent them. Women in traditional society, on the other hand, while they 
enjoyed much greater familiarity with Judaism’s basic concepts and values, 
were actively prohibited from studying the rabbinic literature, understood to 
be the intellectual and legislative backbone of Jewish culture. Jewishly learned 
women did exist, but they were the rare exception and not the norm. Being 
unable to access a world for lack of knowledge and being denied access to it by 
a prohibition against obtaining that knowledge are two very separate, divergent 
experiences. Nevertheless, I found the experience of Jewish women becoming 
Hebrew writers at the turn of the twentieth century to be fascinatingly mirrored 
in the experience of my students, for whom my class was their first encounter 
with Jewish texts and Jewish knowledge.

Harold Bloom has stated: “reading a text is necessarily the reading of a 
whole system of texts.”5 One could argue that any literature class requires 
a delicate balance between background and foreground—between the texts 
on the syllabus and those implied in the syllabus. However, in “Women and 
Jewish Literature” I felt that I faced a qualitatively different challenge from 
that presented by my many other classes. One reason may be that this class was 
so close to my heart, intellectually, spiritually and emotionally. However, the 
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challenges inherent in this class were compounded by the very nature of under-
taking Jewish textual studies in a secular environment. What “background” 
texts did I need to introduce to my class in order to teach them the texts on 
the syllabus? What system of texts is implicit in the process of learning about 
the experience of Jewish women becoming writers in a culture that did not 
recognize them as readers? Most important, how does a teacher give students 
an intimate glimpse of a prohibitive textual culture without making them feel 
prohibited themselves? Can the sense of being lost, of being forcibly restrained, 
of being ignorant, be turned to good pedagogical use in a class like “Women 
and Jewish Literature,” as a means of illustrating the experience of so many of 
the writing, thinking, teaching subjects featured in the class?

Eric Bulson, a scholar of literary modernism, argues in his book Novels, 
Maps, Modernity that the classic modernist novel invokes markers of orienta-
tion, such as street signs and maps, for purposes of disorientation.6 The street 
signs of Dublin in Joyce’s Ulysses, for example, serve less to situate readers 
in the actual streets than to give them the illusion of orientation, in order to 
confuse them further. Similarly, in Henry Roth’s Call it Sleep, readers not profi-
cient in Hebrew, Yiddish and Polish finds themselves, at moments in the novel, 
understanding the plot in only the broadest terms. The psychological and cul-
tural details at the heart of young David Schearl’s Oedipal struggle are hidden 
behind a screen of languages that he himself knows only superficially. Thus, 
readers, dependent to a large extent on the limits of David’s understanding, 
must themselves hobble along through much of the book, experiencing epipha-
nies only when he does. In teaching this novel (to a different class), I asked my 
students whether the confusion caused by the onslaught of incomprehensible 
language in Call it Sleep has any productive outcome in the reading process. 
They concurred with my sense that it is a necessary confusion; the unfolding 
of the novel’s plot—which concerns the gradual coming to self-knowledge of 
a young boy in a situation of darkness and ignorance—depends on a paral-
lel process taking place in the mind of the reader. We find ourselves asking 
throughout the novel whether Albert is indeed David’s father, or whether Genya 
and Luter are actually having an affair. We never know for certain, but what we 
do know is that all the signs and indications, all the languages used simultane-
ously to mask and reveal the truths at hand, link the reader of the novel to the 
story’s protagonist and, in substantial ways, constitute the plot itself.

In “Women and Jewish Literature” I attempted to model for my students the 
experience of being locked out of the texts of traditional Jewish culture and 
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finding one’s way in through the experience of interpretation and authorship. 
Only by writing, for instance, did Dvora Baron or the well-known European-
born Hebrew poet Yocheved Bat-Miriam prove themselves exceptions to the 
norm of Jewish women’s ignorance and silence.7 Once they became writers, 
they entered the textual and cultural discourse that had long excluded them. 
Their performance of the language drew attention to its own inner workings; 
their deployment of Hebrew illuminated the institution of Modern Hebrew lit-
erary expression at its core. In teaching my students about women and Jewish 
literature, I chose to have them exercise a similar freedom—to become writers 
of Jewish literature as a means of illuminating that literature for themselves.

iii

In “Women and Jewish Literature,” I asked my students to write three cre-
ative essays in three distinct Jewish genres. Working from the least structured 
to the most structured, they wrote a literary autobiography, an ethical will, 
and an exegetical narrative expansion of a biblical text, so that they gradu-
ally moved closer and closer to writing an authoritative expository paper on 
Jewish literature by the end of the semester. Although in general one thinks of 
reading as a skill that precedes writing, small children nowadays are encour-
aged to write “inventively” before they can read so that they can develop a 
feeling for language as active participants and not passive recipients. So, too, 
I found that it is possible to introduce college students to literary concepts or 
cultures through creative experimentation with literary genres. In “Women 
and Jewish Literature” I encouraged my students to become readers of Jewish 
texts, in part, by becoming writers of those texts, thus undoing the sense of 
helplessness and distance that was the natural legacy of a course with such  
interdisciplinary roots.

Creative writing assignments proved to be very effective for inviting my stu-
dents into the world of Jewish literature. Each of the three built on the others. 
For example, while modern Jewish literary autobiographies are often narra-
tives of apostasy, ethical wills tend to be narratives of faith. They are similar, 
however, in that an ethical will frequently presents an overview of the writer’s 
intellectual commitments as a measure of their spiritual state and legacy. More-
over, though the literary autobiography might reach beyond Jewish tradition, it 
is still firmly rooted in it; while the ethical will is frequently a mask for rather 
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creative personal aspirations, unsanctioned in traditional Jewish lay culture. 
The exegetical narrative expansion of a biblical text was a natural culmination 
of the first two assignments, in that my students were asked to draw explicitly 
on their close readings of biblical texts to illuminate textual conundrums in 
creative ways.

Each assignment was completed after a reading of genre-appropriate texts. 
I turned the class, in its second week, toward contemporary Jewish women’s 
literary autobiographies. The first was Vanessa Ochs’s Words on Fire, an 
account of her year of Torah study in Jerusalem and the personal, intellectual 
and cultural baggage attendant upon her finding the proper teacher and the 
proper venue.8 While Ochs’s book is technically more of a memoir than a full-
fledged autobiography, one of the things I wanted to explore with my students 
was the lifetime of reading implicit in Ochs’s reflection on her approach to 
Torah in the course of a single year.

Ilana Blumberg’s recent Houses of Study, a triptych of reflections on one 
woman’s journey through Jewish and secular literacy from childhood through 
early motherhood, served as a second model of literary autobiography.9 In 
her memoir, Blumberg, a professor of literature at Michigan State University, 
provides a marvelous case-in-point of the intertextual incorporation of texts 
as markers of an author’s reading life, as well as the thematization of a Jewish 
woman’s struggle to achieve intellectual recognition in the Jewish as well as 
the secular domain. Raised to be passionate about the interpretation of texts 
first and foremost through her encounters with Torah, Blumberg writes:

Despite the room in my tradition for such complicated notions of intention 
and authorship, it was not my interpretations of the Bible—or the interpre-
tations of anyone of my sex, no matter how learned—that those midrashim 
were honoring and protecting. It was the interpretive power of the rabbis—a 
power that slid immediately into legislative power—to which the Talmud 
referred when it said God laughed in pleasure. And the wives of those rabbis 
had given birth to sons who had given birth to sons who had not expanded 
the notion of “sage” to include women. It was men who ruled over inter-
pretation and its translation into the material conditions against which I 
was struggling. If I could not believe that the decisions they were making 
necessarily reflected God’s will but revealed their own human, contingent 
intellects and dispositions, I no longer felt bound to obey.10
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Here Blumberg weds the classic Haskalah autobiography with the modern 
feminist text, filling a gap in Jewish discourse. Hers is an apostasy narrative 
with a twist. It describes a turning away from Jewish tradition not out of desire 
for secular knowledge, but, rather, out of desire for more Jewish knowledge, 
and a denial of that desire. Blumberg’s literary autobiography describes finding 
a home in non-Jewish modalities of learning, such as academe, that strongly 
contrasts with the homelessness she feels as a woman in the world of tradi-
tional Jewish studies. Blumberg’s lack of access to Jewish authority, despite the 
wealth of her traditional knowledge and the depth of her love for Jewish texts, 
demonstrated to my students the particularly fraught nature of Jewish litera-
ture—both its consumption and its production—when viewed through the lens 
of gender. Women’s continuing lack of cultural capital in the traditional Jewish 
world shapes the nature of Blumberg’s narrative even in a historical moment of 
unprecedented educational opportunities for Jewish women. Thus, in model-
ing their own literary autobiographies on Blumberg’s, my students began to 
understand the notion of access not just as an educational opportunity, but as 
a long-standing cultural institution. While Blumberg knew what she needed to 
know to be a force in the Jewish community, she could not utilize it.

In her own literary autobiography, a student responded to Blumberg’s book:

Beginning her adult education, Blumberg in some sense finds two divergent 
rooms in which to study: the Jewish yeshiva, the house of Torah study, 
traditionally only for men; and Virginia Woolf’s room of one’s own, that 
precious space for a woman to develop and create. The rooms stand in 
opposition to each other—one for the pursuit of God, the other for self-
development; one resistant to women’s voices, the other existing solely for 
women’s expression. . . . Blumberg faces the dilemma of which room to 
choose, of which room she wants when part of her wants both, of how to 
enter the yeshiva when her presence is not welcome. Her life plays out the 
struggle of simultaneously attempting to understand one’s identity and con-
necting that identity to the sacred.11

In parsing Blumberg’s discussion, my student fully grasped the paradoxes 
inherent in the writer’s experience of being able fully to realize her intellectual 
potential in one important domain of her life, and not in the other. The experi-
ence of approaching an entirely new body of literature as an adult student is 
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akin, in some ways, to that experience of uneven empowerment—one knows 
so much in other domains, and so little in the new one.

The ethical will, my students’ next creative assignment, was to be written in 
dialogue with the Memoirs of Glueckel of Hameln.12 I wanted my students, in 
doing this exercise, to probe as deeply as possible the place of intertextuality in 
the construction of a personal text such as an ethical will or memoir. Why would 
a writer choose to write about her own life by quoting scripture? What cultural 
and gender codes are implicit in the patterns of intertextuality that one chooses 
to employ? In her well-known discussion of Glueckel’s text, Natalie Zemon 
Davis emphasizes how profoundly artful—and not just historically valuable—
Glueckel’s writing is.13 She paints a portrait of a gifted woman writer using the 
pretext of an ethical will to display her artistry, and she excavates the probable 
sources of the different parables and the biblical and midrashic accounts woven 
through the text.14 In so doing, Zemon Davis illuminates the different languages 
Glueckel most likely knew, as well as which textual traditions she was capable 
of mastering in their original, and which intermediary texts were necessary for 
her to be exposed to particular traditions. More recently, Chava Turniansky, in 
a definitive edition and Hebrew translation of Glueckel’s memoir, does a genetic 
analysis of her work, identifying and documenting not only the intertextual ref-
erences to be found therein, but also the likely intertextual mediating sources 
that Glueckel was able to read and draw upon.15

Following Zemon Davis’s (and Turniansky’s) lead, I facilitated several dis-
cussions with my students on the “literariness” of Glueckel’s text, on her self-
fashioning as a writer and not just—as she frames her text—a mother jotting 
down some reflections on her life for posterity. We considered her use of bibli-
cal and rabbinic allusions not simply as associational, but as carefully chosen 
literary devices. In describing her young daughter Tzipporah’s brush with the 
black plague on the holiday of Sukkoth, for example, she writes:

So in the midst of the holy festival we were forced to send away our beloved 
child and allowed the thought that, God forbid, she be tainted! I will let 
every father and mother judge what this required of us. My blessed husband 
stood in a corner and wept and prayed to God, and I in another corner. And, 
of a surety, God hearkened to us for the sake of my husband’s merits. I do 
not believe that a heavier sacrifice was required of our father Abraham when 
he made to offer up his son. For our father Abraham acted at the bidding 
and for the love of the Lord and thereby tasted joy even in his grief. But 
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the decree fell so upon us, hemmed in by strangers, that it nigh pierced our 
hearts. Yet what could be done? We must needs bear all in patience. “Man is 
bound to give thanks for the evil, just as he gives thanks for the good.”16

In this meditation, Glueckel uses three sets of intertexts from traditional litera-
ture. As an intellectual inheritor of a Jewish literary tradition wherein biblical 
interpretations reverberate intertextually throughout traditional commentary, 
Glueckel herself, in her text, adds a layer of her own interpretation.

The first intertext, the words “my blessed husband stood in a corner and wept 
and prayed to God, and I in another corner,” is an allusion to Rashi’s com-
mentary (possibly mediated by the Yiddish Tzenerene, which refers to it) on 
Genesis 25:21 “And Isaac entreated the Lord before his wife because she was 
barren.”17 Commenting on the unusual formulation “before his wife,” Rashi 
quotes a Midrash to the effect that “he stood in one corner and prayed, while 
she stood in another.” This description of parallel praying is unusual in the 
biblical account of the matriarchs’ infertility. In Sarah’s case, it seems that no 
prayers were recited, while Rachel asked Jacob to pray for her. Rebecca’s and 
Isaac’s parallel prayers here arguably serve as a model of egalitarianism and 
female empowerment. And indeed, as we know from Rebecca’s role in the epi-
sode of Jacob wresting Esau’s birthright from him, Rebecca is one of the stron-
gest, most prescient female figures in the Torah. Glueckel may very well have 
chosen this particular narrative not simply as an example of parallel prayer, but 
out of powerful egalitarian sensibilities (despite the fact that, according to the 
Midrash, God responded to the husband’s prayer, not the wife’s).

The next intertext to which Glueckel alludes is the biblical narrative of the 
binding of Isaac. Layered on top of that, however, is the narrative of Hannah 
and her seven sons. When Hannah, having watched the Roman emperor kill 
each of her older sons in turn for refusing to bow down to his idols, must watch 
him kill the youngest, she says to the child:

My son, do not fear, you are going to your brothers and you are in the bosom 
of Abraham our father. Tell him in my name: “you built one altar and did not 
sacrifice your son, but I built seven altars and sacrificed my sons on them. 
More than that, for you it was a test, and for me it was in earnest.”18

Glueckel, likening herself to Hannah, turns to Abraham and claims his clas-
sic narrative of faith and exemplarity for herself. She even outdoes him, in 
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her own words, like Hannah her foremother, saying, “I do not believe that a 
heavier sacrifice was required of our father Abraham when he made to offer 
up his son.”

Glueckel’s final allusion is to the Talmud, in Berakhot 33b: “Man is bound 
to give thanks for the evil, just as he gives thanks for the good.” Moving flu-
idly and fluently from allusions to the Bible, to classical Midrash, to medieval 
commentators and to the Talmud, this passage is just one of many that led 
me to ask my students for their thoughts on the nature of Glueckel’s textual 
education, and its role in her artistry. I was careful to emphasize, as did Zemon-
Davis in her analysis, that Glueckel may not necessarily have read any of these 
sources—particularly the Talmud and Midrash, but perhaps even the Torah—
in the original. Rather, she may have become acquainted with them through 
mediating anthologies or digests, such as the Tzenerene, a Yiddish paraphrase 
of the Torah with midrashic expansions. In any case, her literary facility with 
these texts demonstrates the quality and efficacy of the textual mediation 
that exposed her to them. As Jeremy Dauber argues, the Tzenerene was by 
no means geared toward ignorant Jews. Rather, it assumes a great degree of 
intellectual facility and is best perused against a backdrop of Jewish cultural 
literacy.19 Glueckel’s incorporation of traditional Jewish texts—tonally, rhetori-
cally and thematically—into her ethical will serves as an example both of the 
far-reaching impact of traditional Jewish textuality on women’s creativity and 
of the powerful intellectual impact of Yiddish “digests” and frame texts on 
literary production.20

It was of primary concern to my students, in writing their own ethical wills, 
to identify an appropriate audience. We spent a considerable amount of time 
in class discussing Glueckel’s audience. She opens her account with an exhor-
tation to her sons to “put aside a fixed time for the study of the Torah, as best 
you know how.”21 Was her text directed only to her sons? Did she not expect 
her daughters to understand it? Was her education so vastly different from her 
daughters’ that she felt they had no common language? Or was this a generic 
preamble, used as a type of “warm-up” as she modulated her writing voice? We 
looked for markers in the text of different types of audience, and we discussed 
some of the paradoxes inherent in women participating in a literary tradition 
that did not have formal means of apostrophizing or acknowledging them.

Many of my students chose to write their ethical wills to their unborn chil-
dren, frequently daughters. Others wrote them to their parents and to their 
siblings. One woman (a talented writer who didn’t make it to class very often) 
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wrote her ethical will to her younger ice-hockey teammates. Another wrote it 
to herself, in the voice of her recently deceased mother. They all experimented 
with rhetorical register, the uses of intertextuality in imparting an ethical 
tone, and the place of one’s own life story in influencing others’ lives. I was 
startled by the quality of much of the writing and pleased to note that asking 
my students to write an ethical will, as opposed to writing about one, proved 
to be an important exercise in introducing them not only to the medium, but 
also to the power of certain genres in creating space for marginal voices. Like 
Glueckel, a woman in traditional seventeenth-century German-Jewish society, 
my students had found literary voice in the form of an ethical will. Having 
written their literary autobiographies, my students were learning that writing 
a more conventional text does not necessarily impede one’s ability to make 
oneself heard. On the contrary, the convention of the ethical will gives one 
license to speak of one’s own history and draw upon one’s own intellectual 
resources in a way that would be less comfortable and more overwhelming in 
a less structured genre, like the literary autobiography.

My students’ final creative assignment, written in dialogue with exegetical 
texts authored by Avivah Zornberg, Anita Diamant, Cynthia Ozick and Naomi 
Seidman, was based on the understanding that exegesis is a form not only of 
pious meditation on canonic texts, but also of profound creative expression. 
We began this unit by breaking into small ḥevrutot—study partnerships—to do 
close guided readings of the Books of Ruth and Lamentations, experimenting 
on our own with the process of exegesis. I asked my students to consider the 
different modes of narration in the Book of Ruth—from broad genealogical 
vistas to microcosmic romantic drama. I also asked them to think about the 
roles of men versus women in the text; for example, how all the men have to 
be killed off at the beginning of the story before the female drama of Ruth and 
Naomi can take on a life of its own. When we looked at the Book of Lamen-
tations, I had my students trace the different perspectives represented in the 
different chapters of the book—from the voice of the single mourner to the 
collective voice of the weeping nation. I also asked them whether or not the 
gender of the speaker was discernable in the types of imagery used. Only after 
each ḥevrutah had come up with a list of observations about each of the two 
books did we embark on a discussion of essays by Cynthia Ozick, on Ruth,22 
and Naomi Seidman, on Lamentations.23 I wanted my students, in preparation 
for their own upcoming assignment of doing an exegetical expansion of a bibli-
cal text, to analyze the work of writers who had done their exegesis from within 
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disciplines other than biblical studies or traditional Jewish legislation (Ozick as 
a fiction writer and essayist, Seidman as a scholar and memoirist).

Ozick, in “Ruth,” reflects on her rabbinic grandfather’s relationship to the 
Book of Ruth. She tries to imagine the experience of a legally and pragmati-
cally minded Jew reading a biblical, agricultural tale infused with love, not 
law, and characterized by grace, not precision. Among other things, Ozick 
focuses on minor characters in Ruth, drawing attention, for a change, to Orpah, 
the daughter-in-law who chose not to follow Naomi into Jewish history. She 
writes, convincingly, that the difference between Ruth and Orpah was not that 
Ruth was good and Orpah was bad. Rather, Ruth was exceptional and Orpah 
was unexceptional:

Orpah is a loving young woman of clear goodness; she has kisses and tears 
for the loss of Naomi. . . . Her sensibility is ungrudging, and she is not in 
the least narrow-minded. . . . It would be unfair to consider her inferior to 
any other kindhearted young woman who ever lived in the world before 
or since. She is in fact superior; she has thrown off prejudice, and she has 
had to endure more than most young women of her class, including the less 
spunky and the less amiable: an early widowhood and no babies. And what 
else is there for a good girl like Orpah in her epoch, and often enough in 
ours, but family happiness?24

My students returned to this essay time and again for the rest of the semes-
ter. They were fascinated by Ozick’s exploration of the psychological world 
of a minor character within a little-understood biblical text. They were also 
intrigued by the tension between the text’s frame and its content—the genea-
logical aspects of Ruth as opposed to the dramatic aspects—and we questioned 
how the Bible in general would be different if all genealogies had romances 
attached to them, or if emphasis were placed on the women who produced the 
bloodlines, and not only the men.

Seidman’s essay, “Burning the Book of Lamentations,” deals with the felt 
injustice of the allegorical conceit that dominates the book.25 Why is the sacked 
city likened to a woman with blood on her skirts, a merciful mother become 
cannibal, a virtuous wife turned prostitute? Seidman sets her reflection against 
the backdrop of returning home to her parents in Boro Park, Brooklyn, for the 
Ninth of Av, the traditional anniversary of the destruction of the Temple, on 
which Lamentations is read. She considers her own ambivalent relationship 
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with Orthodox Jewish observance in tandem with the feelings evoked in her as 
a woman reading about the woman, Jerusalem, in her moment of shame. Dis-
cussing the Orthodox observance of Holocaust Remembrance Day on the Ninth 
of Av, she also reflects on her father’s survival of the Holocaust. In the course 
of the essay, Seidman’s relationship to Lamentations shifts and changes. Begin-
ning with an explicit critique of the book’s poetics, she ends with an implied 
articulation of the need to use classical liturgy to address the Holocaust.

We continued our exegetical unit with a reading of Anita Diamant’s The 
Red Tent, a novel based on the story of Dina in Genesis 34.26 My students 
were enthralled, and many of them adopted Diamant’s tone and thematics in 
treating the biblical texts they chose for their third assignment. We began our 
foray into the book by looking at the biblical account of Dina’s birth in Genesis 
30, and at the rabbinic responses to that account. Why is Dina’s conception 
and birth not described like that of her brothers? Why isn’t she named the way 
they were? We then considered whether Diamant’s expansion on Dina’s life, so 
briefly and elliptically presented in the biblical catalogue of Leah’s children, 
constitutes a form of interpretation or of fabrication. We concluded that it was 
a combination of both—that her novel could never have been written without 
intensive research both within the traditional interpretive literature and into 
historical accounts of ancient Canaan and ancient Egypt. Yet, like Ozick, 
Diamant wanted to illuminate a life for which she had very little supporting 
material. One of the more interesting aspects of the book, from my perspec-
tive, was how Diamant spliced different narratives together, putting Dina into 
Joseph’s court in Egypt, or rendering her treatment by her brothers during the 
Shechem incident in the language of the Binding of Isaac. I asked my students 
to identify other moments like that, and we discussed the power of narrative 
“splicing” as both an intertextual and a dramatic strategy.

Finally, in reading Avivah Zornberg’s masterful interweaving of literary 
criticism and traditional midrash in her exegesis of the Book of Genesis in 
The Beginning of Desire, my students learned that even the most traditionally 
erudite of Jewish literary genres can become contemporary and universally 
understandable.27 Thus heartened, they began to work on their own exegeti-
cal expansions, some of which were remarkable for their creativity and depth. 
While I tried to emphasize to them that their task was not to make up stories per 
se, but to base their expansions on textual excesses or lacunae, many of them 
had a hard time grasping the relationship between close reading and creative 
expression. Several of them were concerned that the details of their “exegesis” 
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not conflict with those in the biblical text, while others used the biblical text 
strictly as a starting point for an alternative account of a familiar narrative. 
The story of the Garden of Eden from Eve’s point of view was a particularly 
popular choice, with one student introducing Lilith into Genesis 1 and another 
giving voice to the rivers running through the garden. One student wrote the 
story of Samson from his first wife’s perspective, another portrayed the story of 
Balaam from his donkey’s point of view, and yet another—a Marine—narrated 
David’s aborted attack on King Saul.

iv

“A Girls’ Heyder,” Alter Kacyzne’s well-known photograph,28 features seven 
girls sitting around a rickety wooden table with tattered texts laid out before 
them. A teacher, her head tightly wound in a paisley kerchief, a white button 
gleaming at her collar, instructs them. One child gazes past the camera, into the 
distance; another studiously examines the table; while all the other girls look 
intently at the texts before them. The children, around eight or nine years old, 
look poor, but they are carefully dressed, one in polka dots, another wearing 
a string of beads. Two of the girls (the ones not looking at their text) have a 
large sheet of paper, white and relatively untorn, before them. None of the girls’ 
hands are visible, with one exception; the child sitting closest to the teacher 
touches her mouth as she studies the page being held before her. Unlike the 
texts before the other girls—brown and tattered, heaped one on top of the other, 
crawling with black letters in a procession of unidentifiable words—the larger, 
whiter page spread before the girls who do not appear to be paying attention 
is clearly printed with Hebrew letters; whether they form Yiddish or Hebrew 
words, however, is difficult to discern. What does the inattention of the two 
girls before the large white sheet with the recognizable Hebrew letters tell us 
about the veracity of the photograph? Are they really studying the text laid 
before them? Or are they disengaged from their text in a way that the other 
girls are not, because Kacyzne placed the text—randomly selected—before 
them for visual balance? Was Kacyzne really capturing a “girls’ heder,” or was 
he manufacturing one?

“Girls’ Heder” serves as a lens into the politics of pedagogical empowerment 
and performance, one that has proven useful to me in understanding my teach-
ing of “Women and Jewish Literature.” What do we see in that photograph, and 
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A girls’ kheyder in Laskarzew, Poland, in the 1920s. Photo by Alter Kacyzne. Courtesy 
of the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research.

what are we not seeing? Which girls are learning, and which are not? What 
texts are they studying, and what texts are they pretending to study? As the 
teacher in a contemporary college classroom, one could say that I create an 
insular world where mastery of certain texts and certain traditions is entirely 
possible, even if for the instant of the semester, or the individual class period. 
But have I manufactured an artificial situation? What are my students left 
with at the end of the semester? What knowledge have they gained, and, most 
important, what skills have they acquired?

In all my classes that are cross-listed between Jewish Studies and other 
departments, most frequently the English Department, I have found that pro-
viding an overview of the Hebrew and Aramaic web of texts that serve as the 
basis of Jewish literacy, beginning with the Tanakh and moving through its 
halakhic and aggadic derivatives, is an extremely valuable exercise. I do this 
by drawing multiple bookshelves on the blackboard, emphasizing that differ-
ent populations within the same culture have dramatically different reading 
habits. My students see in this exercise, for example, how much of a man’s 
bookshelf in traditional east European Jewish society is Aramaic, and how 
much of a woman’s bookshelf is Yiddish; how much of the bookshelf is of 
a religious nature, and how much of it is constituted by secular books, either 
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translated from other languages or composed in Jewish ones. We note, as well, 
the difference between “ideal” and “real” bookshelves, in keeping with Chava 
Weissler’s observation that the frontispiece on many a Yiddish sacred text 
addressed itself to “women and men who are like women.” Notwithstanding 
distinctive linguistic and generic emphases, the ideal bookshelves of a woman 
and a man, a wealthy Jew and a pauper, a scholar and a businessman, could, 
on the margins of these populations, overlap in rather unexpected ways. In 
presenting these bookshelves, moreover, I provide my students with a kind of 
reference guide for the many discussions to be had about the importance of 
intertextuality in the Jewish literary tradition, and its place in the formation of 
Jewish intellectual and social identity. While my students may not themselves 
be able to recognize the texts embedded in other texts, they acquire, in this 
way, a sense of the critical weight of previous textual traditions within even 
contemporary Jewish ones, and they learn to seek out intimations of reading 
lives within Jewish writing.

I do not believe that my students finish the “Women and Jewish Literature” 
class with the necessary Jewish textual literacy to confront a Hebrew or Ara-
maic Jewish text (even in English translation) and be able to place it in an intel-
lectual and cultural Jewish context. Most of them cannot, for example, pick up 
the Hebrew Bible and work their way, even in translation, through the major 
medieval Hebrew commentators and other midrashic traditions, graduating to 
relevant mishnaic and talmudic tractates. They most likely will not have the lin-
guistic and the archeological tools to recognize intertextual traditions on their 
own, even in modern works by the likes of Sholem Aleichem, Isaac Bashevis 
Singer, or Cynthia Ozick. What they are left with, I hope, is a good sense of 
the variety of Jewish genres, and the different journeys that women have had 
to take in order to have their voices heard within Jewish literary culture.

Most important, I hope that my students complete “Women and Jewish 
Literature” with a sense of what it takes to be Jewishly literate, both in the 
world of traditional Jewish studies and in the world of contemporary academic 
Jewish studies. Which languages are requisite, and which textual traditions are 
implicit in the “echo chamber” of Jewish textuality? Furthermore, in consider-
ing the necessary osmosis between writing and reading in a Jewish context, I 
expect that my students, in all their literary pursuits, will be sensitized to the 
identity politics implicit in canon formation. Who must struggle to read, and 
who must therefore struggle to write, because of societal controls by which 
marginalized populations are kept out of the intellectual hierarchy? In tackling 
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Jewish studies in a non-Jewish-studies population, the best I can hope for is 
that in future literary studies, Jewish or otherwise, my students will consider 
the identity politics implicit in literacy, authorship and cultural power.

For me, teaching is not a “lecture” but a living conversation, like a ḥevrutah, 
that changes in each classroom encounter. This conversation is constantly being 
revised, both in the planning stages and as the class unfolds; I view myself as a 
catalyst and facilitator and not simply as an expert with information to impart. 
I also strongly believe in Paulo Freire’s notion of “education as the practice of 
freedom.” Empowering my students to write their own way towards a deeper 
understanding of Jewish women’s literacy during the modern period has been 
my way of helping them find their own path towards freedom. To the extent that 
I am able, I try, in the course of all my teaching, but most acutely in “Women 
and Jewish Literature,” to model a deeply felt awareness of the interconnections 
between literary consumption and literary production, between reading and 
writing. To my mind, teaching is an inextricable part of that equation, and I 
am grateful to the students who have been willing to accept me as their teacher 
and, in the process, turn me into a ḥevrutah—making me their friend.

Notes:

Robert Alter, 1. The Invention of Hebrew Prose (Seattle: University of Washington 
Press, 1988), p. 9.

In his famous story “Shem veYefet ba‘agalah” (1890), Mendele used the word 2. 
‘agalah, “wagon,” for a train; the modern word rakevet had not yet been invented.

Sheila Jelen, 3. Intimations of Difference: Dvora Baron in the Modern Hebrew Renais-
sance (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2007); and Sheila Jelen and Shachar 
Pinsker, Hebrew, Gender and Modernity: Critical Responses to Dvora Baron’s  
Fiction (Bethesda, MD: University Press of Maryland, 2006).

Tracy Guren Klirs, 4. The Merit of Our Mothers: A Bilingual Anthology of Jewish 
Women’s Prayers (Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press, 1992).

Annette Kolodny, “A Map for Rereading; or, Gender and the Interpretation of Lit-5. 
erary Texts,” in Donald Keesey (ed.), Contexts for Criticism (fourth edition; Boston: 
McGraw Hill, 2003), p. 202.

Eric Bulson, 6. Novels, Maps, Modernity: The Spatial Imagination, 1850–2000 (New 
York: Routledge, 2007).

Yocheved Bat Miriam (1901–1980) studied at the Universities of Moscow and 7. 
Odessa before moving to Israel in her early adulthood. Most of her poems were 



Sheila E. Jelen

172 • Nashim 16 (2008)

written between the two World Wars and reflect upon the tragedy of that period, as 
well as her early childhood. After her son’s death in the War of Independence (1948) 
she stopped writing.

Vanessa Ochs, 8. Words on Fire (San Diego: Harcourt, Brace Javonovich, 1991).
Ilana M. Blumberg, 9. Houses of Study: A Jewish Woman among Books (Lincoln: 

University of Nebraska Press, 2007).
Ibid.10. , pp. 106–107.
Bethany Blanchard, “Review of Houses,” unpublished student paper, University 11. 

of Maryland, spring 2006.
The Memoirs of Glueckel of Hameln 12. (English transl. by Marvin Lowenthal; New 

York: Schocken, 1977).
Natalie Zemon Davis, 13. Women on the Margins: Three Seventeenth-Century Lives 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997).
Cynthia Ozick argues that the author of the 14. Tzenerene wrote for women for the 

same reason: “The secret of the Tzenerene is that it was written out of the desire to 
play with Story”—he wanted an opportunity to “play” with language, and women were 
the perfect audience for experimentation. Cynthia Ozick, “Notes Toward Finding the 
Right Question,” in Susannah Heschel (ed.), On Being a Jewish Feminist (New York: 
Schocken, 1983), p. 131.

Glueckel of Hameln, 15. Zikhronot 1691–1717 (ed. and Hebrew transl. by Chava Tur-
niansky; Jerusalem: Zalman Shazar Center–The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 
Merkaz Dinur, 2006).

Memoirs of Glueckel16.  (above, note 12), p. 53.
Tzenerene: The Weekly Midrash 17. (Brooklyn: Mesorah Publications, 2001), p. 130.
Lamentations 18. rabbah, 1:16
Jeremy Dauber, “A New Look at the Tzenerene: What Did It Take to Be an Unedu-19. 

cated Jew?” Rebecca and Joseph Meyerhoff Center for Jewish Studies at the University 
of Maryland, Nov. 14, 2003.

For a background discussion of the 20. Tzenerene see Chava Weissler, Voices of 
the Matriarchs: Listening to the Prayers of Early Modern Jewish Women (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1998), pp. 39–43.

Memoirs of Glueckel21.  (above, note 12), p. 2.
Cynthia Ozick, “Ruth,” in Judith A. Kates and Gail T. Reimer (eds.),22.  Reading Ruth: 

Contemporary Women Reclaim a Sacred Story (NY: Ballantine Books, 1994).
Naomi Seidman, “Burning the Book of Lamentations,” in Celina Spiegel and 23. 

Christina Buchman (eds.), Out of the Garden: Women Writers on the Bible (NY: 
Fawcett Columbine, 1994), pp. 278–288.

Ozick, “Ruth” (above, note 22), p. 222.24. 
Seidman, “Burning the Book” (above, note 23).25. 



173

Women and Jewish Literature

Anita Diamant, 26. The Red Tent (New York: Picador, 1997).
Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg, 27. Genesis: The Beginning of Desire (Philadelphia: JPS, 

1995).
Alter Kacyzne, “A Girls’ Heder, Laskarev, Lublin Province,” in Marek Web (ed.), 28. 

Poyln: Jewish Life in the Old Country (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1999), 
p. 25.




