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HEBREW UNION COLLEGE - JEWISH INSTITUTE OF RELIGION 

New York School 

Report on the Rabbinic Dissertation Submitted 

by 

Shirley Idelson 

in Partial Fulfil l ment of the Requirements for ordination 

Havinq Read the Book of Myths : Yael, Delilah and Feminist Poetics 

Ms. Idelson 1 s thes is started out as an exploration pf the 

figure of Yael in Bibl ical, Rabbinic and Modern Hebrew Literature. 

The initial target tex~s were rabbinic midrashim and the Haskalah 

epic poem "Yael ve- Siserah" by Michah Yosef Lebensohn. Shirley's 

apt translabions and 9om.ments y i elded some interesting enough data. 

The direction of the thesis shifted, however , with the 

i ncorpora t ion of the f eminist literary analyses of Mi eke Bal, 

Nechama As h kenazy and o thers. This stimulating new direction led 

Ms. Idelson to study not only the analogous Apocryphal story of 

Judith, but also the rather rich subject of Delilah. In moving to 

Delilah she also trans lated a goodly number of modern Hebrew works 

on Delilah or on Samson and Delilah. While all of her translations 

are excel lent, Shir ley was not always able to deal with the 

disparate literary themes branching out from all of her 

translations . The reason for this was that she became most 

interested i n the trencnant remarks and the cultural revoluti9n of 

the several ~iterary crit ics whose works she began to assimilate 

with a passion. We thus deemed it wise to allow her to distill and 

to develop her thesis in tbe provo4ative directions she found most 
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intriguing · Her exce}lent kno\iledge of Hebrew, however, stood 

Shirley· in g,ood stead as she made astute comments of her own which 

more than occasionally helped her to pull together her midrashic 

translations and the broader theg.ries. 

For example, •Shirley discusses the male bias in the stories of 

both Yael and Delilah which presents women only in terms of their 

sexuality and seductiveness -- essentially, only from the point of 
'· view of their sole access and importance to the male. In so doing 

Ms. Idelson adduced the interesting rabbinic etymoloqy for the name 

Delilah. They connected to the verb dildelah, suggesting that 

Delilah wore out Samson sexually or even that she castrated him. 

I \ias intrigued by Ms. Idelson•s copious data dealing with the 

"censored out" story, of Yael 'js alleged seduction of Siserah. The 

rabbinic material abundantly suggested this, and Shirley adduced 

abundant and far-reaching hypotheses from her secondary sources. 

Some of this material I had to take w~th more than a grain of salt, 

and I can not bring myself to summarize it all for this precis. The 

interested reader, however, can find much to mull over in Idelson's 

analysis. 

I appreciated Shirley ' s e ndeavor to explore positive models of 

women linked to their sexuality, and I believe that, at the end, 

Ms. Idelson does not quite share the militant bias of her 

fascinating "feminist" authorities. The agenda of much of the 

secondary material Shirley used; it seems to me, is to expose or 
.,. 

excoriate, and my impression is that she intends primarily to 

explore. This difference in tone creates a certain distance or 

disjunction between Idelson and her sources which I 1 for one, 
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respect, but which could leave the reader unsure of her purpose. 

Shirley is open and not doctrinaire. She is searching and 

assimilating material with her formidable linguistic and 

intellectual gifts, but she does not present a clearly focussed and 

original point of view of ner own . This open and searching quality 

is both the thesis's (and Shirley 's) weakness and its strength. 

Respectfully submitted, 

Dr. Stanley Nash 

> 



( 

HAVING READ THE BOOK OF MYTHS: 
YAEL, DELILAH AND FEMINIST POETICS 

SHIRLEY H. IDELSON 

Thesis Sublllitted in Partial Fulfill•ent of' 
Requirements for Ordination 

Hebrew Union College-J~ish Institute of Religion 
Graduate Rabbinic Program 

New York, New York 

March, 1991 

Referee: Dr . Stanley Nash 



. . 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

I a ra grateful t o my thesis advisor , Dr . Stanley Nas h . 
Offering un limited supp o rt, patience and ).nsight, Dr . 
Nash ha s been a constant source o f enco u ragemen t 
throughout the year . I feel privi l eged t o have had the 
oppor tunity to learn from this scholar and teacher • 

, 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

fN,.ROOUCT ION PAGE 2 

CHAPTER ONE: YAEL AND SISERA PAGE 14 ,.. 

CHAPTER TWO: D~L I LAH ANO SAMSON . PAGE 48 

CHAPTER THREE : THE STORY OF JUDITH PAGE 86 

CONCLUSION . . PAGE 95 

SOURCE MATERIAL qN YAEL . . . PAGE 106 

SOURCE MATERIAL ON DEL I LAH PAGE 107 

BIBLIOGRAPHY . . . PAGE 108 



( 

.. 

.~ 

-· 

t , 

love letter 1 

Dear Samson, 
I put your hair 
in the jar 
by the pear tree 
near the we l l. 
I been thinkin' 
over what I done 
and I still don ' t think 
God gave you 
all that st r ength 
for you to kill 
my peop l e. 

love--Deli l ah 

"The t i t le of t h is t hesis is e xcer pted f rOM the 
firs t l ine of Ad r ienne Rich 's " Diving into the Wreck , " 
i n Di ving Into th• Wr e ck, p . 22 . The p o e • above i s 
i n c luded in Wendy Mulfo rd , ed . , l o ve Poems by Wome n, 
p . 3. I t is by Carol e C. Gregory. · 
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"Fo r feminist crit·ics ••• not only is the 
p ei-sona l the p o lit ical; the aestheti c is the 
politi_cal, . the l i terai-y is the politi cal, the 
rhetor1 ca l 1s the politica.,l • . . for every text c an be 
seen as in so•e s ense a political gesture and more 
specifically as a gesture deter•ined by a complex 
of ass.ump t ions abou t ma 1 e - fem a 1 e re 1 at ions, 
assumptions we might ca ll sexaal poetics." 

"What Do Femi nist Critics Want ?" 
Sand ra Gilbert, 19852 

The myths of Yael and Delilah share a common 

"sexual p o eti c" wh ich c an be d is cerned through an 

analysis of the literature whi ch has preserved their 

tales. S uch a study requ1res a tex tual examina t ion 

which is no t limited to those pass ages found in the Book 

of Judges, wher,:! the ca~onized versions of these inyths 

are re corded; 1 t mus t al so inc 1 ude a look at those 

pieces o f su b seq u e ntly - written li t erature which , 

i n s pired b y th e b jblical tales, have served to both 

r e vea l and shape cultura l mythologi cal interpretation. 

This woi-k •arks an attempt t o a pproach the • yths of 

Yael and Delilah from a p oint o f view wh ich is both 

feminist and cri t ical . Presented from this perspective 

is an analysis of the episodes recorded in the f ourth 

and the sixteenth c hapters o f the Book of Judges, •uch 

of t h e rabbinic midrashic material wh ich relates to Yael 

and Delilah, and several pieces of moder n Hebrew poetry 

written about t;he•e w09&n. It is through this whole 

asandra "· Gilbert, • what Do F .. inist Critics Want ? 
A Po• tcard fro111 the Volcano" in The New Fe•inist 
Criticis•, ed. by Elaine Showalter, p.31. 
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body of Ii terature that the myths have been preserved 

•nd promulgated. 

The Undertaking 

To tell a myth is to proclaim what happened ab 
oriqine. Once told, t ·hat is , revealed, the myth 
becomes apodictic truth; ' it establishes a truth 
that is absolute ••• a sacred reality •• . The supreme 
function of the myth is to 'fix' the paradigmatic 

'- models for all rites and all significant human 
activi t ies--eat_ing, sexuality, work. education, and 
so on . 

11ircea Eliade'"' 

A literary text is not only s peech quite literally 
embodied, but als o power mys~eriously made 
manifest, made flesh . 

Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar• 

The observations of Eliade, and Gilbert and Gubar 

point to the great difficulty of undertaking a critical 

approach to ancient cu ltural myths; they a l so reveal the 

extreme i mportance ~f such an endeavor. Having attained 

the status of sacred reality , the myth may seem to exist 

in a literary realm which is beyond the scope of 

contemporar y critique; yet, the power held by ' the myth 

over human understanding and activity mandates an 

approach which q uest ions its ancient assumptions and 

cha ll enges its ongoing influence over human b ehavior. 

The feminist approach is especially compel ling today, 

for it brings with it an awareness. of misogynist notions 

which have long been perpetuated in c ul ture through the 

'"'11ircea Eliade• The Sacred and the Profane , p.95. 

•Gilbert a nd Gubar, The Madwoman in the ~ttic, p.6. 
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genre of myth. This awarene5s exists in large part 

thanks to t he work of such ground-breaking authors as 

Simone De Beauvoi r <The Second Sex) and Kate Millett 

<Sexual Politics). 

In her essay "What Do Fe111inist Critics Want ? " 

Sandra Gilbert explains the goals of feminist criticism: 

"At i t s most ambitious it want s to decode and demystify 

all the disguised Questions and answer s that have always 

shadowed the connections between te xtuali ty and 

sexuality, genre and gender, psy c hose_?C ual ident i ty and 

cultural authority."" Gilbert's agenda is expansive, 

and in relation to it , thi)i work marks only a modest 

effort; it examines specifically the sexual components 

of two biblical stories which relate <implicitly in the 

first c ase, explicitly in the second> tales of 

seduction . The intent here is not to redeem the 

protagonis ts Yael and Delilah, each of wh°'" is "guilty" 

of making vu 1 ner ab 1 e and then mu rdering an enemy 

warrior; to embrace these c haracters is to accept the 

patriarchal assumptions of their authors. The purpose 

is , rather , to expose those assumptions in al 1 their 

misogyny. It is hoped that by revealing the effect 

these· myths have on s haping OUfl culture's negative view 

of women, that effect will be muted. 

SGilbert, Op. Cit. , p.36. 
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The Wo111en 

The stories of Yael and Delilah share a great deal 

_.....~ com111on; they also differ in one highly significant 

aspect. Bo th ~ael and Delilah are defined in terms of 

their relationship with a male enemy soldier . In each 

case, the warr ior with whom the female protagonist 

' becomes associated possesses great strength. Sisera has 

ravaged _ terrible -destruction agai ns t t he Israelites, 

allies of Yael; Samson has reeked ha.voe in the t erritory 

of Delilah's people, the Philis tines . In both episodes, 

the action takes place in a tent, the private d o main of 

the wo111en involved. In J;he J udge s 4 passage which 

describes Yael welcoming Sisera into he r home, enough 

sexua l imagery is presented in the text for the reader 

<both classical and modern > to assume that a seduction 

scene takes place before the murder; in the Judges 16 

passage, as well, it is made abundantly clear that it is 

' 
through Delilah's seductive powers that she is able to 

convince Sal9son to reveal the secret of his strength. 

Both Yael and Delilah are ultimately successful in 

bringing a powerful archenemy to demise. 

The primary difference in the two stories has 

nothing to do with the actions ·of the women; their deeds 

are, for the most part, parallel . The contrast lies, 

rather, in their identity. Yael is a Keni te, and she 

acts on behalf of the Israelites. Delilah, on the other 

s 



hand, is a Philistine who smites an Israelite judge. On 

one level it is not surpris ing, then, that Yael is 

praised in much of Jewish literature, while Delilah is 

di sdained. National ist concerns are overriding . 

Nevertheless, it is disturbing from a modern 

universalist perspective that ethical pro priety seems t o 

be determi ned not by an i ndividual' s actio ns , but s o lely 

on the basis of the side for whom the i ndividual is 

fighting . While this point is worth e xpl o ring, it is 

not a central issue in this s tudy. The primary concern 

here i s with the traits that are shared mutually by Yael 

and Delilah. 

manner; each 

Each uses her sexuality i n a seductive 

successfully strives t o acq'uire the trust 
~ 

of a man of awesome strength; each betrays the man who 

offers hi s trust; 11inally, each- - in the privacy of her 

own home - - takes advantage of the vul nerability of sleep -

in order to bring to a bloody defeat the man dozing in 

' her midst . Both Yael and Delilah are deceitful and 

violent. Their char acters , despite their looks, are 

ugly and fearful . Indeed, it would not be hyperbolic to 

state that the characters of thes~ women, as they are 

portrayed in the Book of Judges, resemble monsters. 

" onstrous ~omen 

Gilbert a~d Gubar discuss extensively the "eternal 

types" of wonten portrayed in male-authored 1 i terature . 

Specifically, they address the extreme images of woman 

.. 
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as angel or monster , "t hose maslcs male artists have 

fastened over her human face both to lessen their dread 

o f h e r ' inconstancy' and . .. to possess her more 

tho r oug h ly. u c , 

The monster - woman , threatening to replace her 
ange lic sister , e mbodies intransigent female 
autonomy and thus represents ••• the author's power 
to al lay "his" anxieties by cal ling their source 
bad names ( witch , bi t ch, fiend, inonster > .•• For 
every glowing portrait of submissive wo men 
enshrined in domesticity, there exists an equally 
J.mp o rtant negative image that embodies the 
sacrilegious f J.endishness of what Wil 1 iam Blake 
called the "Female Will .•. • 
Assertiveness , aggressiveness --al l characteristics 
of a male life of ''significant action"--are 
"mons trous" in woinen pre cise ly because 
"unfeminine " .•• The monster may not only be 
con cealed behind the~ angel, she may actually turn 
o ut t o reside within ( or in the lower half of ) the 
a n gel •.. Emblems o f filthy materiality, com111itted 
only to their own private ends, these women are 
acc idents of nature , deformities meant to repel, 
but in their very freakishnes s they possess 
unhea lthy energies, powerf~l and dangerous arts • .. 

They incarnate male dread of women and, 
specifJ.cally, male scorn of female 
c reativi.ty ••• Because these women can create false 
appearances to hide their vi le natures) they are 
dangerous •. • Authors devised elaborate anti-romances 
to show that the female "angel" was really a fema le 
"fiend," the ladylike paragon really an unladylike 
monster ••• Thus al 1 woaen were inexorably and 
inescapab ly monstrous , in the flesh as well as in 
the spirit . 7 

It is not difficult to identify aspei;ts of the 

persona li ties of both Yae l · and De li la h in this 

description of the "monster-wo111an." Both are women who 

&Gilbert and Gubar, Op . Cit., p.17. 

7Gilbert and Gubar, Op . Cit . , pp.28-31 • 

• 
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act autonomously and assertive l y in a Bible which 

portrays very few female characters as independent . The 

actions of both Yael and Delilah are " monstrous" and 

" unfemini ne" in that they both commit murder <Yael in 

actualrty, a nd Delilah t hrough hey bet rayal>. Although 

Yael does not display a " filthy materiality," Delilah 

certainly does as she acce pt s the bribe of the 

Philistine men, and agrees to deceive her lover Samson . 

Certainly bot h female characters create false angelic 

appea rances in order to hide their "vi le" i n tentions; 

finally, the myth of Yael and Sisera, as well that of 

Delilah and Samson can OJlly be understood as anti -

romantic, in that love and/or trust on the part of the 

male u l timately leads t o his self-d~struction. Indeed, 

Simone de Beauvoir identified the angel/monster 

component of the Delilah story when s he wrote in The 

Second Sex in the chapter on myths: 

' 
" I t i s a 1 ways d i f f i c u 1 t to des c r i be a my th 0 i t 
cannot be grasped or enco mpassed; it haunts the 
human consciousness without ever a ppear ing before 
it in fixed for m. Th e myth is so various, so 
co ntradic tory, t hat at f irst its u nity is not 
di scerned: Del ilah an d J ud it h, Asp a sia and 
Lucretia , Pandora and Athena--woman is at o nce Eve 
and the Vi rgin Mar y. She is an idol, a servant, 
the source of life, a power o f dar k ness; s he is the 
el emental silence of tru'th, she is artifice, 
gossip , and falsehood; -she is healing p resence and 
sorceress; s he is man's p rey, hi s downfall, she is 
everything that he is not and that he longs for, 
his negatio n a nd his raison d'etre."• 

DSimone de Beauvoir , The Second Sex, p.133. 
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The myths discussed here serve as war nings to both 

men and women: 

Be Thou Warned, Man 

In the Middle Ages, according to historian 

Elizabeth Gould Davis, Delilah's betrayal o f Samson was , 
pre~ented to husbands as a warning not to trust or 

confide i n their wives .• It is not difficult to imagine 

that both the Delilah and Samson myth, as wel 1 as the 

Yael and Sisera myth, long served to caution men 

regarding the dangers of women--especially of those 

women who are sexually seductive, but in the f.inal 

analysis, of all ' women. 'tn the Delilah tale , man is 

warned not to trust the sweet words of a woman in love, 
'-.. 

for in the end she will betray his deepest ~ecrets and 

destroy hi s s trength. In the Yael tale, man is 

cautioned against relying upon woman in times of duress, 

for she is li kely to deceive him into a false , sense of 

security, and then stab him to death while his back is 

turned. It is no coincidence that in both stories, the 

action takes place in a woman's tent; the message 

strongly sent is that the ma tf"whO.. penetrates into the 

private domain of women finds pimself in dangerous 

territory and had better be on guard at all times. The 

tent, like Pando.ra's box, is a symbol o f female 

sexuality; like that mythic gift, and like, it is 

•El~zabeth Gould Davis, The First Sex, p.159 • 

. -
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assumed, the uterus--the tent contains evil and chaos 

and death. 

Not surprisingly, the male fear of female sexuality 

which lies at ' the root of this is expressed not only in 

hateful attitudes toward women, bu t also in disdainful 

10 

views of romanti c love . 
.... 

Millett writes: " Most ' 

patriarchies go to great length to exclude love as a 

basis o f mate selection ..• Patriarchy has 13od on its 

side. One of its most effective agents of contro l is 

the powerfully expeditious character of it s doctrines as 

to the nature and origin of the female and the 

attribution to Ker alone ' o f the dangers and evils it 

imputes to sexuality ••• Patriarchal re ligion and ethics 

tend to lump the female and $ex together as if the who le 

burden of the onus and stigma .it attaches to sex were 

the fault of the female alone. Thereby sex , which is 

known to be unclean, sinful , and debilitating, pertains 

to the female, and the male identity is preserved as a 

hu man, rather than sexual one . "• 0 While these 

observations of 1'1illett's refer to the world of Ancient 

Greece, they are applicable to tile biblical statetnents 

about love and sexuality which are found in the tales 

recounted in Judges 4 and 16. The mess age which is 

abundantly clear · in each of these chapters is that 

falling into a state of r0111antic love is equivalent fo r 

1011illett, Sexual Politics, pp . 51-52. 

... 



the male to self-inflicted martyrdom. Men, the text 

warns, do not let your heterosexual passions sweep you 

to youl" death. Bewal"e of the second sex. 

Be Thou Warned, Wo man 

The myths sel"ve also as a warning to wo men. They 

demo nstrate the dangers of autonomy and self-assertion. 

Jus t as romintic love is por trayed as ul timatel y self -

de~tl"uctive fo r the male, so t oo 1s independent a ction 

sel f-destl"uctive f or the woman. Although neither Yael 

nol" Delilah die in these myths, through theil" actions 

their o w n c ha l"acters ar e destroyed. Acting 

independently and forthrightly turps them into lying, 

deceitful murde l"ers; indeed, the message implic i t but 

powerful is that to assel",t onese lf 1s, tor the female, 

to become a monster. No woman wa nts t o be a monster. 

Thus, n o woman s hould rebel against her lot, act with 

s trength and courage , or strive to change the course of • 

' 
history. That Yael is pl"aised tor her a c tions does not 

challenge this thesis, for the fact remains that in the 

patriarchal text the only way f or her to act at all is 

t o murder. She leaves little hope to t-he Israelite 

wo man who is herself seeking female ro le models. Murder 

is not the path t o freedom. In the -fol lowing passage, 

Gilbert and Gubal" r efer t-0 the midrashic character 

Lilith who, like the women under study here, is a 

murderer; in this case, their o bservatio ns are equally 

11 
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applicable t o both Yael and Delilah: MWhat her history 

suggests is that in patriarchal cul tur~, female speech 

and female •presumption• --that is, angry revolt against 

male domination--are inextricably linked and inevitably 

demonic ••• [Shel represents thli! price_ women have been -. told they must pay for attempting to define themselves. 

And it ~s a terrible price ... " •• 

Midrash and Poetry --
Included in the f o l lowing chapters are selections 

of midrash and poetry written abou~ Yael and Delilah. 

The reader will note in much o f the midrash the themes 

which are stated above , and whic~ lie beneath the surface 

of the myths as they are recounted in the biblical text. 

The rabbis who composed the midrash ic mater ial did not 

try to hide their views of women; for example, regarding 

Yael it is said that she was a woman of valor because 

she acted as a dutiful wife; and, of Delilah 111uch is 

' 
written about her evil approach to sexual relations with 

Samson. What is implicit in the Judges material is made 

explicit by the rabbis. 

The poetry presented her e does not , for the most 

part, challenge the roles attributed to Yael and Delilah 

i n the biblical material. Inste,ad, the 11erse tends to 

emphasize certain aspe~ts that are already present in 

the myt h s . For example, one poem emphasizes Yael' s 

~~Gilbert and Gubar, Op.Cit . , p.36 . 

12 
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di lelftma over whether or not to express her loyalty t o 

the Israelite people by committing the sin of murdering 

Sisera; a nother stresses Samson's anger after he has 

revealed his seer.et and been betrayeCf by Delilah. While 

each poem presented here sheds new light on some aspe c t 

of the Yael and Delilah myths, none o ffers a r evision o f 

the tales to make them cohere with a femi nist reading o f 

the texts . They sho uld not be expected t o d o so, as 

they d o not emerge f rom a f eminist milieu . 

Such revision is ne cessary , however, as feminist 

criticism encourages a shattering o f the "eternal types" 

which have for too long l ocked women into roles o f .. 
passivity and s ubmissiveness. The co nclusion of this 

thesi s will address the process of revision , with an eye 

toward c reating modern m1drash and poetry whi ch actively 

subverts the misogynist underpinnings upon which stand 

the powerful myths o f Yael and Delilah. 
\ 
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INTRODUCTION 

It may seem curious that this inter - disciplinary 

study of the portrayal of biblical women c haracters 

forced t o use their sexual strength as a means to 

ac complishing their ends begins with an examinati.on o f 

the character of Yael. Indeed, not a s ingle sexual a c t 

15 

is described explicitly in either of the two accounts e 
f ound in the bibli cal narrative portraying this Kenite 

wo ma n ' s murder o f SiseTa, the Canaanite general. Yet 

bibl i c al scholarship reveals that in the Yael passages 

reco rded in the fou~th and fifth chapters of the Book of 

Judges , the language i s high 1 y charged with erotic 

suggestion. It makes manifest a theme of sexual tension 

which lies just below the surface of the text. This has 

lead feminist literary critics such as Nehama Aschkenasy 

and Mieke Bal to ponder the possibility that explicitly 
'I. 

sexual material was expunged, censored by the bibl ical 

redactor. 

If this was i n fact the case, and some anc ient 

editor chose to erase the element o~ seduction from the 

scene which took place in Yael's tent in an effort to 

clean up the story, then the rabbinic authors of the 

Tannaitic and Amoraic . periods wil lingly flew in the face 

of such an undertaking by addressing directly Yael's 

cr•fty use of sexua l temptation in order to execute her 



strategy of destroying the enemy military leader. 

did this through midYash and Talmudl.c aggadah. 

They 

Later 

rabbinic co mmen t ators such as Radaq and Rashi maintained 

this v1ewpo 1.nt in their. elu cida~ion o f the Judges tex ts. 

Whether o r not this r abbinic viewpoint w~s based on an 

intuitive knowledge that at some earl y date censorship 

was applied ~o the biblical narrative is debatable; what 

is clear i s that, mo re often than not, both midrash and 

late r Yabbinic commentary portray Yael as a woman who 

acted as t emptress, usi ng her sexual Cand o nly? > power 

in order t o destroy Sisera. The rabbl.s war n that it is 

not the way of women to be heroic or militaristic . Ye t 
. l 

Yael. portrayed as seductive ki ller, is neverthel ess 

given the highes t of accolades for her craftily-planned 

and brutally executed murder o f the enemy general . 

Having comm i tted two transgressions punishable by death-

- adul ter:y and homicide--she is pr ai sed f o r the 

' 
deliverance of Israel; she is declared a j udge o f her 

days; and, she is held as paradigmatic o f the worthiest 

o f women, those who perform the will o f their husbands . 

Unfortunately , there has not been a · great deal of 

modern fiction written on Yael and Sisera. Among that 

whi ch does ex is t is the e pi c poem "Yiiel and Sisera," 

composed by the nineteenth century Hebrew poet Micah 

Joseph Lebensohn, a gifted poet o f the Haskalah movement 

of Vilna wh o un f ortunately died at a young age . In 
? 
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"Yael and Sisera," Lebensohn do·es not address the 

seduction theme discussed so extensively by the rabbis. 

To the cont rary, Le bensohn omits all suggestive imagery 

and instead , he ,chooses to heighten the moral conflict 

faced by Yae l as her compassion and mo ral sensibilities 

clash with her sense of patriotic duty. Lebensohn d oes 

set up an interesting contrast between two polar types 
JS 

of women, Debo Yah and Yael; in this juxtaposition o f 

charac ter s , the f o ymer acts as prominent and aggressive 

war rior, and the latter as tent -dwelling and deceptively 

gentle ho mebo d y . Each i s , ultimately , a killer ; Deborah 

slays enem y soldiers with glee, 1o1hile Yael struggles 

desperately 1o1ith the ethics of murder as she lifts her 

hand to s trike a fatal blo1o1 to Sise ra' s head. As 

Deborah strives to reassure Yael that her action 1o1as in 

accord with God ' s will, one is left wo ndering how, in 

Lebensohn's view, the incident has i mpa cted upon Yael's 
... 

sense of moral responsibility. 

The s hort story "Yael' s Deed, " by Yaakov Cohen, 

f o ll o ws in the tradition of rabbinic midrash by allowing 

f or the possibility that Yael did seduce Sisera in order 

to kil 1 h im. In contrast to Lebensohn, Cohen does not 

delve into the moral complexitips of Yael's situation. 

Rather, in "Yael 's Deed," the motivating force behind 

the murder is nationalism, and it seems that for Cohen, 

himself a revisionist Zionist, actin' out of patriotic 

17 
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loyalty is ample justifi cation for Yael's 
----.. 

Inves t igati on r e vea ls that ther e 

cr i.me . 

l.S a la ck of 

contemporary fiction written abou t Yae l. Among that 

which ha s been produced in the last two de cades l.S a 

shor t play by Amy Blank entitled "The Wi.fe of Heber the 

Kenite," and a modern midrash by Israeli femini st Nao mi 

G.taetz. Blank presents an imaginary dialogue be tween 

Yae l and Deborah , in which Yael reveals not ~at she 
I 

s edu ced SJ.sera, but the rever:;e : She i n tensely desired 

the Canaanite general , and ki lled hJ.m l.n a fit o f rage 

when he did not r etu r n her lustful gaze. Thi s dramatic 

wor k is interesting in J.ts appr o a c h, f or unlike any of 

the a bove-mentioned pieces of literature, it presents 

Yael's sexuality n o t as a source of power b ut o f 

vulnerability . No t surprisingly, this play wri tten fr om 

a woman' s perspective does not present a d uplication of 

the s tanda rd port r ayal of Yael a s crafty and s eductJ.ve 

k iller. 

Graetz ' mid rash is unique too in its por trayal of 

Yael. Un like Blank, Cohen, Lebens ohn and virtuall y all 

of the rabbinic writer s o f mid r ash, Graetz does no t 

praise Yael ' s valor . To the contr ary , she presents 

Deb o rah as the true voic e of fem i nist ideals 

( pac ifism ') , whil e portraying Yael as the woman who acts 

in accord with the worst of those values which promote 

and maintain patriar chy. Graetz th rough her 111idrash 
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presents a view which stands in direct opposi t ion to 

that of lebe n sohn' s and Cohen' s, for s he states clea rly 

- > that the values o f compassion and preservation o f hu~an 

life far outweigh those 0 1' • bravado and killing, even 

when one is prompted to murder by a deep sense of 

patrio tic duty. 

1 '3 
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BIBLICAL MATERIAL 

The following discussion of the portrayal o f Yael 

in r abbinic literature and modern fict ion is based only 

u pon those passages in the bibli cal text whi ch include 

direct references _to the character of Yael. These are 

found i 'Q the fourth and f ifth chap ters of the Book of 

J udges . The passages are brief, describing the i ncident ... 
in wh ich Yael commits a murder for the sake of Israelite 

military victory. In the murder scene, there is no 

explicit portrayal o f sedu ction. However, the text i s 

to be read here with the perspective of Nehama 

Aschkenasy, author o f Eve's Jour ney: Feminine Images in 

Hebraic Literary Tradition. "A new reading o f t he story 

that focuses on the wo!"an ' s strategy inevitabl y points 

t o a s ubmerged sexual tension that pervades the tale."~ 

A number of c riti cs sugge st that this tension is 

submerged as a result o f bi blical redact ion which 

censored o ut of bot h passages explicitly sexua l 

material. For example, Vair Zakovitch states, "Both 

descriptions represent two different stages of the 

attempt to conceal this primitive [original] tra~ition, 

acco r ding to which Sisera finds his death in sleep, that 

• Nehama Aschkenasy, Eve' s Journey: ~emi~ine Images 
in Hebraic Literary Tradition, p.170. 
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is, after the sexual act with Jael, i n her bed."~ 

The fourth chapter presents narra tiv e which 

descYibes Yael's murder of Sisera. The incident occurs 

after S isera's entire army is destroyed in battl e 

against Deborah an~arak. Onl y Sisera Ye mains al ive , 

as an escaped Yefugee, still fleeing the Israelite army. 

He sees in the distance the tent of Yael, wife o f He ber 

the Keni te. I n the fo l lowing scene, sin ce the Kenites 

are ostensibly his al 1 ies, SiseYa s eeks safety in the 

tent o f Yael; there he i s wel comed and graciousl y 

s e rved , unb eknownst to h im, a s a victim about to meet 

his death . Does Yael tempt him with her sexual strength 

in ord&Y to - gain power over him so she can kil 1 h fm? 

Thi s is n ot stated io the text; howe ver, feminist 

bibli ca l scholarship suggest s that some of the imagery 

pres ented in the fol lo1o1 ing passage is indi s putabl y 

The narrat ive follows: 

Sisera , meanwhile, had fl ed on foot ' to 
the t ent o f Jael, wife of Heber the Kenite; 
f or there was friendship between King Jabin of 
Hazor and th e fam ily of Hebe r the Keni te. 
Jael came out to greet Sisera and said to him, 
"Come in, my l ord, come in her e, d o not be 
afraid." So he entered her tent, and s he 
covered him with' a blanket . 1'4e said t o her, 
"Please let me have some water; I am thirsty." 
She opened a s k in o f mil k and gave him some to 
drink; and s he covered . him again. He said to 
her, "St.and at the entrance of the tent. If 
anybody comes and asks yo u if ther e is anybody 

2vair Zakovitch , "Sisseras To d" in Zeitschfirt fur 
die Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 93, 3 , p.365, quoted 
and translated in Murder and Differen ce by Mieke Bal, p . 10 1. 
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here, ~ay 'No.•" Then Jael wife of Heber t ook 
a tent pin and grasped the ma l let. When he 
was fast asleep from e x haust io n, s he 
approached him stealthily and dr o ve the pin 
through his temple till it went down t o the 
ground. Thus he died. 

Now Barak appeared in pursuit o f Sisera. 
Jael went out t o greet him and said, ~ come, I 
wi 11 show you ' the man you are looking for." 
He went inside with her, and there Sisera was 
lying dead,. with the pirr i n hi s temple. 

Judges 4:17 - 223 

l n this narrative , Yael wel comes an exhausted 

Sisera into her tent, assuring him that her domain is 

safe . Sisera enters, and knowing that she is a Keni t e, 

he assumes that she is trustworthy. He requests water 

to dr ink ; Yael o ff e rs him milk , a molfe nutritious and 
I 

soothing alternative. She thereby allays his fear, and 

puts him to sleep. Thus far , all seems quite innocuous. 

Yet, as As c hkenasy JllOi nts ou t, "This short exchange 

between the man and the woman is rife with sexual 

tension once we real i ze that, a s Wolfgang Lederer tells 

' us, in the mythol o gical appercepti on o f early man, 

woman, water, and 19i-H< are tied together, and that, • in 

Egyptian h i eroglyphics, the water jar is a symbol of 

femininity. Thus when Sisera asks Jael for water, he 

impl'ies that he wants more than just a drink; and "6hen 

Jael responds by giving him m~lk~ sh~ more than hints at 

her readiness to satisfy him with the totality of her 

~Jewish Publication Society, Tanakh - The Holy 
Scriptures, p. 383. Unless otheYwise noted, all bibli cal 
t~anslation in this text is cited from the JPS Bible. 
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femininity." .. 

Aschkenasy sees the •. language of address i n the 

dialogue between Yael and Sisera as reflective o f 

underlying sexual tensi o n between the two . Yael 

initiall y a d dresses Sisera as "my lord," and he politely 

asks for water Using the word US· However , after he has 

' 
been served milk and covered with a blanket, Sisera 

abandons language of respect for words wh ich are mo re 

familiar and demanding: "Stand in the door of the tent." 

According to Aschkenasy, "The sexual act, implied in the 

symbols of water, milk , and blanket, is interpreted by 

the man a1 a sign of his dominati~n over the woman, and 

results in a new relationship, one in which the woman i s 

seen as slave and the man as maste r . Ironically, the 

man is wrong; the sexual intimacy only gives him the 

illusion of power, while, in reality, it places him at 

the mercy o f the woman. " 5 

\. 

Mieke Bal, in her discussion of the story of Yael 

and Sisera Mul'der and Difference, echoes the argument 

that cer~ain images in the narrative add support for the 

assumption that a sexual theme i s presen~ in the text; 

the images she discusses are Yael offering Sisera milk, 

and her covering hi111 with a blanket. Regarding the 

milk , Bal . offers two possible arguments f or "'1'ch a 

•Aschkenasy, Op.Cit., p.171. 

5 Ibid., p. 171. 
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thematic asspciation. The first is · that the •ilk was 

u.sed to narcotize Sisera; and that Yael sought to •ake 

him drunk befor.; having ttie sexual inteq:ourse which 

ultimately would aake Si.sera a vulnerable, easy victia. 

The second argwnent is that the m!-lk ca.a froe Yael' s 

own breast. Regarding Y~el' s covering Sisera with a 

blan~et Bal claias that because "in the parallel story 

of Judith, the bed is carefully prepared, and the same ., 
verb appears," no "innocent" conclusion may be drawn."" 

The fifth chapter of the Book of Judges consists of 

the Song of Deborah. In . poetic verse, Deborah sings 

praises for Yael whO, she por!rays as a ~eroine of the 

people. The langu•ge here is significantly diff•rent 

fro• ·that of Chapter ·Fours one difference, scholars 

suggest, is that the i .. 99ry in Chapter Five isr almost 

explicitly sexual. Thus thi$ passage, ev•n 90re than 

the . precedi~g orie, illustrates the possibility that !he 

' biblical author intended for the reader to assu.e that 

Sisera was, in fact, &educed in Yael's tent: 

"Curse t1er6 z!" sa"id the ~ngel of the Lord. 
"Bl°tt.rly cur·&• its i'hhabitant!J, 
Because they c~ not · tq the aid .of the Lord, 
To the aid of ~~e Lord among the warriors. " 

1'1ost blessed of woee~ be Jael, 
Wife of .Heber ttie _kenite, .. 
1'1ost bl .. *-d of W091tn in tents. 
He asked for .wat•.l"r ' sh~ of1er~ ~ilkJ 
In • · prin·cely bow'l ··she brought hJ.• curds. 
Her Cleft l haod '.reached for the tent pin, 

attieke Bal, "urder and Difference, pp.1~-106. 
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Her right for th• work-n•1.s h._.r ~ 
She struck Sisera, crushed his head ~ 
s.as,.;9d and pierced his t .. ple. ' 
At h•r f .. t he s ank, lay outstretched 
At h•r f .. t h• ~nk, lay -still ; ' 
Wh•r• he sank, there he lay--destroyed. 

' Judges 5:24-27 

The incident described here is a second version ,of 

that · which is n.arrated in Chapter Four. Here the 

prophe~ O.bOrah exalts, Ya~ by placing her brutal murder 

of Sis.ra into the cont•xt · of divine justice. According 

to Deborah, a courageous Y.ael rej•cted her Kenite 

tribe's n•utr.ality, and indeptmdently chose to act - in 

accord· with her loyalty to the Israelites wi.th the end· 

result of having perfor.-d God's will. l .. 
Just as the earlier ~assage is rife with sexual 

tension, so too is this one. According ~o Aschkenasy, 

"Deborah's ode introduces an erot ic strai n in verse 27, . . 

which is usually translated as •at· h~r feet, he fell he 

lay } own:/ at her fee~ he fell'; the Hebr ew, howttver, is 

mor daring, since it reads •between her feet,' or, 

•betwe1tn h•r legs.• If we rH .. ber that the noun regel, 

~ leg,' carri .. sttxual connotatio,.,S in Hebrew, it is no 

wond•r that an ancien't •idrash concluded that Sisera had 

i.ntercour .. ·· wit.h .J.a•l. "'7 ..Z 

> 

?Aschk•~sy, Op.Cit., p.170. 
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r 
above.• I~ addition, Bal sees the· three v4'rbs kara •, 

natal. and •hakhav as part of a 
,> 

parailels · •ale sex~al res ponse. 

~ 
progression wh~ch 

~The ~hree verbs , 

'colla~sed ,' 'fell,' •1ay down,• for,111 a chronological 

ser ie,._, representing the success.ive phases of orgasm: 

the first signifies the orgasm itself, while the. moment 

immed~~ely afterwards is expressed by •to f;all'; the 

·· t h ird verb , 'to lie dc;>wn, ' would then express the post-

orgas•ic rest here equivalent to death. Those who 
I 

translate synonymically, on the other hand, represent 

three times a slackening, t hus censoring, along with the 

lyric procedure, th, dynaiaic; perspectivl\!, the detailed 

description of the event--a narrative mechanism- - and its 
, 

possible sexual connotations.•• 

~th B;al .and Aschkenasy reach the conclusion that a 

seduct.ion scene between ·YaeJ. and Sisera once existed, 

which at 

biblical 

~ome · point 

redactor;, 

was censored fra.i the text . by a 

' According to Bal, the two Judges 

passagtts vary significantl)'.r and thus each 111ust have 

been censor•~ differently,: "I n the narrati-ve, the 

solicitous wotaan nouri;ohas. ,the •an with her •ilk before 

covering hi• a second ti ... . There i's nothing of this in 

the song, which, on the co~t~ary, offers a violent 

description, ~h•~P a~ny, ~rga~, and birth are coexten-

_,.ieke Bal, Dp.'Cit., pp. 105-106; 

•.!!!!!!:..• p. 103; .. 

~6 
i: 

j 

: 



J ( 

' -· 
sive. If both texts imply sexual re1ations between the 

two characters even while they censor them, the form 

this description adopts and the possi bl e censorship 

implied is very different in each case."a.o 

Aschkenasy puts it differently: "Jael's se x ual 

tactic of luring the man is expunged from the story 's 

outer \ ayer , but is still woven i n t o the symbolic fabrit 

of this small drama. The result is a cleaned up version 

that is nevertheless vita lized by a darker side which 

ties Jael to all those women who thro ughout histo ry were 

forced to use their sexuality to gain their end-s. 

Significantly, the ;woman's sexual strength is always 

seen as a means by which the treacherous woman overpow-

ers the trusting man. The sexual a c t is never graphi-

cally depicted in the ancient document, but the act of 

killing is presented in gory cteta£1, and functions as an 

' objective correlative,' t o use T. S . Eliot's phraseo, of 

ttie sexual encounter." .... 

Ultimately, the issue of whether or not the text 

was at any point censored is not central to this study; 

what is i mportant is the understa~ding that even if 

neither the narrative of Chapter Four nor the poetic 

verse of Chapter Five explicitl ,y describe a seduction 

scene taking place f n Ya~l's tent, nevertheless, the 

1.0Jbid ., p.107. 

s1.Aschkenasy, Op.Cit., p.171. 
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reader understands it to have occurred. Thus a "darker 

side" of Yael is revea led, and she is placed into a 

ca tegory of women who make use o'f their sexual power by 

acting as temptres~es in order to overpower the men 

these women seek to destroy . 

·-
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MIDRASH, TALMUDIC AGGADAH, AND RABBINI C COMMENTARY 

Midrash, Talmudic aggadah, and rabbinic commentary 

a l most uniformly ' praise Yael's va l or in murdering 

Sisera. Clearly, the overriding principle guiding this 

praise is the supreme i mportance of acting out of 
\. 

loyalty to Israel. Yael is held high as a paradigm of 

the devoted Jewish woman willing to sacrifice a sacred 

elem~nt of her personal ethic f or the good of the 

Ration . Yet the reade r will see that while the rabbinic 

material overtly acclaims Yael's boldness, simultaneous-

ly much of it also tr~nsmits a i strong message which is 

none too flattering about women who act with su.ch 

independen ce. The message which these texts s t ate 

clearly is that women must not be allowed to act in the 

strong and forthright manner demonstrated by Yael. 

Much but not all o f the rabbinic material addresses 

' directly the sexual component o f the story. Of this, 

the araount of material which suggests that Yael seduced 

Sisera into having inten:ourse with her outweighs that 

which offers a denial of this claim . There is o ne 

midrash which refutes altogether the sexual component 

that is stated repeatedl y in a number of other sources. 

Interestin9ly, al 1 talmudi.c . aggadot mentioning Yael 

portray her as erotic temptress. The rabbinic commenta-

tors of the medieval period and later bring forth much 
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o f this Tannaitic and ' Amoraic material as they add thei r 

o wn perspective. 

1. Midrash 

A. Number s Rabbah X.2 

"If anyone, man or woman, expl~citly utters a 
nazirite's vow, to set himself apart for the 
Lord, he shall abstain from wine and any o ther 
in\e.x.icant ••. " 
<Nufhbers 6: 2> 

"Or as he that 1 ieth upon the top of a mast" 
<Proverbs 23:34>; that alludes to SiseYa. 
What i~ written of him? "And twenty years he 
mightily oppressed the children of I srael" 
(Judges 4:3). ~ What was his end? Because he 
abused and reviled while also oppressing them 
he died an ignominious death, for He delivered 
him into the hand of a woman; as you read, 
"For th·e Lord wi\l give Sisera over j.nto· the 
hand. of a woman" ( Judges 4r9>; for this reason 
it says, "As he that lieth," which alludes to 
Sisera, of whom it is written, "At her feet he 
sunk, he fell, he lay" (Judges 5:27>. "Upon 
the top of a mast" <hebel >, for Jael "wounded" 
Chiblatu from haba1l him in the head with the 
pin that was in the tent; hence it is written, 
"Her hand she put to the tent-pin, and her 
right han~." (Judges 5:26>; measure for 
measure. 12 

' B. Leviticus Rabbah XXIII.9-10 

"You shal 1 not c?py the practices of the land 
of Egypt where you dwelt, or of the land of 
Canaan to which I am taking you; nor shall you 
fol low their law. My rules alone shal 1 you 
observe9 and faithfully follow MY. laws: I the 
~ord am your God. You shall keep My laws and 
l'ly rules, by the pursuit of which man shal 1 
live: I am the ~ord." CLeviticus . 18:3-5) 

12H. Freedman and Maurice Simon, eds., Numbers 
Rab bah, trans. Jud~h Slotk i, pp. 342 - 343. Unless 
otherwise . noted, all translations of l'lidrash Rabbah 
appearing in this t~xt are .cited fr_ota t _he Freedman and 
Simon ~ition of that midrashic comp1lat1on. 
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R .' Hiyya taught: Why is "I am th~ Lord" 
written twice? It implies: I am He who 
inf 1 icted punishment upon the Generatio n of 
the Fl ood, upon So_dom, and upon Egypt, a,.;d 1 
am the same w_ho w.tll _inflic t punishment upon 
any one who w.ill act .in accordance with their 
practice ••• ! am ' He who requit~d Joseph Jael 
and Palti the son of Laish, and I will' in th~ 
future pa y reward to any one who acts in 
accordance with their deeds ••• Ther~were three 
who f~ed from transgression and with whom the 
Ho l y\. One, blessed be He, united His name . 
They are: Joseph, Jael, and Palti. How do we 
know it of Joseph ? Because it says, "He 
appointed it in Joseph for a testimony" 
<Psalms 81:6 } . What is the implication of the 
expression Yehosef? God <yah> testifies in 
regard to him that he did no t touch Potiphar's 
wife. Whence of Jael? From the fact that it 
says , "And Jael went out to meet Sisera •• • and 
s he covered him with a semikah" ( Judge 4:18) . 
What_):.s-- the meaning of " with a semikah?" Our 
Rabth.s here C Pale!#tinel sa~ it means with a 
sudra, while our Rabbis there CBabylonl say it 
means with a cloak. Resh Lakish remarked: We 

·y have searched t .he wh~le of the Ser ipture and 
h•ve not found any article the name of which 
is semi kah. What then is a seiaikah? It 

\ 

denotes: she111i koh 01y name is hewre>; My name 
testifies in regard to her that this wicked 
fellow had no fOntact with her . Whence of 
Palti? One verse says, "Now Saul had given 
Michal his daughter, David's wi fe, to Palti 
the son of Laish" <I Samuel 25:44>, and 
another v~rse says, "Paltiel" CII Saqaoel 
3:15>, thus calling him Palti,'-as wel l as 
Pal tiel. ~ took away the name Pal ti and who 
gave h~ the name Pal tiel? The fact is that 
the additional !!.!. <God) indicates: I [says 
Godl testify, in regard to him that he had no 
cont•ct with David's wife. 

This 111idrash states emphatically and unambiguously 

that when Sisera .was in Yael's tent; he "had no contact 

with her." No argCiment · can be positltd that thi5 t~t 

suggests anything other than a flat denj•l that in the 

interaction between Yael and Sisera there was anythil\q 
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resembling a s educ t ion.; neverthe less , it is not diffi ­

cult to ascertain the claim to which the author of this 

text may have been responding . As the f ollowing ~ggadot 

demonstrate, there were ' certainly those wh o read 

seduction i nto the biblica l text . • One almost detects a 

sense of appal 1 on the part of the composer of this 
\, 

mid rash at the notion that Yael, the national heroine, 

may have e n gaged i n sexual intercour s e in a strategy 

aimed at preparing her prey f o r the kill. In an effort 

t o redeem ...-her reputation, the author makes a case for 

God ' s presence dwelling in the tent, nay, in the essence 

o f the very blanket wi th which Yael cove~ed Sisera as he 

lay in bed before her . 

It is worth noting a contrast be t ween the portrayal 

o f Yael i n the above midrash , and that of Yehosef and 

Paltiel. Whereas the latter two are praised for no t 

touching the teapting woaen in their midst, Yael is 

praised not because she d i d not tempt Siser a , but 

because Si~ra did not .initiate any physical contact 

with her. Th .is language r eflects an attitude that 

co.-only declares women to be the passive r ecipients o f 

s exua l advances f rom thei r mal e neighbors . According to 
~ 

this vi~ the most assertive action a wQman can take 

s e xually is to make herself as temptipg and irresistible 

as possible. Here Yael is praised for not having done 

this. In the following aggadot , she is prais ed for j ust 
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the revttrse. 

2 . Talmudi c Aggadah 

A. Megi."l la I Sa 

The Rabbi s taught: There have been four women 
of surpassing beauty in t h e wo Y ld - -Sa~ah 
Rahab , Abigai 1 and Esther-_ Ac cording to th~ 
one who says that Esther was s allow Vasht i 
sho uHf be i nserted in place o f Es ther.' 
Our Rabbis taught: Rahab inspired lu~t by her 
na111e; Jael by her voice; Abigail by h e r 
memor y ; Michal daughter o f Saul by he r 
appearance. R. Isaac sa i d: Wh o ever says , 
"Rahab, Rahab", a t o n ce has an iss ue. Said R. 
Na hman t o him: I s ay Raha b, Rahab , and noth i ng 
h appens to me! He replied: I was speaking of 
o ne who k nci\'.)s her and is i n timate wi th her . • 02 

B. Nazir 23b 

R. Nahman b. I s aac said: A transgressio n 
performed with good intention is better than a 
precept performed with evil intention. But 
has not Rab Judah, citing Rab, sald : A man 
sho uld al ways O CCUPY. himself with the Torah 
and Cits] precepts , e~en t hough i t be for some 
ulterio r mo tive, for the result wi 11 be that 
he will eventually do them without ulterior 
motive?--Read then: CA transgression performed 
with good intention isl as good as a precept 
perfor1111rd for il n ulterior motive, as it i s 
written, "Blessed above wo men shal l Jael be , 
the wife of Heber the Kenite. Above women in 
the tent shall. she be blessed" and by "women 
in the tent", Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Leah 
are 1Mtant. 
R. Johanan said: That wi e ked wretch CSiseraJ 
had seven fol d intercourse (with JaelJ at that 
ti•e , as it says, " At her feet he s unk, he 
fttll, he lay" ; etc. But she derived pleasure 
fro,. his i nter courtoe?--R. Johanan· said: Al 1 
the favors of the wi cked are' e v il t o the 
rightttous, for it says , " Take heed to thyself 
that thou speak not · t o Jacob either good o r 

1 ~1. Epstein, ed., The Babylo nian Tal•ud: Megi lla, 
15a. Unless o therwise s tated , all translations frOftl the 
Baby l o nian Talmud are citltd fro• the Epstein edition. 
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b<1d." <Ge!'1esis 31:24) Now [that he was· not 
speak] bad we can understand, but why w.;as 

• i:iot to speak good? Thus it may proper 1 y 
inferred that .the good of such a one is 
evil. 

C. Yebamoth 103a-103b 

t o 
he 
be 
an 

R. Johanan said: That profligate had seven 
sexual connections on that day; for it is 
said, "Between her feet he sunk, he fell, he 
lay~- a1: her feet he sunk, he fell; where he 
sunR, there he fell down dead." But, surely, 
she derived gratification from the transgres­
sion! - -R. Johanan replied in the name of R. 
Simeon b. Yohai : All the favor s of the wicked 
are evil for the righteous. For it is said, 
"Take heed to thyself that thou speak not to 
Jacob either good or evil." <Genesis 31:24> 
Now, as regards evil, one can perfectly. well 
understand [the meaning], but why n o t good? 
From here t heri it may be inferred that the 
favor ·o f the wick~ is evi~ for the righteous. 

There, one can well see the reason, since he 
might possibly mention t o him the name of his 
idol; what evil, h'oweveY, could b e i nvol ved 
heYe?--That of infusing her with sensual lust. 
For R. Johanan gtated: When the serpent 
copulated with Eve, he infused her with lust. 
The lust of the Israelites who stood at Mount 
Sinai, came to an end, the lust of the 
i dolaters who did not stand at Mount Sinai did 
not come to an end. 

D. Niddah 55b 

Come and hear : There are nine fluids of a 
zab • •• [including] the milk of a woman, since 
it is written, "And she opened a bottle of 
milk, and gave him drink." <Judge~ 4 : 19) 
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3. R•bbinic Coll'l!llentary 

A. Rashi: 

A skin of milk ( Judges 4:19>: She gave hi m 
milk because i t slackens the body and causes 
drowsiness.'• 

B. Radak: 

Blessed ( Judges 5:24>: Meroz sha ll be cursed, 
but Y~l shall be blessed , for s he hastened to 
come to God's aid right in the place where she 
was, in her tent; and she shall be more 
greatly blessed than the other women who dwell 
in tents. 

He asked for water, she gave him mil k (Judges 
5:25>: In order to make him dr owsy; so t hat he 
would fall asleep quickly, given his e xhaus ­
tion combined with the ~il k which he drank--so 
that he would no t feel her smiting him. 

At her feet he sank, lay still <Judges 5:27>: 
It is customary that bibli cal language doubles 
words in order to strengthen their meaning. 
And the meaning o f "he fe11 a fall" i s that he 
had no resistance and no recovery; that is 
what is meant by "Whet e he sank, there he lay­
- destroyed." And there is a distant midrasfl 
which claims that because h is death is de;­
scribed with ~even expressions for falling, 
sinking, laying down--thus that evil one mus t 
have had sexual inter cour s e with Yael seven 
tir1es that day . But that which they wrote 
above about the word semikah refutes th is 
111idrash . .. 5 

C. Eliyyahu Rabbah 

For what reason was Jael, Heber's wife <J udges 
4:11-17), accorded a distinction not accorded 
to any other woman in that deliverance came t o 
Israel through her'.? Because she was a woman 
o f worth who ,did her hus band' s "1ill . Ini:leed 

.. •A• .J. 
Translation, 
p.33. 

Rosenberg, ed ., Judges: A New Enalish 
trans. Avrohom Fishelis and Shmuel Fiselis , 

&•Ibid., p.46. 
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it is well said that no woman 
regarded as worthy unless s he 
husband' s wil1 . 1• 

is to be 
d oes her 

[Judg111ent decreed thatl as a reward for Jael, 
wife o f Heber the Kenite, who did the will of 
he r husband, there ca.e a great deliverance 
(fo r Israel] through her.~7 

ed ., Eliyyahu Rabbjt\
1
'

1
, p.157. &""Gera ld Friedlander, -- · 
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MODERN FICTION 

Included in this section is the poem "Yael an~ 
Sisera" by Micah Joseph lebensohn, and the short story 

"Yael 's Deed" by Yaakov Cohen. The contemporary 

mater~l discussed in the introduction to this chapter -­

" The Wife of Heber the Kenite" by Amy Blank, and the 

modern midrashi c piece by Naomi Graetz --appear in ful I 

in Appendi x A. 

lebensohn's poem is a wonderful depiction of events 

a nd the tho ught process which occupied Yael moments just 

before and after her murder C1'f Sisera. The poem is full 

of contrast, as it portrays Yael as a woman t oYn by 

conflict. Initially the scene is set with a descY1ption 

of brave DeboYah fighting in battle while Yael quietly 

worries about the fate of the nation in the pYivacy of 

her own tent . Sisera appears at her tent, and ,begs to 

be considered as a mere suffeYing mo Ytal, not as a 

vicious enemy warrior. As he sleeps, Yael is faced with 

the option of acting either a s the Angel of Merc y OY as 

the Angel o f Death. Inside her, the voice of universal 

ethics wages a battle against the .voice of the nation, 

and ul ti·mate'l y the patriotic impulses prove styongeY . 

Yael ki lls SiseYa, though not without much angst. In 

~one l us ion, the people led by Deborah sing a song o f 

victory and praise for Yael, and she realizes that her 



_f ., 

•urderous sin ha&~n exonerated. 

Cohen•~ short story involves the K 
. / 

enite women, most 

of who. react hostilely to Yael when they 'discover what 
I 

she has done'. The '°'°'-n condemn her for performing the 

unwoaanly act of murders for _ violaiHng the laws of 

hospitality; for offering to Sisera deceptively warm 

words ot we ~ome; and for seducing him sexualiy. An old 

woean .overhears the gossipl!rs, and puts the. to sha•e. 

She cl\ides the• by praising Yael for sacrificing her 
I 

"final offering, her wat11an's honor" for the sake of the 
' 

~tion, and instructs them to ~eep quiet. 
I 

Both L•bensohn anti Cohen, .. through the fiction . . ...... 

presen~ed her•, suggest that in a ti•• of national 

crisis, co••i tting a 'transgression fo-r the sake of 
. . I 

· patri9tic duty may be the 90St noble and- •thical conduct 

an individual can perfor•. 

1 

.. : · 

: 
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Yael and Sisera 

By Micah Joseph Lebensohn 

"A powerful one did ndt fall at the hand of the migh ty 
Through the hand of a wo.an God!s ene.ny was shattered." 

Judith 16 

From the heights of Mount Tabor to the field of battle 
A young w~'s voice shall thunder, and it shall sunder 

the earth 
J She went out to battle to g reet one who tramples her 

land 
Shouting thunderbo lts--she came in fire, 
It is Deborah ! She who judges in Jeshurun, 
La pidoth' s wife/ ' spitfire' in ' battle she is a blazing 

fla1ae, 
There in Canaan where her people were oppressed she 

shall fight 
And vengeance now burst from her right hand 
The people came sparsely ~ but wit~ the warring God/Lord 

of Hosts, ( ___.-
In God's na.-e and with ~·s st"r,rrQ\h there she shall do 

wonder; 
A9ainst nine hundred chario~s of soldiers, _Sisera too 
A young woman stand firm, fearlessly bold, 
Against terrors of death, against •ilitary bowaaen, 
She draws near with only a sword in her right hand 
And like a sickle to ears of corn she shall reap enemy 

soldiers, 
Like a lioness s he wades to her neck in blood. 
When their arrows hit h~r they only disintegrate , 
And by . her sword all fell like straw 
Aalidst myriads of corpses fallen soldiers of war 
Stood the prophet, like 6od she is vengeant 
Love of her homelan~ strong as death 
Oaring in the valley of the shadow of death 
Risking her life she went out to greet destruction, 
Fro• the hand of the violent o ppressor . to redeem the 

land -
She tra•pled 1 ike an insect the one who traapled her 

land 
And Deborah procl~illied the n..e Yinnon with the ri s ing 

sun. 

* * * * 
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Before a tent o pening Yael s tood 
Her spirit depressed, lamenting 
Grieving for her people, her land, 
She knew tha t ~oday the prophet .fought, 
Therefore she shivers and shakes, expressing her terror: 
Perhaps Sisera has begun to oppress her people even 

more . 
She was still afraid, disheartened, 
When suddenly a man fleeing from battle came before her, 
Weary, wounded, with nothing left o f him but a breath, 
Dripping blood and covered with dirt, 
His eye t~shadow of death, his face . parched, 
And his wound not bandaged, gaping • . 
"Have pity upon me, " he calls. "Save one on the verge 

o f col lapse, 
I am Sisera ! Do not be afraid, do not tremble, 
Your eyes do not see the officer of an enemy army; 
Rather, behold, one who fle.es from battle, from 

slaughter has come to you! 
Alas, there the young woman crushes me, 
And pursues me with her sword in her right hand 
Woe, all •Y armies fell in the war, 
And s he still thirsts fo r my bloo~, eager for revenge, 
Save •e fro. dying in a vengeant murder, 
Behold I might see your benevolence appear on your brow, 
And give .me a resting plac~ in this peaceful ab0de, 
There where it is pea ceful I shal 1 die or regain my 

strength." -

* * * * 
And the cheeks of Yael, why have they paled? 
Why does her face here suddenly darken, 
Like a fiery hell, how ~er eyes do burn, 
Why is· she afraid; her knees tret11bling? 
Woe, a terrible thought comes to her mind, 
Gh&Stly as death, like Sheol pure terror, 
And her spine chill'ed, her face blanched, 
And with this thought her blood fYoze in her. 

* * * * 
Then she quickly lead him to the rooa of her tent, 
There he collapsed, sh~ cov~ted him with· a blanke~ . 
"Alas, xael, you have saved m~ lif~ ~r~ d~~truction . 
But a feverish thirst burns like f~re within me, 
A little cold water put out a strange fire 
Be so kind, bring .e drink, revive me, 

extend . " Perhaps the life you ~-·~ given _.e you aay 
And sh• brought hi• •ilk in a mighty mug 
And he dr~nk, and his thirst was quenched--ar:td he 

revived. 

' 

was 
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"How gpod you are, young woman, more p recious 
fortunes of gold!" 

Sisera called and he cried:--
"Your eyes have pitied an enemy of your people, 
So too the Mer ciful God shall also reward you." 

• * • • 

And why does she lower her eyes to the ground, 
And why does she turn her f ace from him, 
Why can she not look into his c rying eyes 
Why do his words l~~ swords cut her heart? 
He falls as1eep and his slu•ber is sweet 

. ' And s l o wl y Yael slips out of the room. . 

* * • * 
Al as , she cried , my pain is mo rtal and enduring, 
Woe, if •Y heart even entertains the idea of murder, 
My hair stands on end from fear, 
If it depresses me , the spirit in me is sorrowful, 
And what if I do e xecute my strategy? 
A sword can be grounded through or1e l ying down, 
If I use my sword against o ne lying sereneiy 
Upon an exhausted one dozing calmly, 
Inno cently not knowing that a murderer lurks 
H~w sweet .is his sleep, resting tranquil 
Perhaps even i n h is dream appears my mercy. 

than 

How terrible it would be should h'e a waken, before his 
, eyes 

Yael with a murderous weapon unstable as water, 
This is treacherous Yael, she shall do him in. 
She who saved him in order t o kill him, 
She who111 he blessed: "As your ey~s have pitied 
So too the '1erc~ful God shall r~ward you"-­
Thus he blessed me and now he sleeps restfully , 
And now h• shall bless •e perhaps in his sleep, 
And I--while he sleeps--shall take his life, 
I shall •urder a man who calM! in good faith, 
While he trusted h~isarmed hi•self . . 
While tears of tha.iks have not yet dried o n his face, 
I shal l coaapleaient these tears with blood, 
And shall I break this peace with the blood of war? 
I shall not! I shall not change. light to dark, 

~I shall yet retain my int~grity--and I shall · not spill 
the blood of Sisera!--

But I hear another voice speaking, responding, 
The voice of a people already despoiled twenty years, 
It is the voice of my people ba.barding •y ears 

llli'ghtily, 
And filling my heart with heat to kill, to •urder, 
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There sleeps restfully t he o p pressor and . plunderer of 
the land, 

He devastated totally thousands of my people 
He did not heed the lament of a mother whdse child he 

ravaged 
And why should not his mother too become childless, 
Why should a man who has no compassion sleep and liv • 
Did he not rob sleep frO.. all eyes? ' 
If he awakens, wi 11 he not be even s tronge r and more 

v i o lent, 
And with his iron heart he sh al 1 continue to crush my 

people, 
And the blo&$3 of my people, alas, cries to me from the 

soil: 
"Empower yourself, Yael, take revenge!" 
My people and he--how can they balance equally on my 

scales? 
Be silent, my pounding heart ! Turn away from me, fear, 
Come murder and rise from the depths of the grave, 
Banish pity from my heart, all mercy and complacency, 
Fill my innocent heart with the rage of a v iper, 
Cover me with your c loak, with your cloak of blood, and 

replace the flesh of my heart witb stone, 
So that it shal 1 not hear I the voi i;e of woe nor under -

stand mercy, 
Place darkness over my eyes so they shall not see 
The deed which my hands s hal l commit in the room, 
And may your viper's venom hiss from terror! 
And in a moment lick the blQod o f this slain one. 

* * * *~ 
The n she grasped a stake and mallet, 
Nearing the room she stood on the threshold , 
And to land a ~ighty blow .she raised her arm, 
Suddenly ' she stood treaibling, afraid, 
And extended like an upright nail she stood, 
Her ear harkened to a voice of fear and ~error, 
The voi·ce of Sisera ~peaking with all his . heart , 
Fro• the depths of sleep, from sleep on hi s eyes: 
"No., young woman! ·Woe, dreadful ~ne! . 
Like Deborah she stings, inflicts turmoil, · 
She thundeYs at Barak, they sha l l destroy slain ones , 
And they swallow blood of the slain like r~vers, 
And to devour al 1 my soldiers, 'woe, to her teeth , 
Al•s, she. is nQt ye.t ·sated_ from devouting and her eyes 

are still looking ravenously, 
Woe fr~ a distance sh• sa~ 11e as well, 
And' she sharpened. her eye .and like an eagle she swooped 

d<>Wn 
And already she gnashed her teeth to swallow 111e, too 
And she brandished her sword to split open 11Y skull, 
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Then •n angel of God descende d and the heavens reached 
down t o me, 

And anointed •e, secretly covered me with his wings 
To rescue. me fr~m Deborah , this . plague and destructlon 
He grasped •Y right hand with 111ercy •nd gentleness 
Surely He will lead•• to that ~ent over there ' 
And he wil 1 slake my ' thirst, selah." ' 
"You are Yael ••• " <And at this voice she comes to the 

threshold 
'-

like a burst o f mountain thunder she trembled abashed 
and beads of sweat spread over her face) . 
Yael, it (5 you!- - You are a ray from t~e heavens !- ­
Why do you wail, my mother ! Wh y do you l ook o ut 

window 
Here, over here, cast your gaze 
And see an angel from on high sheltering your s on , 
And bless this young woman, bless God." 

* * * * 

the 

She was still standing at the thresho ld to hearken and 
to lie in wait 

And each word crushed her heart like a sword, 
And in her hand the tent-pin and malle; stirred, 
Thinking whether she sho~ld enter or leave the room, 
Thus he stood almost trembling, terrified, 
~nd quickly exploded a l ov~ of homeland, ( 
And with a daring spirit she lifted it, / 
And on it wings she caJDe i~~ ~~ 

* * * * 
Now there is not a sound, just silence selah, 
A terrible silence surrounding her tent-­
Suddenly the groaning of one slain thunders 
Above the sound of blows the sound of a pounding blow 
<This sound still horrifies all who gu•rd a friend, 

it melts all hearts, agitates all who hear it> 
Fol lowed by a mortally wounded voice, the voice of a 

dying •an, 
His utterance is barely audible~ut it can be heard: 
"Yael, you are my angel--the a ngel of death!" 
And silence, the silence of the shadow of death, 

returns. 

* * * * 
Heber' s wife rushed out of the room , 
Her face white as the dead, 
Her eyes like lightening rolling in her, 
Blood flowing from her pal~s, 
Between her eyes was •ark~ the sign of m~rder, 
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" The glory of h~r brow sta~ned with spilled b l ood, 
She stood like a marble pil lar, stand ing silently 
Trembling for some minutes from f oot to head ' 
As if sh~ had s~epped into the hole o f a vip~r: 
As her lips moved her vo ice could not be ~eard 
Intermittently s~e gazed at the room, ' 
And instant l y her f ace turned away, 
Then her heart heaved a sigh o f h~ ho~or , 
For her eyes saw a terrible sight ther e 
Thus without a word s he was alone, shocked 
For this evil murder she could not be solaced . 

* * * * 
Sudden l y there was heard too the sound of her people 

rejoicing, 
The so und of a peop le returning vic t orious from the 

battlefield. 
"Ah ! "--cried Vael--"This joy is not my joy. 
I did not murder my armed warr iors , o nl y o ne who sought 

refuge in my shade ." 
She wa s s till s peaking when to her ear rang 

voices o f myr iad o~ t he nation like the roaring sea 
eX'Ult i ng. ' 

"Let us praise Yael"--the multi tude s hou ted for joy-­
"Her hand s dis patched our foe to Sheol." 
And Deborah before them in reddened garment~ , 
And Barak with his army rushed in front, 
And O~borah sang boldly a song of prai?e to God 
And "Blessed among wo men is Yael," she said. 
"Among wocnen is Yael blessed," ttie whol e people 

i:esponded . . 
And Vael's sp~rit revived as she listened and answered: 
I have been living with this people a nd ;n their la{ld I 

seek refuge, 
. And for its welfare and peace how could I no t yearn 
It is the voice of this people! And it calms the 

a gitation of my heart, 
It exonerates my sin, cleanses the ~lood of my palm, 
And the voice of the prophet comes from on hi9h 
This is a s ign to me that God ha s approved of my deeds . 

44 

) 

' I 



,. 1' 

,,.,~~ "~~it "':~7' 
.n"!Y, :;i'Rl Dkz;>I? ~ :l! ;R? 

·:rf:P 'P71 :'II? :ii;i~t:' 11"!f1'?? 
':r~1; ~r~ .:i:;tt i'tJ ~ 
.:i'?~ :i~'? °'J? K:U P'!-' ,'i;i 
.:i?:;i~ 111.' ~? .ll~? o'i;< 

.:rm u·:i.,;i ;we rntr:11 
• ? • ., • • • •• • 

-:r~: Ut~?, :'I~ :I! P"!'".I'?' 

,l.i.~·'?i:i , ".''!> "'?~~ ,1~'? '':I 
.l;'l~9? :l?'Z?t? ,:!?! »1? rt'# 

.n!J!I? .~ ~ :~''?H'~' ."i:i· 
.111)'1ip ·~ Otc? :i~~ 111?~ 'II:! 

:1:1! Ol_t 11U? D'!?, D:'!> Cl?'? 

.-~~':' ~l .'!'~ :'?'i,ti:i 
. ··~·i:ry{I "Ii» •'? ~ C":I) "?iK 

,:'l?'J: :i?i;i ~15 .,~'??' 
t l'T?~ ,., Vm D!:. "Vi:l ~ 

1-:t;?.:'Ji:il] :ii:~ .'\l?'IC :11 :ii:· 
- ::rw, \1•:p ~\ IC"!'?'I? IM,Y, 

.'!J:r:P 10i:i 11~:P ~ .,!U ~­
. ·'!J~~ '1bf. P. Tilt' °'ti II! T? 

.ir:r:p::i 'T""!lll :inti :1? ~\ 
~15 :II]~\~~ :l! :'II!' 

I"!! 11,'? nU'lJ?? 1'~ lll!I 
.nr.~ ~~CTI! m 
.nr,~i;i 'r. .,'Wl' ~ ~ 

~'!i"' "t;':s:i ."1? ~'?~~ :irp, 
- .:i~ ~! "f11:! .,l? ~l? .,l! 

·tu?~~~ :1-r~~;:i ai1' '? tl~T. 
~·':! "!-~ ·~'? i1~ 1?'? 

·~?, ;u:J? °'l? K11?'1? i~ •'z1x 
•'T°!: 101'. .»J; ~ ~'? 'liP 

·:r1~ It-? J'Y.I? D! 0'!( Cicz;'J? 
W"lR~' 111:! u rte .¥\:s9 ·'l:~ 

,:urn P?.iV! lll1 :iii; Dl 

·"911?~ 1'~9 ·11Jlil~ "f~ 
,\"i»D' D:t'D ~n 16 t'lllDI 

• f" • • I\ •• t 
:'r~::i n0'? 09 - x1?,: - ~ ·i;:1n· 

:'r~i;i 'ir)'l;I .,':! l'?ii;t K11?'1? 
• 11:!'! "!!; ,~ It-?~ ,r.J K., 
q~'?I:! It-? P. "9F.I? .:11r,i;i 01 
~~~l~'m~·~IM 
ncm ..,n11 ~·D•:i ;ui.,n:11 

• • ..,. • • • • 1 •• 

,:iDn'm:i 1'nl1 •11iK:1J .,::> ,"i:i 
"~~· ~~~ ·,~~ ·~ ,·!?,~' 

·"'n or.p 1109 ~ ·r~::i 
.~ ~ ~· '-!?'? :l\D ;i~ F.' 

. .!Jbt> lfl:t ·'? el~~ ·~, 
·~~il<P!ll$'?~~ 

ll?'J'?'? :i~?, .,bz:' .,:} 'l?i.,9D 

:ii;>~ PP.~'1 :i9?!' ?Ir 0!'1: 
;'ll;<f. Y)?,'? :!~"!~ Ol?h 11K"!Y,? 

.:i~~ l<'".1 OI_<~ - ~'? D'P.1~' 
.n~~,~ )1.,~-~ l<':') tx•:,i ;'l")l :1;1 

.n~~., 01,< ::!")?,~ nTI'~'? n~ 

\J~'? :11?!' cs:i?~ ~ m~:;i 
.~"?~"!'1?'1?;'11:'!'1111>?,!' 

,nlK~~:} .,':!Cl? 1~ :ii;<? C!' 0?'?~ 

:111111u ~ti~ ~7' \D~:;i 
.,rr K.,D'c 'rn :i~ mKD wn:i 

• ., • t I • - 1' T • - t • 

.is:ii;> ''?11? ~~ ·:19?l? :1~1){1 
.11~?. 'l?I., 'rl) ~ .n~ 11\:i?~ .,~ 

11~ ~".') :i!"?·:;i 'l1i;i ll:! 
.C'r??. ""r:i .,Xf.t;' c-'?;;i °'!'?r' 

c•oi:i iKU iP ;ann ":'lK':I~:) . ,. ·- - '" " " .. , . 
"'~~: l~ lz>~I) ~?~ 

'°'I?! c'n ,oP.~ "~11'.1 'I?'?' 
119~7'? 'rs:i ·'?'?'J ""W ~r1 r~ 
,tu:~ K"::W "~? ,:"It'"'~:, :tt~ 

11'JD:) :nY.I AA'T'711> n:i:nc ,. ... , . , . , .. , ...... 
n?~~ ~~ :"lrif!::t ~7 ~ 

·'f"l.P. M"l.Y,'? ~ 'l?~ ~! ~ 
·T1fo:' T~l'.I n>' f!!\n ~ 

~1? =1'? "fl~ ~ 'cz:!\, N$ 
·~Ill? JI~ C! :inr. ~"!' 

"' 



,, , 

l:'IO'N :'l'i N - 1:'10.,P:'I , ;"l'il(-. ,"': . . ..... 
,:'11?1:'11?::- 1'1?¥J;i lll'I) ~ :i;1::i·p 

.D'~'?Q l':>'I?'. · i'1~ ':>J! o~;ry 
,O"?nl::I lll?P 0 :'1 0"111;1 'IJ1 i 

• • , . 1 • - • ., .. . 

;r1w .,I< ,:i. -:''l·n ;::> nii::i'n 
• <r• ';' • • • • • 

,;r1•p nl•um :im1 1<., i\P ,•itt ' f" .. I .. , . 

, :'lt;lfl. j:'lM1,~ •i:-11< Cl!! :t:iK 

• :ii;i~"'\ 1~R1 ~tll *?Tl) 
.~?~; 'l)\K J'9 Ill :1?,1~ 1t~1 

,:?!s~? '"'!?,1?, :'l-?1ry "Jl?lP~) 
,D:r?~ C'.l ?~ 1~'?!? 1!: 115 

.c:l?P.~ c? :? 112 ll\"mt' 
1\noi 1::11 11 :'11l:l1!J C.,D 

- ... t ~ • 1 • - .. 

.Tiry~? :in~~ Tl?'~ ?'1~: 

.:i?:ik :io:i ·ini· ne::i T<ll 
• T'l • ' • • 1- • T 

• ·:i?~ ::i?~ ?,~: 'lil<l)~ :i1.:1~?1 
:'1~1 '11:?-? II'".' :'1? ?i?'riJ ... i;i~ ':?:" 

:i~?:i :ii;ii:i 0·1~ en rep 
(c•oK ?P ~1!l n• •0•011 

• • • • 1 • - - • I 

- I 0:1?~".l l~'?I? - I 1:'~ 1<';1 ~~ , ?l!: 

'l?'Y.~I) :ii :'II? l'J?~ ~= 1?-:iJ? 

'It~ '!l~!'~ I<: Di?~ :'l!::i 
.~~ '!!1$'?1? ?~I? 1~? ·~;1 

.·m?1<? -:>1::i \1 :ia.,P ·::11::11 
• ftY • 1 t' • I '" • t t' 

::i11$ il)?1 rn~? '11:?~ =1"!\P K'".1 
,::i1ro :1::>? ;i;c 'r.> ??\Dm 

'I t' 1' 1' • y • t' • I 

.?'11P.I?' ii): un "1:1' 
.n:illln aan \K IO::in :i.,in DI< . ,. ... . ,. . '.. . 
.n-nn., 1\0:'l"Tl tilltl:i> :'l'!llP :i!l 

'IT ,. y l" • I • t' I • 

.n1?1z> f'11S n~nl! Vr:t T°'Ji>J'.ll 

. n~ iij:i 1'1? ry11: flt:·~ 

.ri;.? l!"'l~;i ''?!! ~?~ nis 
·::i~ Pi;>~ x7 l? i'!!'t:i~ wi;i 

:-;:ii;i K., :ii?? io~ ~ :i'{i::>~ 
.r.~ ,., :i?~~ v~ ·i:i: flt: :'11? 

tr.¥ .,~!;> ~ "n K., 111:'1::i 

.~h~ ti.; '!'!?'' r'?.: '? K7".1 
. ~1· ·~p 1\1< ,., ;nii ::i?:n 

• t • • 1' "'a • "' I 

: :ir!~I? •? o-r;;i~ .11~ .'!?? ''?11 

•! :ii;ir,p 'J<'?'? ·'?: ·l "!.: ·i:c?i;i· 
!1n' 11<1" 'lTKO:l:'I -1(\;n 'OP 

... t• • • ' . • • • 

,11)~ '~I? 110 !'J?: ·~?Di 
.nry!ry '?-~l?l? n'?~ n~;. Kill 

.n1.:1i; Jn ?? .'l '?r:> 0111 o~ 

.C·l?t'".' ' l '? P,'~ nl?Q? 1<'?1? 

,0"91ry "'l?9? .'19? :i'r?J?~ 
·RI! u 11!l:'1 19~ '?'? i;i~1 

, )~~ I<., i\?'~l '<:1 ?i? Pf?'f: ?; 
:ir!~;i ·'?1'? n1i :r. ~ ·rl? ?? 

,'11-tlPn 11nl .,. ?PD!l nK ' , .. , ... , . ~ ., . ': 

lli'"lt. ID~: K~ ~Ki '¥,l!Jl 

·'i'": ~') i\l1 :'1! 'f?~ ''?"!' 

,n?Y,1?' ii::? i-; :i~~ ~ 
~?! \99 '7? .,1~'? ~"JP.I'.' 

.~"lf'J 'l'~ 0"71?~ nui?".''?°' 
.~: ~'? ·:r'!I?? ~;I? Jl)I] 

·"?~! :;~?. .,l?~I?~ 1'?'"?' 
.:i~??. ~!ti Cl""!~ n~ '7\;:i 
.•:i~'? 11~~ .,;1i-1<1r11 ?\p 
t'-T!'? ~ ~ .~U 'P.J?:?I? 

\ -

. n~l_11:11l'! •.;u<~l? .:iJ<;?. ·11< 

,n~; J1 • n 1!< '?? 1~' C!< .'11< 

.:'l')l?l? iry~D ·oxi I\")~,!! 
•"'')~ ' ? 'l)n .':J'? r·~ 1<1:'1 OK 

•l'?,'1?'! TIP Q! 'J'.'~! OJ( :'If?\ 

,11?,'"'!I;{ ::i;.~ '? "!'? ::i;1111 '¥ 
nru::1 :'l:lr.'::1 l'l' Cl .,ll 

·· ; . . -- . . 
n~1., Ji:l~ry K., '? n_: 1<., o;:i 

.;rr;: l'!v/ :'1?1~ ;ii? in:~1 
·l.!'~1' '"1.~T) ,., Di.,~? 0! ·'?11< 

ITl: 1T~'?1 T'?.; ·~ ~1 :1? 

,Tl)'? o:f?? M~! '??? "?: 
.w~i:i 11~ .:i'f~ ??: 11 

.1:in~ 11::i~? 1~ 1:i~'?~::i 11 

1'.!'l? \O~ Jl'.1' : 11?:~ .,~~ 1T 

- "1'.'?? ?br )'U~ 'r:.< tl! P. 
,ryu'? ~~'P.l~ 1<1:i ... 1;, 

,1)1.,1 •'?11< O'TJ;I-? 'P.:~·i 

.:i~r,i;t iii~! ni;c-~~ - ·~ 
.:ii:~.~ 'l?i?I;'? '!)'"!~? K1 ~~ 

,1'~? .,:?! P~!I? n?~ '? N! 
,1·~~ ?:? w~: K7 :ryiA nl»~'!' i i» 

.:i~·~ 0"!'1? :i?r:.c ~~ 
t;i!)•t71< oi?rt::i ro:n'7!1 ·rm .. , .. , ''' . ., ' 

,ll1b~I$ 1(7 ~h? .,;K - !~IC., 

... -! n~b~~ 1<7 tc;~'l? 'l?"!'- IDJ;l'l.C TIP 

.:i~ ·~ Pl?~~ "1?1'1 .,~r:.c ?Ip 11~ 

.n~ trm :!? ci;.b m ~ ?i;:i 

.rp-? ·me~.: m ~? '7\p 
.!fr'l'? . ?oP,'? ch'?'? 11~1?') 



) 

.I 

.ui~ ;:i'~~~ P7!~~ 16 ;.i?lp 
·~fl! 'l'~t" ~11);:i c·~;? 

,:'l'l!:> 0$1:) :lOl'l llf•n Pl.,:>\ 
t' 't 't" 't • • T " '"'T I 

,:'lz:J?·~ I'll)~~ 'lip i'li? JI): Tl;< 
,ilnx., i'll'P cci K'ill :'lmtl ,., . ' ' . - . . ~- . 

\.. i'U'.lP!n :'ltltl\;I 'Ui •i,:;itl ;i;, .. .. ·- .... . ,. 
. i1tlnl X,, i'lllfDl ;i;i,\p n~., i,p 

• • \ T 1 • 1' I • ': • 

.IJ'?? i19l! "1;:> Pl?'f~ ~ Ci<~!? 
.I)~~~? :>? c~? :'l'!lrl? Cl! i,;p 

.•?·~ N; ;iJ ',·~· - "P: :'If;~ - •! i1iJ~· 

. ··'?~ :'l~in i'! '1;l~~1 'l?~ii, Ni, 

'"'n :'l:Ii;t7, ,.,.H,, N'r 1111 

·''~r c; 1\\tl~? C? 1\b?"'.' n\?ip 

- \V'!: fiti~;i - _,P: 1\~ '::>:1 · 
.'W!?i'.' ~·~ '7\~1? \l!~· 
• 11:i n~n Cil'lD; :'1.,\:rn 

~'r • -, T •1 ' 1' I 

. ,~'? T'.,: "''!1 ntc n?' 
:'1.,W N':'I ;.i• J'\.,l:)TTJ1 .,,v.f :'1.,b 1\ . . . . ... '. . . ' 

·:'I°?'?~ - -;~ C~!l? l!j~·\ 
.~~ c~~ ;~ - 'l"!:i~ 1<•;:t c·~~l?­

: 1~1)1 il~J?? 'P: I)~., -~~1 

.:i79 :i:l?'" 'li:t . ::i~r. ri:t ;ii;¥ 
- ;ii,;ii< ::i·::io ;ixii1 :'1~11 

· ~ • • • 1 • • 

cp; cp;: ;7~ nr.~~ ;;p 11r:~ 
CJ!? 9?ii1 i,1p nio?~I! :,;p ;~I? 

·l!! ;i ~., ci•i;< '1 ,..!~~ 1h1 i1J ',\pl 
Clil:>W i,., T'l.,' ,::i; ;::> i10D' 10i1 

- - " • , . - • 1' t • 

.n~ \1~~ ?ip .~i;t 'np 1·;~1:t 
:l'll!l?illf ni< 71 i:t ;:iz;;~i:< ~T;I 

- -11'1~1? '11571? - -~~77! ir;:i ~l:t .?~­
.mr.>',ii n•tin ;iJl\i :imn' 

T T I • - • t f " ' t 

, .,?~ 11~!_( il"fl~ .,~~:} JI? l'\M~ 
,.,~?. ·~?i:f '!~? ;;'~~-1?": 
· ·''!7!J;l: ~~ c·r.·H~ :rrl! 

,\i,Tl 'Dtil C'tl'I :'l'!:>::>D 
,.,. l' • ' ' !' - • 

.~1;:i nix 'z.:i io/.'~ ~-rp r~ 
,MJl:)i1 iii1 c n::>l i1::>DW C'l:n 

--- . ,. t' J t' ' t'-

,il,1:)11 Ctll"T .il:l:ll rd :i'm 
•• 1' 1' t' I • • ... • J • 

.:'l·onx \~x:n .,we n cP c11 .:rip-, tl'Pl.,i, lfxi i:11 i,l.,D 
1' t' ~ ~ I • I 9' - ' 1' t' 1' • 1' I ' - ~ -:• 

;'l'l:)ill( It,, l'K \);)\~ \:>11'"' :\Pll i1'"°1! P~:l .,n \l:):;n 
TT1'T - .11·~~ ·~?· Jil<'fl IK1:'1 :'!!CJ! 'lip • •. T ' • 

,i,•1: '!~ C"! ,•i:Ufl!IJ r~'r. 
.;:n~ tc? m i1r~~::i .,~1' 

.::ri?1< i1:3., -tiw ~, .; nix i1l 
- n ,. • ... ..., ... • • 't 

' 



' 

, 
I 

Yael's Deed 

By Yaakov Cohen 

And word of Yael's deed also reached the tribe of 

t he Kenites settled in the Negev, from whom Heber the 

Kenite separated when he went after his wife Yael from 

the Tribe of N~ta l i and he pitched his tent at the oak 

with the nomads who we re at Kadesh. 

An d there was peace between Yavi n king of Canaan 

and the Kenite tribe, and they were afraid lest the king 

of Canaan punish them for the transgression of the wife 

of their brother , and they t estraine;i themselves from 

fully expressing p raise for the so ld ier ' s wi fe, a nd 

there were those t oo who shook their head in worry and 

said nothing. 

The wo men saw that the faces of the men were 

enraged, and they ga thered t heir cour age to speak evil 

of Yael, in their jeal ousy of her. At evening time, 

wh i le she was lying down , the women neighbors gathered 

before their tents to chat about the big • news and for 

each to sharpen her t ongue. 

And o ne wo•an said , "Have yo~ heard of such a 

thing, that a woman s~ould t ake an iron .tent -pin and a 

mallet and driv e the tent .-pin into a man ' s head, 

s trik ing and cr~shing his temple, while he sleeps a 

secu~ s leep?" 
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And · the serond sai· d, "And h h ~ as sue a th i ng been 

heard--that a woman would violate t h us the laws of 

hospitality, which have been sacred forever, and in the 
~ 

secrecy o f her tent, when he came to request r efuge with 

her, that she should rise and ki ll him silently? " 

And the third answered them, "And not just t his, 
c: 

but she went out to meet h im ft nd she drew him with her 

words saying: Turn, my Lord, t u rn t o me, do not be ......... 

afraid! And s he stole hi s heart t o trust her and her 

words." 

And the fourth added, "He a sked for water, she gave 

him milk!" 

And the fifth said, " Who knows, i f that i s all she 

gave him? " 

And the first la u ghed l o udly. "The innocent 

o ne! •.. " And all the women a nswered her with laughte r 

and nodded their head. 

' And there with them was an old woman , and she was 

weak and sitting at the tent entrance and listening from 

nearby to the conversation of the women. And when s he 

heard the last words she got up and came near on her 

s taff and she said, "Yo u had better shut up, fools! If 

yGu are quiet it w\11 be thought ho~o~able! 

" For consider how har:d it was for her that she was 

forced. to Make her heart stone, the hear t of a wife and 

a mother, and to pierce with her soft hand t he head of 
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her people's enemy. 

"And is not her deed seven times greater since she 

was forced to bread the sac-fed laws of hospitality, to 

flatter the hated strangeY and ~to defile herself with 

deceit? 

"And why this idiotic laughter? May the mouths o f 
~ 

gossipers be gagged! And perhaps, if this too should be 

true and she was forced to sacrifice this final o ffer-

ing , her woman's honor for the sake of redeeming her 

people from the oppressor's hand--then is not her deed 

precious and lofty 77 times greater? We al 1 must bow 

down silently, in awe and gacred WQ.nder before· this 

beautiful and heroic woman . " 
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INTRODUCTION 

In 1 i teratur.~ concerning the story of Yael and 

Sisera, the issue of whether or not a seductio n scene 

took pl ace remains debatable. Regarding the story of 

Delilah and ~amson, in contrast, virtually all of that 

which has been written assumes without question that 

Delilah did use sexual seductio n a s a means t o a chieving 

her goals. Mieke Bal writes: "Both Yael and Delilah 

destroy the men who choose to come too close to them by 

tricking them into uttering fatal words . They are 

general 1 y considered seductre s ses, .using, that · is, the 

other 'mouth ' at their disposal. The mouth of the sword 

and t he mouth o f the female body come to resemble each 

other , · in strategy and in ef
1

fect. "• 
\ 

Indeed, the Samso~ and Delilah myth is exemplary in 

the b o d y of literature devoted t o demonstrating the 
' 

dangers which threaten men who surrender to the love of 

a foreign woman. According to Bal, "In our culture, the 

story of Samson and Delilah is the paradigmatic case of 

woman' s wickedness. The 

unfaithfulness, and treason 

combination of seduct ion, 

is an unavoidable and ~l 
one. However stron~ a man i s , and Samson ~ strong, he 

wi 11 always be helpless agai nst woman's strategies of 

:\ 

sMieke &Al, Death and Oissym•etry, p.6S. 
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enchantment. Once s educed , he will be betrayed. "2 

Although the language in Chapter 16 of the Book of 

Judges is no ~ore sexually explicit than that used to 

descl'ibe Yael's enco unter with Sisera i n he~ tent, it is 

considered to be more clearly high l y suggest i ve . The 

essen tial differ ence in the stor-ies is that, whereas 
' 

Yael and Sisera were.still almost complete strangers at 

the time o f the murder , Samson and Deli l ah were i n vo lved 

in a relationship based on Samso n' s l ove for this 

Philistine woman. Aga in, Bal' s perspective: "The s tory 

of Samson and Delilah is e xpli c itly a love story . It is 

a story o f love and bet r...,.al that p as become, i n modern 

cu lture , the story o f love as betra yal . " 2 

Feminist c rit icism of the bibli cal tale of Samson 

and Delilah does not attempt to vindicate Delilah from 

the treacher y asso'ciated with her . Clearly, s he was a 

paid informant for the Phi l is tine army, and she took 

' 
advantage o f her intimate relationship wit h Samson in 

order ultimatel~to obtain the info rmation necessary to 

cause his demise. The issues at stake in the feminist 

critique are the means that Delilah actuaLly employed to 

a c complish this, and the ro le that Samso n played in his 

fateful proceeding~ with .,Delilah. .It is s ugges ted that 
, 

far more dishonesty and decei tfil lness are read int o the 

2Hieke Bal, Lethal Love, p.38. 

so . 

:8Mieke Bal, Death and Dissyllllftetry, p. 224. THE Kl.AU LIBRARY 
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Delilah c haracter than she actually displays in Judges 

In addition, it is noted that a close reading of 16. 

Samson's behavior might re"eal th t · .. a it was not really 

his· naivete tha·t allowed for Delilah's victory ca com1non 

understanding of his c haracter), but his subconscious 

willingnes s or desire to 
c 

succumb. Samson, it is 

suggested, had more responsibility in bringing about his 

own defeat than· readers usually attribute to him. 

There is not a great deal of midrash or rabbinic 

comm~ntary written on the story of Samson and Delilah, 

and virtually all of it is rooted in the talmudic 

aggadah fo und in Sotah 9b a nd 10a. .. Th is materia1. 

clearly presents Delilah as the prototypical seductress 

who uses her sexua l appeal to dest.roy Samson, the 

prototypical male victim. In ' their com111ent.ary on the 

story , the rabbis expound upon their understanding of 

fe•ale sexuality (which they regard to ~e non-existent> 

and in so doing reveal the fears they held about the 

power of women in their midst. It seems likely that to 

some extent it was these fears which undergirded many of 

their misogynist claims. It is int;.eresting though not 

' altogether surprising to note that the: rabbinic vieo.1 of 

Delila'h is, at least oo the surface level; very dif"fer-

. 
ent from the rabbinic v1~w of Yael. The stories of 

these twq,.- w001en are quite parallel-Tt!ach acts indepen-
--.. 

derit 1 y on behalf of a mi U. tary effort to destroy the 

• 
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enemy. Yet' as has been demonstrated here, Yael is 

acclai.ed as a hero; in contrast, Delila h is portrayed 

as a despicable traitor. Clearly the mos t s ignificant 

difference which dictates these oppo~ing interpretations 

o f the wo men' s actions is the side eaoh was defending. 

Yael was . fighting for the Israelites, and Del ilah was 
c 

f i ghting for their opposition. It is natural to hail 

one's own sol dier s . Vet in a body of literature-' 

conce rned with the mora li~y of human behavior it i s 

interesting t o note that the e th ical merit of a vio l ent 

52 

action commit ted dul'"ing war-time may depend sol e l y upon -~ 

the patriotic loyalty o f the indi v~dua l who does it. 

The modern fiction presented here includes excerpts 

from the dramatic work of the Has kalah writer Moshe 

Chaim Luzzato and the I'sr aeli poet Leah Goldber-g. 

Luzzato's works aye " Del i lah and Sa mson," "Delilah," and 

"The Phil 'is tines and De1il ah." Go ldbe r-g 's poem i s 

" 
called "De lilah." 

In " Delilah and Samson," the portr-ayal of these two 

protagonists hardly differ s from the biblical story 

line. Their dialogue is expanded upon, but ver y l ittle 

is real 1 y added. In this piece, t tie major departure 

fro• the story'"- original text .or;:curs when Samson 

reali"i:es that his str(ngth has . left him. Luzzato has 

Sa•son r-espond by taking responsibility f o r his demise 

thr-ough confessing his own guilt and ackno wledging GdcPs 
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justi_ce. ' 

This is the case in "Deli.· lah" 11 as we ; here, the 

read,,:;;. is privy to Samson's inner thoughts regarding 

Delilah after he has been defeated. While much blame ' is 

placed on the deceitful Philistine woman, ultimately the 

real castigation is directed at Samson himself for his 
. c-

~wn savagery and . for the weakness he demonst rated ~ 

h~ allowed himself to surrender to his beloved. 

"The Philistines and Delilah" is markedly differ-

ent. Here, Luzzato actually seems to portray Delilah as 

a woman "ittl conscience. In 'i°nt rast to the usual 

casting of her as a treacherous woman eager to betray ; 

her lover Samson, the portrayal here is one of a 

l"eluctant Delilah who argues ~gainst those Philistine 

men seeking to destroy Samson. She is so o ppos·ed to 

obeying their request that she ?Uggests that her own 

life too would have r o end if Samson were to be killed. 

There is a possi~il/ty that in this work Luzzato is only 

exaggerating Oelilah•s deceitfulness, by suggesting that 

she lied to her own countrymen in order to increase the 

sum price of her cooperation. On the other hand, it is 

also conceivable that Luzzato wanted to redeem hel" 

repu~ation s l i ghtly. 

53 



. -

( 

BIBLICAL MATERIAL 

The myth of Samson as it is written in Judges 13-16 

portrays the life . stor~ of one of Israel' s less admira-

ble judges, a man who possessed great s~rength of body 

but demonstrated as well a weakness in the area of self-

restraint wli · ch ultimately proved to be fateful. The 

sto ry revolves around three encounters Samson had with 

different foreign <Philistine) women --one with whom he 

was engaged but neve r married, another who was a 

prostitute, and finally Delilah , his lover who in the 

end successful sought to defeat him. . , The text is full 

of riddles; indeed, Edward Greenstein ~uggests that it 

is itself a riddle . "The Samson story should be read as 

a riddle ••• The reader of the Samson story meets riddles 

at every turn and in every domain of the literary work . 

One comes to rea.lize that the riddle formula pervades 

the entire narrative of Samson. 11
• This study will 

\. 
be 

limited to an analysis of the riddles whi ch appear in 

the interaction between Samson and Delilah, al though 

these cannot be co~sidered wit~out reference to the 

literary context of the story as a whole. 

Issues of concern here are twofo~d: First of all, 

to identify the elements of seduction which permeate the 

•Edward L. Greenstein, "The Riddle of Samson" in 
Prooftexts September 1981, Vol. 1, No. 3, p.243. 
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story; secondly, ~o examine closely the actions taken by 

Samson and Delilah without using the lens of culture 

which has so strongly influenced modern readings of the 

story. In other words, ' it is desirable here to read the 

episode in Judges by looking as o bjectively as possible 

at what is said and done. in an effort to divorce the 
'C -

characters from t~ ~at ions they bear in a cu l tu re 

that has been influenced by the biblical myth. "Cri-

t ici zing the myth necessitates undoing the popular 

reading of those judgments and attempting to replace the 

seemingly self-evident motivations with others."e 

Perhaps a new understanding of SamsQl'l and Delilah may be 

reached. Even the possibility that a valid understand-

ing might be reached which alters significantly from the 

standard one wi 11 faci l .i., tate a r.icogni ti.on of some of 

the assumptions upon which later literary interpreta-

tions, suc h as the talmudic aggadah and the modern 

fiction which appear later in this chapter, are based. 

Again it will be necessary to draw heavily from the 

work of Mieke Bal, who has employed a feminist perspec-

tive in composing an e x tensive analysis of ·Virtually the 

entire Book of Judges. Particularly helpful in exa•in-

ing the biblical story of Sa111son ·a~ Delilah is the 

chapter entitled "Delilah DecOMposed" in her collection 

of feminist literary readings of biblical love stories 

9t1ieke Bal, lethal Love, p.39. 
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Lethal Love. In · this chapter she addresses both the 

elements of seduction which are apparent in Chapter 16, 

and the actual roles played by Samson and Delilah. The 

foll o wing analysis is based primarily o n this chapter , 

with reference to other works by Bal as well. 

Bal addresses the s e xual undertones of much of the c 
imagery •·Which is so powerful 

/ 
in the Samson story; not 

all of it relater::o direc tly to the interaction between 

Samson and Delilah, but . for the interested reader it is 

fascinating material. Relevant to this particular 

study, however, is only that whi~h does relate directly 

to Samson and Delilah. ~ he significant images Bal 

explores include the language Delilah uses to express 

hel·plessness, the cutting of hair, Samson's resting . 
between Delilah's knees, and the gouging o ut of the 

defeated Samson's eyes. The conclusions she reaches may 

seem quite provocative, but it is Bal's claim that these 
\ 

emerge ih the context of a story which is fundamentally 

about sexuality and strength. "The relation between 

strength and sexuality is obvious. It is the ground Cin 

the colllfnOn and the semiotic sense) of the event between 

Samson and Delilah . It is the form 'l o ve' takes in this 

story."6 

The language that Delilah uses in addressing Samson 

has the' unquestionable tenor of seductiveness, for she 

•Ibid., p.40. 
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uses his l o ve foy her as a weapon to make him divulge 

his secYet. But Bal points to a specif~c utterance 

wh i c h bo lsters her case that Sams~n · ~ ~ pYesented in the 

story as passive and suYYender ing; indeed, she c laims, 

he i s poY tYayed symbolically as a victim o.f rape. In 

Judges 16: 3 , Delilah asks Samson for the fiYst time: 

"Tell me , what ~akes you so strong? And how could you 

be tied u p and made helpless? " The Hebrew verb used in 

t he passage to mean "make belpless" is a ver b that is 

also used to mean "rape." Ac cording t o Bal, "He knows 

perfectly well that s he is talking not about some love 

game b ut about his being m4stered by the other, the 

enemy ." 7 This mo tif is repeated later, with regard to 

the image of Samson's eyes being gouged out. 

Regarding the cu~ting of ttair and Samson's resting 

between Delilah's k nees, Bal states her case emphati -

ca 11 y. "Haircutting, especially in this context, can 

hard 1 y be ~enied some affinity with castration. The 

moment of the haircutting follows that of a sexual 

encounter --sleeping on his l over's knees cannot be seen 

o therwise--and it seems plausible to asSO!=iate the 

relaxation after sex to the annihilation of the hero's 

strength. Thus, the u~derlying ideolo~me has it that 

sexua l discharge is damaging t o physical strength. The 

hair c utting becomes a way to make the temporary weaken-

7 Ibid., p.52 . 

57 



ing after sex into a permanent one."• In Lethal Love , 

Bal posits he r case a bi t differently . Samson "falls 

quiet ly asleep, ' on her k nees,' an e xpression in Hebrew 

that also a l'lows the t¥"anslation ' betwe en her knees.• 

This attitude on Del ilah ' s lap shows that he has 

comp letely surrendered to her indeed . 
...... 

The attitude 

suggests • •• ~est afte r l ovemak ing ••. Lov e makes one 

powe rless , very literally so . F u ll s urrender sets the 

castrating razo r i n~otion ... " 9 

As mentioned above, it is s ugges t ed that there is a 

motif in the Samson story which reflects a Sams o n who is 

passi ve and surrendering, having th e semblance of a 

victim of rape . In this regard , Bal addresses the 

gouging ou t o f Samson ' s e yes . "There is again , in the 

blinding, the penet rat i on o f the her o 's soft fles h with 

a hard object . And this is where this e pisode s hows 

relatio ns with Vael's act . The sexual context , so much 

more o bvious in the present case than in Vael ' s , makes a ' 

more direct allusion to rape unnecessary . "
10 

Mi e ke b'al' s ana l ysis of ostensib ly sexual imagery 

in t he Samson myth extends fa r beyo nd the content o f the 

references cited above . Vet in this effort to explore 

t h e ele,.ent of s eduction in t he story o f Samson and 

•Mieke Bal, Death and Oissymmetry, p.226. 

9t'lieke Bal, Lethal Love, p.58. 

~ot1ieke S.l, Death and Diss)'.mmet r)'. , p . 226. 

-· 
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Delilah, further elaboration on this theme hardly seems 

necessary. The text states expliciiiy: "He fell in love 

with a woman in the Wadi S orek , named Delilah. T he 

lords of the Philistine went up to her and s aid, 'Coax 

him and find out what makes him so strong ••. '" ( Judges 

It does not take much depth of analysis to 

unde~stand ~hat Delilah used Samson's love for her--and 
'" ~ 

16:4 -5) 

his attraction to her, o ne might assume without tak~ng 

too great a leap --in order to manipula te l')i m into 

d i vulging the secret of his strength . If, even after 

verse five, this still seems at al'l dubious , it becomes 

manifestly apparent in verse fifteen, when Delilah, 

' exasperated, finally says, "Aow can you say you l o ve me, 

when you don't confide in me?" 

If it can be conclusively deter mined t hat -Delilah 

seduced Samson, then one might embrace as accurate a 

depiction of their conflict as one in which the decep-

tive and traitorous woman is pitted against t~e loyal 

but naive man. Indeed, such is the depiction portrayed 

in many artistic interpretations of this myt h , including 

literary and artistic works produced th rough the ages. 

Aschkenasy writes in reference to these: " In the context 

of sexual sy~bolism ••• both the victimized Samson and the 

' treacherous Delilah ••• are seen as reenacting. an arche -
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typal male-female situation."ss A few of these--pieces 

of talmudic aggadah and modern ficti o n- -shall b e 

examined later in this c hapter . Ho wever, bef ore 

a ccepting this d epi ction as entirely _valid, it may pro ve 

worthwhile to take a close r look at the characters of 

Delilah and Samson as they are actually portrayed in the 

Judges. passa~e. Perhaps one might not conclude s o 

hasti l y that Delilah is deceptive and traitorous, or 

that S amson is nai ve and l oyal. Perhaps o ne might 

discover that the riddle o f thei r relationship is more 

complicated than it seems. 

ae-duc• , v. t . 1 . to lead astray, as from duty , 

60 

r ectitude, or the like; corr upt. 2. to persuade or~ 

induce t o have sex ual inter course. 3. t o lead or draw 

away, as from princip ~es, fa,ith , or a l legiance. 4. t o 

win over; attra c t; enti ce . ~ 2 

Acc o rding t o none o f th~ above definitions is i t 

s tated that the act of seduct ion must necessarily be ' 

a ccomplished th r ough means which are either deceptive or 

traitorous. Thus, i t is possible that Delilah did 

seduce .Samson without displaying these negative t raits 

.which are· se· often attri buted to her c haracter. 

Examination of the dialogue she initiates ~n Chapter 16 

ssNehama Aschkenasy, Eve's J o urney: Feminine Images 

in Hebraic Literary Tradition, p.60. 

s2This definition appears in The Rando111 House 

College Dictionary, p .1 191. 



reveals that, in f~ct, Delilah is in her speech not the 

least bit deceptive. Is she traitorous? She certainly 

does not act out of a sense of loyalty t o Samson; yet, 

in the sense of patri,o tic identification, Delilah 

demonstrates a commjtment t o her peo ple which is paral -

le led t o a remarkable extent by that of Yael , 

her tent for the sake o f the natio nal welfare. Yael, of 

course, was praised f or this. 

Delilah says i n 16 : 8: "Tel 1 me , what makes you so 

strong? And how could you be tied up and made hel p -

less? " Her question is straightforward; indeed , it is 

Samson who, in his • a nswer, is understandably deceptive. 

Delilah t~en tests Samson's answer by crying, "Samson, 

the Philistines are upon you~ " While this is clearly a 

lie, it is at the same time acknowledgment to Samson 

that Delilah is trying to determine how he wou~espond 

shpuld the Philistines act.ual ly try to a ttack him. As ' 

much as it is a l ie, it is also a warning. 

Santson wrenches himself free from the fresh tendons 

used to tie him, and Delilah tries agailll. "Oh , you 

deceived _me; you lied to me! Do tel 1 me now how you 

could be tied up," ( 16: 10) she says. ~gai~ Samson only 

tells a half-truth, Delilah _ cries wolf , and he wrenches 

himself free. This time, Delilah says, "How can you say 

you love me, ~hen you don't confide in me? This makes 
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three times that you've deceived ~e and haven't told me 

what makes you so strong."<16:15) Neither of the above 

two statements quoted are at all untrue; each is, in 

fact, quite direct and to the point. Agai n , this is not 

an effort toVp.rove that Delilah did not seduce Samson, 

nor is it an attempt to deny heY status as a paid 

infoYmant 
\.. for the Philistine lords. It is simply to 

suggest that the characterization of Delilah as deceit -

ful is simply no t consistent with the biblical r eco rd. 

Sure l y , the reader might suggest, if Delilah is not 

deceitful, at least she must be seen as traitorous in 

her betYayal of Samson. Whil~ this is accurate, it does 

not acknowledge the Yeality that Deli lah was a Philis-

tine woman acting on behalf of her own people's national 

interests. She is no martyr t for she is motivated by 

her own sel f ish desire foY money; at the same time, she 

is also not a traitor, turning her back on her family 

for the 5ake of a foreign man--Samson --who loves her. 

As was de1nonstrated in the preceding chapter on Yael, in 

the biblical context this national devotion was praised 

when it was performed on behalf of the Israelite people. 

A discussion of the issue of loyalty brings t o mind 

the question of Samson's s uppo<oed loyalty. 
' 

It is not 

difficult to plact:! this in ~uestion, for the so-called' 

judge of the people of I srael three times oveY chose 
. 

foreign women as his bed-partners. In the biblical 
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context, an Israelite man who opts foy Philistine women 

can hardly be consideYed as anythi· ng oth th d . ey an isloyal 

to the people. 

PeYhaps, one might angue, it was Samson's naivete 

which pYompted him always t o f o ll o w his heart, part icu ­

""1-arly in' the case of his Yelationship with a nd ultimate 

confession to ''Delilah. Samson's naivete, like his 

supposed loyalty, is not at all e v ident. Instead, it 

seems moYe likely that Samso n actually k new o n s o me 

level exactly what he was doing. It seems at least 

possible that Samson wa s neither loyal nor naive; 

Yather, thyough hi s Yelatiq ns with foreign women he 

sought to rebe l against his paYents and to pYoceed 

violently down a path of self -destruction. Wha t else 

can explain his yefusal to cel"lsuYe Delilah when she so 

obviously tYies to put him at risk? As Bal puts i t , 

"Why does Samson not repyoach Delilah f o r her betYayal? 

Why does he accept Delilah's repYoaches witho ut giving 

his own view? Why does he finally give heY the crucia l 

information, thus sealing his undoing , instead of acting 

to pYevent it? These thYee pYoblems come together in a 

most crucial question raised by the catastrophe: why 

does he expect to be s~ved when he is shayed?"s.
2 

Samson 

is not naive; rather , head~ng d~wn a path which is 

clearly self-destructive, Samson pYoceeds with haste, 

.. ,.,.,iek e Bal, Lethal Love, p.40. 
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failing to pause t o consider a more secure route. 

Finally, o nce he is in the hands o f the Phil istines, he 

prays to God to give him what he s eems to have sought 

f or so long --a complete waning of his strength. 

I 
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TALMUDIC AGGADAH 

A. From Sotah 9b: 

"And it came to pass afterward, that he l o ved 
a woman in the valley o f Sorek whose name was 
Delilah." It has been taught; Rabbi says: If 
her name had not been called Delilah she was 
fit that it shou~d be so called. Sh; weakened 
C"Dildelah") his strength, she wea~ned his 
heart, she weak~ned his action~. 'She 
weakened his strength', as it is written "And 
his strength went from him." (Judges i6: 19) 
"She weakened his heart," as it is written . , 
"And when Delilah saw that he had told her all 
his heart." <Judges 1~8) "She weakened his 
actions," since the Shechinah departed from 
him, as it is written, "But he did not know 
that the Lord had departed from him." <Judges 
16:20) 

B~ From Sotah 9b: 

''And it came to pass, when she pressed him 
daily with her words, and urged him." <Judges 
16: 16> What means "and urged him"? R. Isaac 
of the School of R. Ammi said: At the time of 
the consummation, she detached herself from 

him. 

C. From Sotah 11a: 

R. Johanan satd: ''Grind" means nothing else 
than [sexual) transgression; and thus it is 
stated, "Then let my wife grind unto another" 
(Job 31: 10) It teaches that everyone by-ought 
his wife to him to the prison that she might 
bear a child by him [who would be as strong as 
he was:r. R. Papa said: That is what the 
proverb tel ls, "Before the wine - drinkel' [setJ 
wine, before a ploughman a basket o f roots." 

O. FrOal Talmud Verushalmi, Ketubot 37b: 

Why so [that there should be seven obligations 
for a woman, three for a manl? It is in line 
with what R. Vohanan said, "The anguish of a 
man is greater than that of a woman [in being 
depYived of wifely seYvicesJ." There is a 
pertinent v-ers11 of ScriptuYe: "And when she 



pressed him hard with her words day after ~ay , 
and urged him, Chis soul was vexed to death]" 
<Judges 16: 16). What is the meaning of "and 
urged him"? said R. Isaac bar Eleazar: "She 
would pull herself o ut from under him." "His 
soul was vexed to death," but her soul was not 
vexed to death. And t he~e are those who say 
that s he f o und the nec~ssary satisfaction with 
other men. Al 1 the more so that she desired 
sexual relations! (The rule under discussion 
is in line with what] R. Nahman s~id~­
name o f R. Nat.man : "Tha t certain organ ---if ~h-?' 
sta~ves it she makes it satisfied . The more 
she satisfies it, the more she makes it 
hungry."~• 

The biblical material c ited in the fir s t section of 

this chapter suggests at the very least that the Samson 

my th, like most literature, ma y be read wi t h a number of 

varying but more or less equally plausible interpreta-

-tions. The reputations attributed t o the characters of 

Samson, often seen as . loyal and nai ve , and of Del ilah, 

often seen as deceptive and traito r o us, are not as 
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c lea r ly determined in the Judges text as is so common l y • 

assumed. They are much more clearly defined in this 

manner in texts pY o d uced in the post-biblical world, 

beginning with the talmudic aggadah of the rabbinic 

period and continuing thyough modern fiction. 

Talmudic aggadah written about Delilah portrays her 

as a debilitating force in Samson's life, and as a 

sexual tempt ress and manipulatoY. It seems t~at for the 

rabbis, Delilah embodied many of t heir fears regarding 

&•Jacob NeusneY, The Talmud of t he Land of Israel: 

Ketubot, Vol.22, p .192. 



seductive women. Of th y l e ae tale Nehama Ascti'kenasy 

writes: "At the core of the Judges tale ••• a s well as of 

si mi 1 ar later stories, lies a well - defi ned feminine 

s trategy: t t>e use of sex as a bait to gain man's trust 

and then o verpower him and put him under the woman's 

control. The biblical narrators use a k nown formula 

t hat s tems 11.rom the male fear o f women , which is the 

seduction of the unsuspecting man at t he hands of the 

treacherous female . Yet a s the tales are recounted and 
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gi ven a historical reality and indi vid ualized c harac-

ters, the var ious female protagonists are extolled as 

paragons of.. virtue and loyalty, and the evil men are 

s een as being justly punished." 1 s 

The reade r of t he above aggadah may note that 

Aschkenasy is right on the mark in her depiction and 

analysis of the seduction f o rmula which applies not onl¥ 

to rabbinic portrayals o f Yael but to those o f Delilah, 

as wel 1. Regarding the issue o f male fear affec ti ng the , 

transmission of myths whi c h share this f ormula, Mieke 

Bal writes , "The ideolbgical use of the stories depends 

on it. Thus the underlying claim is that the women's 

identity can be simply der ived from their s e xuality, or 

rather, from that of the men. It is on l ~ through sex 

that the women gain access to the men a t all. And 

since, in this perspective, the identity o f men depends 

1 5 Aschkenasy, Op.Cit., p . 172. 



hea11ily on their contro l over women as sexual beings, 

this reversal of power is wha t threatens them most. 

This is the st rongest motivation of the sul'vival o f 

these stori~?- .as ideosto;ies ..... & In othe l' wo!'ds, one 

migh t conclude, the stories are preserved as war n ings t o 

men about the threat o f the seductive powel' women hold . 

The validi ty o f Aschkenasy's comment !'ega!'d i ng the 

changed depiction of women like Yael in a "histori cal 

r eality " was demonstr a ted i n the precedi n g ch a p te l' ; it 

is not t he case regarding Delilah, because t here is no 

tension in the story between impl'oper ethi cal condu ct 

and l o yalty to I srael --Delilah, ac cording to this 

formula, does n o t act ethi ca ll y , but neither is she an 

Israelite who must r emain loyql t o t he people. There-

fore, the rabbis who receillfd the Samson myth had no 

need to reconc i l e this type of contradiction, as they 

did in the case of Yael. This i s clear in the passages 

presented above. 

The first aggadah from Sotah 9b CA) states that 

~ Delilah deserved her name because etymologically it is 

re l a ted to the ver b meani ng "she weakened. " Indeed , the 

aggadah states with scriptural s upport, ._Delilah weakened 

Samson's strength, his heart and his actions . The verb 

dildelah does not on l y have the meaning of weaken; it 

c an also mean exhaust, deplete, l oosen , cause to han g 

1.&Miel<e Bal, Death and Dissymmet ry , p . 27 . , 
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down, make flaccid, o r cause to be lax."t.7 It seems 

plausible that on some level, what ; 5 be 'n t d • • g sugges e 

here is that Deli l ah wore o ut Samson sexually. She is 

not blamed fo r weakenin'g his mind, which might have been 

the case had the biblical story portrayed her as 

genuinely crafty and devious; instead, she depleted his 

strength, heart, and actions. A second interpretation 

of what the rabbis suggested with the word dildelah, is 

that Delilah in some way castrated Samson. If it is no t 

clear that this is mean t sexually , then the next aggadah 

from Sotah lOa may be viewed as considerately more 

explicit. 

The means Delilah used in order to weaken Samson 

are stated here CB) quite straightforwardly. She would 

engage in sexual relations with him, but at the time of 

"consummation" s he would deny him. In regard to this 

aggadah , it will prove interesting once again to turn to 

' the wor k of Mieke Bal. Bal studied not only the myth of 

Samson as it is presented in the biblical text ; she also 

used her ski lls as literary critic to examine po pul ar 

folk renditions of the story. It is fascinating to note 

the similarity between this agga dah and the more recent 

versions of t he .myth whi ch she -d iscovered. About 

Delilah, much folklore states: "She provokes him wi:th 

ary , 
'- 7 R. Al ca lay, 
p.438. ... 

The Complete Hebrew-English Diction-
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coquetry, p re tending . to refuse him ~nd thus e xc iting him 

more." 1
• Needless to say, Bal points out, the text does 

not give the sl ightes t hint that would support these 

assumptions. Of course, in the case of aggadah , no real 

tex tual support is necessary o r even suggested. What ~s 

suggested is that 

thus existed nat in 

the implication that Del i lah acted 

the Judges passage, but deep in the 

fears of the rabbis who wrote the aggadah. 

The third aggadah from Sotah 10a CC) is a testimony 

to the rabbis' view that the Philistines Cam9ng whom 

Delilah was one, of course) lived by no sexual princi-

pl es. To suggest that all t~e Philistine women went to 

the prison to have intercourse with Samson implies that 

they actively and o penly committed adultery; it is also 

a hint at Samson's great se1<ua l prowess, and perhaps 

tov, his own lack o f propriety. 

The aggadah from Tal mud Yerusha lmi, Ketubot 37b <D> 

begins wi t.h a sect i o n similar to the one cited in CB)· 

It goes on t o say th at Delilah satisfied her s e xual 

desires wi th o the r men . Again, similarity is found 

between thi s interpretation and some of t~e folklore 

examined in Bal' s study. In some of that literatu re , of 

Del ilah it i s s aid, ·~he has many lover~, is engaged to 

many men, a nd is greedy; s he is a s l ut. " 19 The fina l 

••Bal, Le tha l Love, p.50 . 

191bid., p.SO. 
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~mment of the aggad~h, in which women are described as 

feeders of "that cer tai n organ," can only be viewed as 

ex treme ly s ex - negative; staRvatio n equals satisfaction, 

whereas satisfa ct ion equal~ hunger . 

. · 
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MODERN FICTION 

this section aYe the dramatic readings 

"The Philistines and Delilah ," "Delil ah and Samson" and . ' 

Included in 

"Delilah" by Moshe Ch · L t aim uzza o, and the poem "Delilah" 

by Leah Goldberg. 

The works by Luzzato progress chronologically 

according to the biblical story line. In "The Phil is -

tines and Delilah," a scene is enacted in which Delilah 

argues with the Philistines over their offer t o pay her 

to ki 11 Samson. She is portrayed as a c lever negotia-

tor, cl a i ming that her love for Samson is deep and thus 

the Philistines had better be willing to pay a high# 

price in order to acquire her will ingness t o betray he r 

lover. 

The ~irst section of ~uzzato's "Delilah and Samson" 

f resembles the biblical text, in wh ich Delilah unavail -
' 1 

ingly as'tc:~ Samson three times to reveal the secret to 

his strength. After her third attempt , Delilah accuses 

Samson of deception. She threatens to withhold her love 

from Samson if he refuses to tell her the truth, and of 

course, he sue cumbs to her pressure . Interestingly, 

when Samson is finally defeated, his initial react ion 

upon realizing ~hat has happened is to blame himself for 

having transgressed against God. 
It is not until 

"Delilah" that Samson expYesses his anger at her 

-
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betrayal . 

An interesting aspect of Leah Goldberg' s "Delilah " 

is her s tatement that Samson rec-ogni zed Delilah 's 

motives ; nevertheless, he continued to reveal himself to . 
her: "Now he surely knew that she was a traitor,/ Yet he 

was submissive to her flattering language. / He knew he 

would die by ~er hand --/ Philistines are upon you , 

Samson." Goldberg's depiction of Samson is consistent 

with Mieke Bal's hypothesis that the biblical text 

suggests that Samson pealized exactly what Delilah was 

doing, and willingl y participated in hi s own demise. 
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THE PH I Ll'STI NES AND DELI LAH 

By Moshe Chaim Luzzato 

Philistines: 

Between your breast s , burning 
In the flame of your desire, 

sound l y 
He, o ur enemy 
The destroyer r;? f our land. 
Here by the light o f your arrows , 

does not Samson sleep 

Li ke a deer by a snare, he shall go into captivity -­
Without you there is no way to he l p us, 
Only if you ~hal l see with what his strength increases 
And how we can overcome him so that we may i mprison hi m 
To humiliate him, until he is subdued . 

Delilah: 

And how can you want o f me 
To bet r a y the companion of ,my desir~, and what will I 

not be returning 
Hatred and faith lessness in place of his l ove? 
Before it o pens its mouth , 
The earth s hall swallow me like it swallowed Korah , 
If this shameful thing be d one upon it! 
And how can I see 
The bosom I l ove s lain at the ha nd of an enemy 
Would I not hasten my bosom to absorb the weapons 
They would even be pleasing t o me if 
Fiery arrows and death were to r each my heart 
If I could save his bosom, s elah. 
I wo uld consider my death instead o f hi s to be precious 

delic•cies 
Choice honeys--every wish and touch, . 
And with his de•th my life would depart peacefull y . 
How can you say to me, unwise people: Give 
The life of your desired COftlpanion into our teeth? 
Are you not asking that I give my own life, 
For even d••th shall not separate us. 

; 
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DELILAH AND SAMSON 

By Moshe Chaim Luzzato 

Delilah : 

Hy beloved is white and ruddy, the one 1 love •20 
How much sweeter than honey t o my palate 1 s 
The precious fruit of your love! 
For I was astounded 
Upon seeing yol,p' great strength <and who ca n mat ch it >' 
However you &ha~l tell me--h ow did you i ncrease 
This great strength and your plentiful vigour? 
Is t here anyone o n ea r t h wh o can 
Hake you helpless and tie you up, or is there not? 

Samso n: 

A man can make me helpless, 
If I were t o be tied 
With seven tendons not yet dried 
Then my might would aba ndon II\)? and depa rt , 
Then I would resemble all mortal men. ' 

Delilah: 

Now I shall see if I ca n ma ke you helpless. 

(She binds him > 

Wake up , Samson, wake up, 
The Philistines are upon you . 

Samson: 

Should Philistines come, I shall not fear them; 
Fo r this is how I would tear apart 
All the tendo ns together , a s a strand o f t ow is t o rn 
At the tou ch o f fire. 

<He tears them apart . > 

De l ilah: 

Surely you have deceived ~e! Now tell me 
The real truth: 
With what could you be tied up and •ade helple~s? 

2 oSee Song of Songs 5 : 10 

/ 
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Samson: 

If one were to tie me up with 
New ropes, then I would become weak 
As long as no work had been done with them. 

Delilah: 

Now I s hall see if you have told the truth . 

<She binds h im. ) 

Wa1<e up , Samsel\, wake up , 
For the Philistines are upo n yo u ! 

Samso n: 

Should Philistines come 
I shall not fear them: 
Fo r I will tear all t hese ro pe s 
Off my arms like a thread. 

<He t ear s them. ) 

Delilah: 

-" -

Surely you have been deceiv i ng me all al o ng , Samso n. 
Now tell me the truth : 
With what may yo u be tied up that wo u ld make you 
helpless? 

Samson: 

If you weave seven 
Loc ks o f my head into the web. 

Delilah: 

Surely now I shall see if thi s time t oo 
You have deceived me or i f your words are t rue. 

<She weaves the locks o f his head. ) 

Wake up , Samson, wake up, 
For the Philistines are u pon you ! 

Samso n: 

Should Philistines come, 
I shall not fear them: 
For now I shall pull out 
The peg, the loom, and the web . 

7 6 



CHe pulls them out . ) 

Delilah: 

But how can you declare to me: I love you 
When your heart distances itself so fa r from me' 
Is this the recompense you ·o f fer 
For my l~ve which is stron~ as death? 
Is this the fruit of my desire which I s hall harvest 
From you, cruel o ne? 

Samson: 

And am I cruel ? 

Delilah: 

Are you not cr uel, 
For you see my heart in a consuming f lame 
Cr uel ( and you are s o c r uel') 
It shall burn for you, 
Instead you offer me yo ur st iff -ne ckedness? 
What is sweeter to my palate than 
The fruit o f your love? 
And you scorn the sweetness o f my love ! 
But I really erred 
Saying: I loved you 
Fo r l~ve c an no longer r each you , 
For you will not k now it and you will not touch it. 
Surely if you do not know 
To quench my desire, you will be sated with my wrath ' 
My stiff-neckedness shall c rush your stiff -neckedness 
My evil thought s hall r ise over your evil t hought ! 
Speaking s weet words to an evil heart 
Is like a ragged piece o f clothing on a chil 1 y winter 

day. 
For gentle speech is worthless next to stiff-ne ckedness, 
Only a v i o lent answer will c rush it! 

Samson: 

Surely y o u s ee that . whi ch ~ould enfeeble my s trength 
you , beautiful one2 t , and your benevolent face. 
If you move your foot t o go away from me, 
My heart will shift fr om its place t o flee 
And to wander after you 
Thus my bones become brittle, 
For they will see their king c ut o ff from the earth; 
And like the dead corpses in the grave , 

· 2 aThis means literally " graceful gazelle. " 
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It expiYed inside me and turned to stone. 

Delilah: 

Your hear t did not just turn to stone, 
For i t was thus fyom the day it was created . 

Samson: 

Do not cast moYe of your arrows against me, beauty, 
FoY I have been weakened by your blows, 
I have almost died. 

Delilah : 

My heaYt s hall not be melted by the sound of your words. 

Samson: 

But my heart will be melted by the sound o f your words: 
Your words are arYows and death to me . 
Is there no balm which can heal my pain? 

Oelilah : 

Indeed, t he balm for youY pain is my hand. 

Samson: 

How long will I be tortured? What fault have you f o und 
in me? 

Delyah: 

Un~i l you find the balm for your pains. 

Samson: 

How can I find the balm for my pang , 
If it is in your hand? 

Del il a h : 

If 'it is in youY hands. 

Samson: 

The on ly balm f oY my pain is for you to love me . 

Delilah: 

The only balm for your pang is for you to love me. 
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Samson: 

For me to love you! 
For I o nl y love you, 

Delilah: 

And why a m I sick? 
though you l ove me not . 

I should love you? And what a m I angr y about' 
Only over you, that I love. 

Samson: 

And what do you desire? 

'Delilah: 

What do I desire--you know: 
For you to tell me . what makes your strength so great! 
But do not continue to deceive me as you have until now. 

Samson: 

If . th is is all you desire , I shall do your will, 
Come, beauty, and anger shall depart, 
And I shall tell you the truth: 
I have been a Nazirite of God 
Since I was in my mother's womb and I have not been 

shaved. 
Were I to be shaved now--my strength would wane 
And my strength would be like that o f the average man. 

Delilah: 

<She calls a messen~er, wi thout Samson seei ng ) 

Cal 1 my people'-s g.!nerals, that they should come, 
For -now he has revealed to me his whole heart. 

Delilah < t~ Samson): 

See now how o/O Ur pains will cease, 
For you will once again be my l over as you were. 
Now celebrate with me, and I will rejojce with you . 
Now return to my b~som, for I l o ve you, 
Play securely at my knees--
SiQce I have seen that you love me, 
Not like when, until now, you acted foolishl y . 22 

<He sleeps on her knees. > 

22See Genesis 31:8. 
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Delilah ( to the man): 

Get up, hurry, do not delay--and shave him. 

( He shave s Samson. ) 

Delilah: 

Wake up, Samson, wake up, 
For Philistines are upon you! 

(He awaken s . ) 

Samson:. 

What has happened to me- - my knees are weak , 
My power is no longer with me, and my st Y"engt h has 

departed. 
What is this, t ha t I can no longe r rise? Alas, am 

shaved! 

Philistines : 

Now get up and stand o pposite us, 
Get up, bestir yourself as before: 
Even if your head has been s haved, 
Your strengt h has not been shaved! 

Samson: 

What more can I say, I have done · it 
God is j ust , for I disobeyed! 

Phi l tistines: 
I 

NoJ the violence you s pread 
Shal l fall on your head 
Now get up a nd seize him, 
Gouge o ut his ha u gh ty eyes, t hen take him down 
To Gaza, 
There force his f oot into chains . 

<They seize him, take him down, and do all this to him . ) 
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DELILAH 

By Leah Goldberg 

A. Opening 

Camel drivers told it at the inn, 
Donkey dYivers je.sted abo1.1 t it, 
It was said of Samson at the inn: 
Thel"e is none l " e him, he is a unique o ne. 

His al"m is like a hardened sledgehammeY, 
His f~st like a striking mallet, 
And his strength is Yeinforced by cunning. 
The enemy shall flee like a Yabbit. 

For he tYapped foxes in the forest 
Their tails carried the flame, 
And his wife's hou~e was bur~ed too 
For a lustful heifer deceived him. 

a 
This is what ca•el drivers t o ld at the 
Donkey drivers jested scornfully. 
His na111e went "from · inti to inn · 
For he .was strong, heroic, singular. 

The fools opened their mouths agape, 
Wise men not:Jded their heads, 
And even the~Philistine r ulers 
Spoke publicl.Y of his praise.' 

... 
i.nn. 
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And a t } i.t>tr of jud~s waso given to him ' 
And tribes and nations trembled, 
And it was said in b~ttlefields and at~s 
That he was ~ hero, a ruler, a pl"ince. 

· And perhaps •v•n he did ~t know 
That hi& law was the law of the Nazir i te and the 

visionary, 

. ) 

That si•Pl• as the solution to any riddle 
Was the fragile heart in his chest • 

.. 

-
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e. Thei Y word 

The honey sweetens in the carcass o f young lions2 • 

And a weak h•art--in the body of heros . 
Young women told it near and far: 
Thus fro• the strong came o ut s weetness.2e1 

c. The young Philistine woinen 

And it was told in battlefields and at feasts, 
And the story bec.ae legend--
That he tore ropes l ike flax, 
Cards l~ke tbr~s of chaff. 

As he passed, wonten went to their window 
Gazi ng with desire and fear, 
The young women o f Gaza and al l those of Ashkelon. 
Men's wives and harlots a like. 

And the slander burned in their mouths 
When they s.w the youth appr~ach: 
How he left the haYlot ' s chamber at midnight 
carrying the gate o n his s houlders . 

And in every house a younger s ister 
Whisperttd into the ear o f her s ister: 
He slept in the harlot' s arms 
And our cit~ is unwalled, conquered. ,, . 

, 
And when his f jgure diJDIMKf in the window 
Aod disappeared down the king ' s road, 
The young women o f Gaza and 911 those of ~hkelon 
Would retur n · to the loomaa, t o the spindle. 

They would sit and spin the f)ax, 
They would weave cords like those 
That none of the Philistine heros _____,.._./ 
Could hope for even in their greatest drea~s. 

~ Judp!! 14c8. 

29Stte JudQ!• · 14cl4. 

-Reference is made here to the rabbinic s tatement, 
"There is no wisd<>111 for a w~n e x cept . at the distaff;" 
in 9ther words, "A woinan' s place is in the hotMt." <ttin 
l' isbtb tbochMt\ U b' f•l•ch> ., 
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o. The honey 

And he went walking and eating 
Wh i-Ie the honey was dripping from his hands , 
And he r eJ·oiced over his strength for · t 

.i. was gl'."eat, 
And he r ejo iced over his s trength for he had conquered. 

And he went and sang in the hill s 
With a riddle and its solution in his heart. 
And the sun's rays became golden 
Jn the dro~s o f honey that fell. 

And he brought is father and mother 
A· gift of honey to their poor dwelling-place . 
And they ate it for i t s t aste was good, 
And the y - went down to the Timnite house with him. 

And he went, with a new solution 
To the riddle, like a worm in a piece of fruit: 
Woman is sweeter than honey 
And""'the inclirnation is stronger than a lion~ 

E. Song of the damsels 

Seven locks of hai r o n your head, Samson 
Like the sun's rays o n your head, Samson, 
Pretty young women in your boso•, Samson, 
Darken your 1ROther's house, Samson. 

' And the hero left t he village, ala s , 
And the hero loved a foreign wo•an, alas. 

\ 
Peware of the uncirc umci~ed men's daughters, Sa•son. 
From the . captivating glances, from the chains, Saason, 
Be sha rp, sharpen a r iddle for the- uncircumcised , 

Samson, 
~unt, hunt foxes in the forest, Sams~ 

And the hero left the ~i llage, alas, 
And the hero loved a foreign woman, alas. 

F. And he l oved. a woman b y the brook of s~rek. 

There are seven roads from the v~llage 
Every v•in and light fellow. "w•lks down th.em. 
And Sa•son chose just One road 
The one leading to the. brook o,1 Sor~k • 

. "' 

.. 
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Now he s urely knew that she was a traitor 
vet he was submissive to her flattering l~nguage 
He k~ he would die by her hand-- · 
Philistines are upon you, Samson. 

And he returned and lay i9 her bosom 
With his figure on guard in the darkness. 
For through all ~er betrayal she said sweet l y--
Philistines are upon you, Samson. · 

Fpr he conquer~her as one conquers his enemy 
And every night-. was like their first tryst .2? 
And his heart shouted alarms--
Phil i stines are upon you, Samson. 

Only when the riotous mass, 
In a moment when love slapped bim into a rude awakening 
Did he o pen his eyes and ~ 
While her comrades gou9ed out his eyes. 

\. 

27There may be a play here on hesed meaning 
disgrace, sha.e, abo9ination. 
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The story r ecounted i n the Book o f J udith bears a 

s trong resemblance to · the tales of Yael a nd S i sera, and 
~ 

Delilah and Samson. Here a gain , in the case o f Judi th, 

a woatan protag6nist uses her sexual strength to manipu ­

late an enemy warrior into a position o f submissiveness. 
-41 

. Once again, the eductive woman is victo rious, the male 

soldier meets his demise, and the e n@my is ( f o r the time 

being> defeated. Because Judith is a Jew, t he parallel 

between her act a nd that of Yael is most striking, s ince 

each is regarded for having played a , redemptive role in 

the journey of the Jewish peop-,Ie : ·1 This similarity, has 
_,/" .. 

been noted by a number o f authors , few of whom will be . _.;"( ' 

mentioned below. Given this siari.larity, it is curious 

to note that the story of Judi th was not canpnized; 

s urt!ly it seems unlikely tha~ it was «1mitte~-.L Nie 

' 
canon because o f its portrayal of a s eductive a nd 

vi o lent 

probably 

subject, as expunged too, then, - would 

the story of Yael,~perhap~ that 

11. Neve~ theless, at least one critic--

the tradition . to ...norialize; ot r criti~s have posited 
' . 

di f f erent theorie'~ which ,?tteept t:o e xplain Jud.i"Ul' s 

exclus ion from the canon. 

Neha•a Aschken.asy addr••--• the parallel betw~en 

----
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Judith and Yael. " The Apocr'yphal story of Judith, who 

delivered her people fr~m the hand o f the r ut.n less 

Assyrian Holo fe r nes, i s a n elaborate version of the Jael 

and Sisera tale. Here the J?rotagonist is a beautiful 

Hebrew woman who comes o ver to Holofernes' camp ·and 

bewitc hes him with her wisdom and charm . 

.inte r prets her d~eanor as signifying sexual ------... 

The ,. man 

promise, 

but when t he right moment comes, the woman se~ to it 

that the man gets heav i ly drunk, a nd when he falls 

as leep s he beheads him, puts his head i n her bag, and 
I 

returns to her peoplt; with a tangible , s ign o f v.i ctory . 

Unlike in the Jael story, where ' he narra:or seems to , be 

mak.ing an effort to suppress the sexual asJ>ect, the 

narrator o f Judith plays up Holofernes' desire for the 

beautiful woman, and delights in ~its frustration. What 
.._/ 

materializes is not 

re venge." 1. 

r 

the man's lust, Qut t he woman' s 

' 

Andre LaCocque, author of' The Feminine Unconven­

tion~l, also describes the similarity b~ the s tory 

· of Judith and the s tory o f Yael. "The parallel with 

Judith is arresting. Jael also b~guiles a general; s he 

also wirns his trust in order better .to destroy him; t he 

scene also occurs in a ~ tent, and if •Sj.sera is not 

beheaded by Jael, j\rs he~~-is al 1. the same transfixed by 

·~schkenasy, Eve's Journey: Fe•inine I•aqes in 
Hebraic Literary Tr•dition, p.172. 

88 

\ . 



.. 

( 

( 

. 
a peg. Furthermore, Jael is eulogized, 'bl essed among 

women is Jael,' (Judges 5:24> ~hile to Judith it is said 

almost similarly, 'more blessed are you by God Most High 

than a ll o~r women on ear,th' C13:8). About Judith, a s 

abtrut Jael, ttle text cone 1 udes that s he brought her 

people peace for a long time after that ( 16:25>; in the 

case of Jael, udges 5: 31 s peaks of forty years of 

tranquility. 112 

While the tales of Yael and Judi th do follow very 

similar story lines, they are certainly not identical. 

Henry Bamberger, .in his article "The Book o f Judi th : 

Some Further Notes," di scusses what he regards , as a 
I i ~ 

significant difference. Yael used a wooden tent stake 

in order to kill Sisera, while Judith used Sisera's own 

89 

u 
sword to cut off his head; the- differing na~ure of the 

weaponry used by each of the two femall:! protagonists may . \ 

explain whf · Judith .did not ultimately get c.anonized. 

"An important difference marks the two killings. In the 

Book - of Judges, Jael kills the e~neral ~[th a 

mallet and tent 
(' . 
pi.n .. " In both versions of ·Judith the 

heroine makes use ~f Holofernes' own sword ••• By the time 

the caoonization of Judi th could~ consider~, Judi th' s 

very U5'! of the sword put her in violation o f the law • . ,..... . 
It was not that ' she 'had ' killed an enemy; that, in 

itserf, would have been deemed heroic. Howeve r , the 

2 Andre laCocque, The F-ini.ne Unconventional , p.37. 

' 
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sword was forbidden to her."2 

Another hypothesis as to why the Book of Judith did 

not get c.•nonized is related to an issue regarding the 

Jewish laws of conver~ion. In the narra tive ' , one of the 

characters--Achior , converts to Judaism. The conversio n 

of Achior is problematic for two reasons: He is an 

A111moni te, and the , passage in Deuteronomy 23: 3 states 

that it is forbidden for Ammonites to convert to 

Judais11; in addition, while Achior is circumcised, he 

does not undergo a ritual i•mersion. For the rabbis to 

enter into the sacred canon a book that does not 

i nstruct readers on the proper . conduct 
I 

rabt!tinical ~ y 
; 

prescribed w.ould be anti thet i ca 1 t o the canonizers' 

interests; thus, it is suggested, the Yabbis did not 

canonize the Book of Judith. 4 

f was 

r.<' 
Toni Craven rejects this view explain~ng why Judith 

' not included .in the canbn. "The e x planation that 

Achior's conver~ion forbade the inclusion o f . the book in 

the c~non because of his nationality and ~se he was 

not first baptized is not • wholly convincing. I s his 

joining of the community not comparabl,e with that of 

Ruth? Deuteronomy ~23:3 expressly forbade _ the admission 

of an "-onite or a 11oabite to the assembly .of Yahweh. 

2Henry Ba.berger, "T'he Book of Judith: Some Further 
Notes," in Journal of Reform Judais• Spring 1980, p.86. 

•carey A. "oore, The Anchor Bible: Judith, p.87. 
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I f Ruth the Moabite was permitted to J·oi.· n t~ 11e . community, 

should not Achior the Am111o n i te· have .. ,ad t " he same 

privilege? Enslin and Zeitlin point out that the sages 

reconciled this difficulty by declaring that the 

Pentateuchal law referred to males only, a nd thus only 

Achior was excluded from community membership. This 

e:itplanation r l:!'gs of sophistry, and o ne wonders what 

motivated it ••• " 15 

Instead, Craven posits an interesting theory, one 

that may be inf 1 uenced by feminist c riticism. She 

suggests that the story of Judi th proved , to be too 

threaten i n g to the rab bis, Jewry'~ male transmitters of ' ; ' 
literary trad ition. This is d ue to what may have been 

perceived as a n untenab le contr~diction between Judith's 

high level of piety and her qutrageous stepping out of 

the traditional gender roles assigned to the women of 

' her day. "Though Judith's story is set squarely within 

91 

the friUhework of t h e tradi ti,0n, its progra1111 is -far ·from ' 

traditional. From th~ moment that J~appears in the 

story u ntil the moment o f her death, s he is faithful to 

the letter of the law but not r estricted to traditional 

modes of b e havior . Judith's f e ar of the Lord is so 

profo,und t h at she feflrs no o n e or ~hing other than 

Yahweh . Iiaagine. what life wC)uld be l'ike if women were 

free to cl)astise the l e a d i n g men of their communities, 

-Craven, Op.Cit . , p.1 17. r 
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if they dared t ;-- act independentl y in the face of 

traumas, if they refused to marry, and if they had money 

and servants of · their own ••• [Butl the endJrance of the 

story testifies to the validfty of the message that life 

need be based on no security other than faith in 

Yahweh ••• Indeed on theological grounds ••• the Book o f 

Judith may have ~ood as good a chance as the Book of 

Ruth of becoming part of the Hebrew canon had Judi th 

been a male in this story and had Achior been a 

female. n& 

That the story. recounted in the, Book of Judith may 

have been too threatening to thf traditional gender role 
" 

order for the rabbis to declare it to be sacred text 

seems p~ausible. However, for the critic who keeps this 

in mind to then re-exa•ine the character of Judi th, 

looking to her either as a paradigm of virtue or at 
\ 

least as an ·ancient model of feminist activism, is 

equally thre4tening to the feminist spirit. To do so is 

to embrace a character who represenrs-ee'rtain values 

advanced by an ancient patriarchy which feminism 

suggests ought to be rejected today; not to do so is to 

reject the consensual traditional via~ of Judith. 

Bernard Mehlman and Dti!niel Pol~sh write, "Judith has 

been held up as an exemplar of. the y irtues of devotion 

to the Jewish people, heroisna and piety. Jews tlave 

5 lbid.' p. 118. 
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looked to her, a long with Hannah, Deborah , a nd Yael, as 

an instance of the possibility that a woman could play a 

major--even r edltftlptive--role in Jewish life. ""7 

At times the views r;epresented on polar opposite 

ends of any spectrum begin t o resemble each other, a nd 

in literary criticism t his is n o different. Regard ing 

Judi th ~s o ne ho o ught to be emulated may be the 

persp.ective o f tradition ; it is also that o f f eminist 

critic Andre LaCocque. laCocq ue acknowledges t hat "to 

be invited to praise a murderous gyp as a heroine is 

somewhat embarras~ing in r eligious milieus." Yet, he 

offers her praise nonethel¥s- "Perhaps we m~ed to 

learn again how to play. In the story of Judith, the 

men of. th·e establishment keep their hands clean, but the 

eventual price for t hei r pu 'I" i t y is the s urrender of 

Bethu l ia to Holofer-n es •• • Jud i th ••• r.i.sks perha ps even 
' ' 

more t han~er o wn head--she risks her soul. But she 

s aves her p_pople a nd the ho.:.or o f God."• In addition, 

LaCocque adds, "Judith is s ubversive-py-s'ho wing that a 

woman can take the l ead and beco me t he model of fa i th 

and martyrdom, while ,elders ' rec.ai l in the holes of 

their compl a cency . J udith is n o t .o nl y a David rediv ivus 

.. 

7 1'1ehl•An and Po lish, " l'la' aseh Yehudit: A Chanukkah 
Midrash" in Journal o f Reform Judaism Winter , 1-979, P• ~ 

•LaCocque, Op. Cit., p. 34 - 35. . l. 

' 
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of sorts, she is Judas Ma~cabee in the femini~e •. . " 9 

I t is LaCocque' s final point that undermines his 

claim. If Judith is indeed a female version of Judah 

Maccabee, then s~e can hardly be considered s ubversi ve · . , 
s he is like so many o ther female c haracters in male-

authored works who become, in the words of Gilbert and 

Gubar, "custod "ans o f male values , a gents of patriar cha l 

cult ure who e nfo rce the s ubjuga tion o f o thers. " 10 To 

take t he standard notion of what a hero ic role .. is, and ,. 
to place a female c haracter i nto that role may be 

considered, at best, in keeping with a s pi rit o f 

egalitariani sm. Ho wever, is certain ly not subver -

sive, nor is it necessarily feminist. 

\, 

•Ibid., p.39. 

~oSilbert and Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic , p .433. 
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No more masks! No more mythologies ! 

the thing I came for: ' 

"The Poem as Mask" 
Mu Y.ie l Rukeyser, 1971~ 

the wreck and not the story of the wreck 
the thing itself and not the myth •.. 

We are, I am, you are 
by coward~ or courage 
the one who find our way 
back to this scene 
carrying a knife, a camera 
a book of myths 
in which 
our names d o not appear. 

Myth~ 

"Diving into the Wreck" 
Adrienne Rich, 19712 

Two myths--the tales of Yael and Sisera, and 

96 

Delilah and Samson--are explored in the central body of 4 

this work·, a nd an ad~ition~i one--t-fat of Judith--is 
~ ./ 

addressed tangentially. Eath of these myttis takes place 

at a different time in a different context with a 

different set of characters. This s tudy is concerned, 
__,,,....:./ 

however, with certain traits that are commonly shared by 

all three stories. Each tale revolves around a woman 

protagonist . who acts autonomously and assertively to 

pestroy a powerful male e,nemy . . Each of t hese female 

characters sue cessful ly 
. . 

uses her sexuality in order to 

t.Flo:rence Howe and Ellen B~ss, eds~, No More 
Has ks! , p. 1 • 

QAdrienne Rich, Diving into the Wreck, p.23. 

' 
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gain control ove r t he man •she seeks to destroy. 

All three of t hese myths have played a role in 

shaping the c ulture in which we liv~ . The Delilah and 

Samson t ale is wel 1-known, while the s t ory of Yae l and 

Sisera is perhaps mo re o b scure. Judith is a fairly 

prominent character in the Western mi nd, if only because 

a number of th~orld's great artists o n ce chose her as 

a frequent s ubject for t hei r paintings. 

The stories transmit a variety of strong messages 

on a number o f different level s , not al 1 of which a re 

consistent from myth to myth. However, in at least o ne 

respect, the myths do cohere consi stent l y to put fort h 
i i 

one very powerful state.ent. The s tatement they s hare 

in coaunon elucidates their "s~xual poetic. 11 All t hree 

of these myths s erve a& a sti;ong warning regard~ng the ~ 

s nare o f f eminine seduction. Both men and women who 

participate · i n the cult~re shaped by this' literature are 

put o n guard. Men are cau~ioned agai~st putting their ' 

·trust in women , and are discour~from al l o wing 

themselves to love freel y and romantica lly . Females are 

warned against acting autono.ously and assertively; lest 

t hey unwittingly take on the c~arac teristics o f Delilah, 

Yael or Judith and beg.in to rese•ble these violent, ... . . 
decei tful, and murderous ·womep. 

In a . patriarchal soC!iety where misogyny functions 

to maintain cultural hierarchies, and where , as a 
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consequen_ce, women a r e effe cti vel \f prevented from 

accessing any source of power o ther than--pe~h . • aps--thel.r 

own sexuality , these myths have proven t o be i.·nst . . rument-

al in preserving the s tatus quo . However , as effo rts 

are made to eradica te misogyn y and to de construct 

societal hierar chies wh i ch keep women powerless , these 

,myths can pro ve p~onous . The warnings they transmit 

to men and women are ostensibly put forth based on some 

trut~ abou~ the nat u re o f relatio ns between the genders • ... 
However, they do not r eflect in the s lightest way the 

r eal experience of women; t nstead, they are rooted in 
I 

certain fears men have had of assertive women, fears 
8 

which rooted in ignorance • 

• . 
Alice Bach writes: " Women have moments of strong 

speech and proud actio11 in m-tle -c ent~d b iblical 

narr.at ives, but strong independent women act at the 

""- :""\ 
pleasure of thei r male creators. Too fo r.ceful and they 

'38 

embody male fears, and must be silenced o.r written out , 

o f the narrative. " 2 Indeed, the char-act~f both Yael 

!lnd Delilah <and Judith, , too) are extremely f o rceful, 

and thus they bec<>fM! •ythically evil. As a r-esult, the 

hate •en have for- as~er-tive w<>fM!n re~ains unchallenged, 

and the thirst women have .fol"'' modt!'ls of female heroism . . 
i:n the Bible burn,s unquenched. 

The fact remains, at 

least in reg~rd to the biblical tex t: "Judaism provides 

2 Alic. Bach, ed., The Pleasur• of Her Tex t, p. x . 
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no viable model on whom women ' can base t heir live.s, no 

mythic heroines whose acts they can imitate and so 

r eclaim themselves, no i .mages of powerful creators/art­

ists in whose image women readers can fin~ their o wn in 
( 

either history or the literary tradition."• 

Reali ty 

In' the passag~eited above from Muriel Rukeyser' s 

poem, "The Poem as Mask, " the demand is made for an end 

to ma~ks, a n end to mythologies. likewise, in Adrienne 

Rich's poem "Diving Into the Wrec k , " the poet s tates tier 

heed not for "the story of t he wreck," but for; "the 

wreck itself." She seeks "the thing itself " and not 
Q ' 

; 

the myth. The ·poems o f these women point to a recogni-

tion that there is a disparity betw~en the myths we have 

inherited, and the reality of women's experience. This ,,.......... 
r ecognition is essent ia 1 for attainipg a genuine 

' j understanding of the territHe d.apiage myt~s can cause. 

Revealing the "unrealness" of t he archetypes portrayed 

i n the myths discussed here frees the~cipients. 

Understanding that they are rooted in fear, not in 

re·ali ty, sheds a whole new 1 ight o n th~ warnings they 

transmit. 

'39 

•Claire R. S•tlof, "Histo~ry, Fiction, and the 
Tradition: Creating a Jewish Feminist Poetic" in Qn. 
Being a Jewish F .. inist, .ct. by Susannah Heschel, p.191 ; 
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Revi'Sion 

T~e roo,ts o f "authority" t;ell us ••• t hat if 
woman ~s man s property then he must have authored 
her, JU St as s~rel y as they ~~11 us that if he 
authored her she must be his property. · A 

t . n d" b s a crea ion penne Y man, moreove r , woman has been 
"penned up" or ' "penned in . " ~As a sor t o f "sen­
tence • m•n has spoken, she has hers elf been 
"sentenced": fated, jailed, for he has both 
''indited" her and "indicted" her . As a thought he 
has "framed," she has been both "framed" <enclosed) 
in his te~ glyphs, graphics , and "framed up" 
<found guilty, found wanting) in his cosmologies. 

The Madwoman in the Closet 
Sandra Gi lb~rt ~nd Su~an Gubar 

Ful 1 re c o gnit ion of the fact that historically 

women have been "penned in" by the creators of myths 

like the o nes discossed here equips • the feminist critic 

with one of three essential t£ols requ~red for breaking 
(' 

out o f the pen, for obtaining an acquittal, for sating 

the appetite for women's self-determination. Ac know-

' ledging the disparity between· the portrayal of women in 

myth t hrough characters lik e Yael and_ Oe~ lah,, a nd the 
"'> 

-.../' 

reality of women' s experience is a first step; a se~ond 

and third step must be taken as wel~ , i~ that disparity ___,,,...__,,, 
is to be eliminated. 

The second s tep is to reject when necessary the 

defined gender ro les, and the notions 'Of good and evil, 

honesty and deception, and freed~ln and oppre_ssio n whi ch 

are i mbedded· in the a rkient myths our ·c41 ture .has held 

to be sacred. For e.xample, if a myth 'S'uggests that the 

. 
ideal wo•an is a passive o ne, then it must be stated 

today that what .is ideal for women is not passivity but 

\. 
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asser tion ·of the self·, if a myt h s u t gges s that female 

Se)(ualitv is evil, then it must be d l ~ ma e c ear tha t what 

is evil is not female sexuality but . the e xplo itation 

thereof; if a myth sugges t s that s trong women are 

deceptive, then i t must be s tated that real deception . 

occurs not wh en women act, but when they are kept 

pow~rless and ~vented from behaving aggressively by 

societal _ structU'f'"es which are never' hallenged; if a 

myth suggests that sub servience i s freedom, t hen it must 

be made clear that freedom for women is autonomy --and 

that when women who act autonomously are rega r ded as a 

threat to society, then they are not free, 
t 

rather, this 

view is a form of oppression. 

Finally, the third s tep _ which is absolut~ly 

-necessary in eliminating "the ,disparity which exists 

between the portrayal of W<MM!n in •yth and the reality ... 

o f female experience is what Alicia ost'r iker cal ls 

"revisionist myth-making," and which . in the _Jewish , 

context c an be referred to as "mo~idrash." 

Ostriker defines her ter 111: "Whenever a poet e111ploys a 

figure or story previously accept~ and defined by a 

culture, the poet is t'•ing myth, - ani:t - ~~e potential is / 

alwa~ present that the use- wi 11 .. be revisio-nist: .. ttiat 

' 
i s, the figure or. tale will ·be , appr~priated f or a ltered 

ends, t he old vessel filled .. with new wine, init i a lly 

sat.isfying the thirst of the i"ndividual poet but 
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ultimatel y making cultural change possibl [R . . . 
e. • · evi.si.on-

..._ 
ist poems] general 1 y assume the high ll.. t .erary status 

that myth confers and that women writer s have often been 

denied because they write ' personal l y' or 'confessional -
' 

ly. r But i n them the old stories are changed, c hanged 

utterly, by female knowledge of female experience, so 

t hat they ca~ longer s tand as foundations of collec -

tive male fantasy. Instead • • • they are correctio ns; they 

are representations of what women fi nd divine a nd 

demonic in themselves; they are r etrieved images o f what 

wo11e n have collectively and historically s uffered; in 

some cases they are instruct.ion for survival. u :s 

In ot h er wo rds, literary works must be c reated 

which employ the images o f c,lassic myths but which at 

~ 
the sanie time utterly and t q tal ly alter the meaning of 

t he myths. ,,. Al though this p rocess has a l ready b.een 

' det10nstrated in t his stud y through the presentation of 

c lassical midrash , which i 'l;I itself was o ften "revision - ' 

ist myth-making," f • ..._.: t J.d it may be use u~-= o provi e a n 

example o f f eminist modern mid r ash. 

The story of Yael a nd Sisera describes a woman 

wel coming a n enemy genera l i nto her tent, and - -at least 

according to rab.binic mid rash --seducing him, having 
~ . . 

' 
s e xual intercourse · w~th hlm~ and then ki lling him. The 

sAlicia Ostriker, "The Thieves of Language: Women 
Poets and Revisionist t1ythmaking," in The New Feminist 
Criticis• ed. by Elaine Showalter. 
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f elllale protagonist appears • to be bold and crafty and 
• • 

very powerf~ul. It is not at a ll clear that th e e pisode 

described in Judges 4 . depicts a r ealis .tic po rtraya l of 

women's historical experience. However, in the follow-

ing poem by Irena Klepfisz, a Holocaust s urvivor , all of 

the ac tions of the Yael story are present; the meaning 

of the poan, how~r, is altogether different from that 

of the myth. To read ".herr captain"& as if us title 

were "si s era" a nd its perspective were that of Yael is 

to shed an entirely new light on one's understanding of 

the events which took place in Yael's tent. It is to 

reco gnize the fact that the notion which is suggested in 
a ; I 

the biblical •yth--that women h~ve used sex af a way to 

achieve victory in military battle--is far le~s ident~­
r 

fiable in the hu•an con.dition , than the reality that 

throughout history women have been forced to use sex as 

a means to survival. 

., 

I 

r 

•Irena Klepfisz, A Few Words in the Mother Tongue: 
Poe.is §elected and N@w c 1971-1990>, P• 45. 

' 
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herr captain 

i whispered as he came through ·the gate 
captain i am clean i ' ve been trained ' 
wel 1 i said captain i' m not over 
used 

he was hard so hard forc i ng bending me 

• 

til l i co uld not breathe slamming against me 
~y mouth filled with terror i was pierced 
in two when he ~denly pulled o ut 
111y head back he 1nurmured what a light r ider 
111y grandmother too rode her cossack lover 
r:( pain he moaned harder quicker ride me now 
f earful i ran jumping the gate with t he ·guard 
laughing grimacing through the window nervous 

104 

' 

biting their nails the dogs barked my legs s pread 
slapped 

around his waist i whipped him further deeper till 
i felt the blood .flooding the fi.eld fill•ing t he 

drowning well 
lapping over me drinking in th' smell of his hair 
his stoiaach ~wollen against me he colla~sed 
but i held on pushin'g my heels into his back 
my teeth c lenched i hissed ' tor my grandmother her 

·crooked wig 
her gold teeth aDd her cossack lover crawling from the 

well she 
pus~ed up her buttocks as she came over the wail fell to 

the ground 
head first her wig cocked ov~r o ne eye a btltcher knife 

under her 
skirt m mother float-s in wel 1 water zeyc;te i n mo_urning 

tears his red 
hafr hears them again on the kitchen ~slipping in 

so smoothly she , 
was wet frocn the beginnilng the horse neigtling outside 

· and bobe her ears pier'ced a t the age o f three weeks 
pulls out the butcher knife 
begins s lashing till his hands severed' he falls back 

he brings me soap 
his boots are shiny ~ 
not like t he others who arrive from the fie lds 
crusted over ' 
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r 
Identifying Yael with the voice that speaks in this 

poem adds a /ll.eritirely new layer of meaning o nt c. the 

Jud~s passage. It preserves a very 'real and painful 

memory with which c;.ount less Jewish women throughout 

hi story have had to live; at the s ame time , ,it affirms 

the on-going potential of the biblical text t o s peak 

with relevance an instructiveness to the whole spectrum 

of human experience. To take such leap~, and to venture 

with a fe•inist perspective into the creative realm of 

m~drash and poetry is to engage in the transformative 

endeavor of "revisionist myth.-making" while preserving 

the sacred process of Ndrashing1 the tex~. 

Judith Plaskow writes: "While feminist midrash --

like al 1 midrash--is a reflec'tion of C"9ntemporary 

beliefs and experiences, its root conviction is utterly 

traditional. It stands on the rabbinic ins~stence that 

the Bible can be made to speak to the present day. If 

the Torah is our text, it can and must a ns wer our ____..,,, 
questions and share our values; if we wrestle with it, 

it will yield •eaning. " 7 

Holy One of Blessing, 
Grant us the s~rength to wrestle 
And the courage to face the •e:aning .• 

. . 

' 

7 Judith - Plaskow, "Jawish ' Memory froai a Feminist 
Perspectiv•," in W@ayinq the Visions: New Patterns . in 
Feniinist Spirituality, ed. by Judith Plaskow and Carol \. 
P. Cl)rist. 
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SOURCE MATERIAL ON YAEL 
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0tbONJ1'.. wift of Lopp1do1. was o propMtns •• • ond tltt 
fVQtb1ts WOtJld "°"'' 10 lltr ;or 111drm1111 •••• Slit sum­
mor.td 8"ral:. son o; .~bmoom /10 /11111 Siuro/ •. /ll'h~ 
nt ioJUltd :/tat sM ocrompa11• lt1m. Slit Jllld./ •• thtrt 
.111 bt no ,1ory for .'011111 thor .. • Gi>d "''" d«i1f r Sutra 
,.10 •woman's hand. ·· (111den 4:4· 91 

1111 JUI fHbora/I '--' o pt1etfi1t! 

[)cborlh ut hidden under a palm tree hop1nc 11\ll no one 
•oulJ,.. Mt. Hct llst .':!SC hld c•ha11'1cd ~c111:<. 
SJ,/ rut! ;pcnl lht cnute M<)rtUnp tr\1nf ID •'Oft\ I~ l SOUll.:t 

""°had ~1lltd l rnsonct 0 1 ... , 11ut lit llld .1nnto. 
.. ,,,,,"'lie had J<1111ndtd "You u1d 1h;n \'1d " as th< 

11\0\1 blC$1Cd ot "l)lllcn.-.~nd for "hat: For stnl.in: ~ll<r>. 
,rulh1~ his l)t>d. sm•ll11n1 and 1>1cretnt h" tanr1e "llh 
111< 1cn1 pin "'hc11 h< .. u at her met<''. So "h1t· , "ron¥ 
•Uh ,.hlt I did~" 

Finlll' sh< had oracrto l11m to bnnJ a umli-. 1nJ .11onc 

ior his ,nm<. 
~sch< sotJ1cr l<tt. ht 'Plt on the ;rouno l nd s:i1J 10 1~.e 

crowd p1hmd ouwde. "Od>orall's b«omc a PK1n11 ... 
11 was~~• Ill.it [)d)ora)i, who h.ld on« groullly 

kd the people or lsud 1n10 bani<. would conckmn soldtcn 
lortillinc pruonm of war. Yet she had done prmsdv th>t. 
" ' liru. the ddm icnOttd thcst d«i1iont and conunucd 
to ttltt to her u a conqucrcst. Yael. ~. ltncw the 
ttlllh and 1•osded Od>onh. Yxl wu mll proud or th< 
bloody act •h1ch lud won her fame 1n Israel. Her llllWff 

10 ~was 10 dccUte 1n public thal Debonh tlad turned 
1n10 lA "old womlll ... 

I was )"Ollnl once! 11> th ink that Bank and I >"CIC. cqll.lls 
-11 lcasl "' Ont. whtn he "'®ldn't do\ thin& W1thout 
-•ulun"l me. H• wd. ·~tt ao will! me. I wtll 10: 
if not. I •111 noi eo." c.i·a1 B11t ~~after ow \1Clory 
Thoucb ht went rductllltly into bMtk. lsc qwdtl1· rorsoc 
wllo llacl di:iQtd him 10 clory once he &lined manhood 
Wider lirt. He unc my sons too well l SU'Uct up 1he chlllt 
llld B>nt dah .. uh the ..:;ipm n and<1bc dl•1- o(boo1y. 
l.lm tt bcc.rne h" 11>n1-.ind hen! for Y~ dcaded 10 
bccom< ~ •om.lll·warnor. 0.d she tlutilt she wu 1m1tatinc 

mt! 
Ocboull blew she would M'\'Cf•IO to bMtlc 1;.ain, not 

m11 1f Baralt c1iltd. Barak bad ti.a inaolwt ._ 1he 
nei::awyor war. but succas ~ cMaeld bun and IOldlcr1n& 
todl• was his m~JOI ~00. Now Odlorab WU the 
rdurunt one. She bad ~ed Bink's rormcr un· 
C'l\:lllltf wl translated it 1ntel -"itr abolll wulins 

bum:an lift. Dtborall now had a-= Ille - dlm1lwlcd 
ntYtt &p111 10 ~ rapoasiblt for ....._ llllooti. 

nus t)-pc or thmtia& did - ..._ 11cr to tribal laden. 
W'ho cdac:alClcl tbcit troops lO atmona ewil and PfOlfCt it 
OlllO Ilse _,.. Yid tbt wvrior ICUPl9d Iller ..... In 
bimnq-o( 0-. shrclcMd lslr -aalJ, lifMUIWn· 

inc UllllllCU usG suballuted mMIJ 8CU of clnlNCtion. 

I 

.. 

Laidy Otbonll bad rdt !hat she w 
Sh< hcud mumblinp !hat ;1 was un~t'::id~r~-:anJli<n. 
~ ludm. Am I cnuna old~ Tlunkina back. sh• ~~:i: 
t "' • k:llmlous Sindt =~en had bq 
l&r)' orh•11eturn from th• w 0 un on th< ~tll••r­
cdctut<d '-th I ar. unnconcoftbctcs1wll1 v, e pcop • "' ShllOh to com 

:,~~r'~~.h:~~o0~e ;nh a 11=e orrcnna. ~·:~~~~·.~ht~~ 
who relul<d to allow u~bly "'"' • sttf·•ppomtcd Lellot 

lier into lh• j&/ICIU&ry. 1a)1ng. "Wo. 
unto the l<n<uuon wbo1t leaccr u • wom•n.'' 

Sh• ll•d answctcd. "\Vh<n II iuncd •Ou you ~ 1- d .. _.. . · <rca1~ 
•• en i • ...,.., m<. You said I "'ll hi.< • hind ltt loo1t to 

conquer S1>eta :and th•t I sans &oodly "Otds in m1• sons 
?' 'lctot)'. Sow you u e mal.1n1 puns •bout my nw 

Horn.rt.· you call mr. " • · 

There •u no bllt in Ocboran's allq;<d suns. Slit h•d 
btcomt '-'On,1nccd It wQ1 not n1tu for worntn to Ind mtn 
into b•nl<: morco•er .• 11 wu "'ona to build a soaet'' itut 
rco,uirtd m<n to "ute th<ir '""and talcnu 1.ad1nc ~•hm 
into b>lll<. 

If Y2d ""'th< tone :Or ,.omen . who wilt bt l• ft to i:oint 
Out the w;umul :and dtsttuCll\ t Stde or war? 

Ocbot>ll's .'On,'1Ct1ons did not 111 wdl "'11h 1hc <Iden. 3lld 
th<T d<110un..'td her u ;an 1U<11um:aie prophet. Simna llJldcr 
her l)llm lift 1n the hell of the d.t'" Ocbor>h woncctcd 
•,llt'lhtr hlSIOf~ -ould Ital lier undl)'. Will they • ·rue mt 
ollt. as thC\· Jid my •~tor. ~l1ttlm? Or w11l 1he,· 1dl 
pOSt<nlY thl t I thouaht war wu wronc. th.ll " wu ·• 110 
to rt\'tte comPll :ana th.ll I lc>rncd the h;ird way 1h>I 011t 
cnnn1cs· blood was .llso rtd~ 

I 

~ ~· . . . 
"So m1v all your enemies pmsh. 0 Lo<d! 
But those who love you sh111 bt u the sun when 

it n lCS 1n ns, wm11h! 

And the land wu tr:anqu-;i)ony YQt•.'' 
(Judf<S 6 :)11 

.. 

' 
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A WOITlll' m ndl by Nr ~tlCNn tablt .,,...,. 11'1 

old - houw Thtft " I - doo< I I •ht bKlt ot 

tht room and 1 small "''- '"°"1"9 ou1 on noll••"ll !NI ' 

•v. u "f¥1dtnt tN t tM houw '~' " ''' t t)e too ol • 
bite Nil TM • v nvv bl: ·~f'litd Mt.ea w•lh ra•n""Ct0uo1 

or tltl 1 brillill'll. drougt11 blue, OCCO<d•"' to mOOd 

Tht room" bart O<ft>t '°' 111blt . 1"'° ~"· 
., old bid COMffd w.\h • t:hno~tll.tn and ' " • nc.ent iron 

I 
ttoiw... tn ttie Ol)C)Olltt c~ thl ~ thttt •t 1 o.aHt t 

""Iha ti-. The Oflf y clKo<l'lion 111 ltw hnt ,...,., pol\ 

.,ws '*"" t.trvnt acron the .onf11uWd nont w1·u 

The woman. Jatl • ., cMa<ty tho only •MIOollnt 

ol 1!11 hOuW. Sht., tldttly, ot <Mdlum .,..,,.1: 1\tf IKt 

- "''""'"' linH, " 9'9Y Ind ol 1 ... - belUIY. ~ .. 
""',. pMCS on htf htad Then "1 suaon ol GYIHY wold 

,_-I hit~ Sht wean nond«tcrtOI Clot ..... 

(plfNpl 1 cWk t1<11t and lhlwll i.e .. t •lully 

II tt1U<P'111"9 IO-Quilt IO ou1J111'1d""JI 

~t• in thu - hou• and lonely """"°'" Sur· 
pritintf ,..,Nol, Of ~ nqt. 

..... 11.....n 11 tho table With hot bKlt 10 lhe 

- · Sht,. ••"""9 hot hanch on.., old black tt1 pen 

Htr htad ,, tl .... tly bent and .... ll'fak• 10 -· 

111 'l'fllt ol fltlcl<• and ttnH. ol sea u...n1_,, 

And trtbal w•s, still hutQiNJ my ttl pot, 

M\I' w11m iron t tow. thine•• .-.ac.tw~•vnt 

And thtv may pm, """'9 that all It put 

To ,.,.m.... uie. I sund alt.,,,.ttlv 

Al bolhrndlof 1une-ablt • .....,,bt. 
To 11111'1 IN lftttr1m. The..,._, i<>Otl>O PHI 

(S/w puU - 1ht 1n "po1 Ind itowtv t.hs 

IWf - to hot hoadl 

The Pill -· 1111 -t -the Pill ..... ..... ... 

II rttp -. 

My ~ the pain ... 

Thltt - blefl ktlltn • lllMty 
T·twouglatt 11W IU9tdt ot twty Clf\tunts: 

Plenty ol ....... - - ·- but womtn 

tl\ould - lull. 
Nos - one,,..... .. one man. 

($ht loc*I UP • 11\outh limnin91 

n.re ii COMtnetlon. 
,....._.. .. .,,. .... ~ ... ll cotM ... 

IWilf\~I 

Wtll they> dlt cttit.J1 1111 --1 -
or""....,, 

CThe<f ,, .. "noc' on'""""~ W11h t'fl.t'lf'll'H 

t t hcl J~-t 1urn1\o-w1td 11\t doo-d 

t ~nrw 1t1 Oh• come""' 

(A. 1111. Nl'Misomr WOl'9\,)n n.tM J)tt 1 tlt)I ff'llttl 

~ h"' b"ut "'"· """"'" Nt11tt """ m1n•no hCWT1 
11 ~ttttCd fel t t\..11 .lnct \W:H'\ .)!'\ .l•1C.•• .. 11111t1 cn.>1 

..t\l(:h ~hit""°"°"" \+fl"\ QI .,,~ ':.I.I I Sitt 

loo~•• outtn I 

fAlttr J ~" ind'" 1 <:hanqta .a~ ..om.wt\u 

tt•moh.>n1 vottt: ' • 

Wt6c:O"T'lt 0fb0t .th' 

Tf\.:iink "°" How C.O\lld "°" ti no ... ~ 

1 .. ~ .1•1rit 

Somoont woulO Comt As you '!>tMOKNG I ~.,d 

Tht: tt'lythrn o f vour 11eo1 lt'1 u nm11111r.att -

Whtn ttHt onn • 1l1' the H ttt'I '«oonch tn f)\.ttD< w. 
w~ 'hutllc un t/'IC.Ol'\\tfJVet'!h.lJly 

In llut nwp t.nhtude Ifie ,~ 'WCJI., 

Of s1lt:n« n1• •"1 tow•d '°"""" tvM 0tvond 

Th< Ntur•l ""It; sound> - on \ltPP""l \lontt 

Acron uw 11t ; Of tlw l!°M u u h gto.an1 

Ul'ldtf '""'9110011•11. 

YH . I kt¥ d \'OU ( omt 

8 u 1 dtd not tum IOf lt:olf"I lllf.ll ttH\\Jl.~n. 

t nut tht \tttlt on t nt novt M , .... u ct11f\k tu . 

ISho "'""' ht< ~· 10 h<r ltmpln •911nl 
Th• arn ,, bad. 

They did not tell mt thll you .;;lltml. 

Only lhl1 you Wlft llone ve• upon vur. 

Tl\tttlO<t I - · 
JMI Ytan PA~ - in Wtnct 

Mulliply tht pein. 

Oft>otalt Is Htbet dt1dl , ... .._. - MY' Otad. And now ,,., trv• 

I em not mcn 11ont. 

I cemo 10 ""°'' an tnd 
QI l(Jlitud<. Who could bth~ thlt vou..and t, 

si. ...... • tO grtll • past.. ... Jttangtnl 

How othlt-1 You who•• -Judgt1 
__,,-..../ No lontt< Judgt: 

Au1-ttv hit pastd trom mt lon9 •.net· 
w. .. .-...;......- .... davt ... 9""'-

0nly in_,""' 'ivt 109ttl\tr now. 
Whlt""'91 

, H- you not hurd' Art vou to mucll llont
1 

,..,.....,. ....,,. sine• H- btougt11 mt...,.. 

Up from t ht Atabfil. 
In ••Iv davt 

A ttt...,., cMM onct"' I wMt. pe<Npl 

To buy 1iio1or Pl" lrom._: 
llut..; _ _.01 "°""wtlty; 

T'M•tranllf - .uyed. 
~11isk­

T'Nt I k.illld Sislf• lf\d tl\lt my "'!bind 

Tillft fled in 19ffOl I - ,...., .ion.. 

\ 

' 
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Ht"v•- 10 <tt 11>t -1h1anc1 one.....,,, 
14--1 ....,.... ...... ,,,...,. """-

Ht u-Nttntood t w.-tttd S1Mr4 

-bolll .,.OUO 

You l1y ""'" Sowul 
Al ... I Ood no1 - '"°""'I m9'1 h ...... .,..., 

0tt11teel he • ts 1uH e f"IWll\ 

t4tOtf •H not 
()tbOfa.I\ N01 10 his _..ft> 

J-4 To nOIW 
Nfowtr I Old not fut "''''•tV 

I loNjltcl tor II ~"'°""'on l<rH I 

Do you undo<1t.-d ' 

°'"°'"' ISM nocn ~ 0tt1btr1111v bru- '"°' th• 
Clllf1I'°" I ("--

,,,... • • C!\111 ~'"now 
(TN-t 1>1 - I t 1r. I .bit I 
lJh • Ude t•t>"9 11\d ebt>U''9· 1n ~ 

Thi"'"' Ind orHtnJ t ltt fn•tt 

19--1 
Thtft ,, lltt'tv. confu1 . .on '" th.t "-""'°"" ·-·---' Nt va: then Me no Uet\, w t tn tht toe\ 

The Ar- 11 6"ollll tnd or><! 

Mv~ ............. ...0-·--
To ,,_._ ,,OUl'ldl - 1M tnbft art SU,,nf -

lbtv • • II~"' - Mii r,.ardtd « •h­
ISht l*IM< ""'Comft NlfWIY bl<~ ' " ··-· 
Sftl I 11111 i...t ptl(lt. 

''"cold. .... cokl hort. 

ISl>e \hlvt<I lftd pulls h« tNwl clOMr wound 

"""'°"'din.I 
o..i.--o - .,. of mt ..... 
The 1111C11 of - _,,., lht -i; 

Of"°""·_, tft..n. ""'"and 1 wwm --· 
f1"*1 CMN and-··_.,,.,,. h u pllk,,,. ....., __ ,fund. 

• ON<N\rllWYeold-. 

A l111i. •"9" <fttlcl. to - ·· follt ; 
Mv mollle< ~-· vu.~,,,..; ltlswo. 

--1-IJilCll; ... tO"'V~ •• 
Ont,_.•" cNld ci.ttclltd. I ,.....,. 1 -

Ofw11: "-°'_,_ ............ 
A- tltnklrwtth 1 ............. 

IW - not ~fly cniet. oftly 
u-...- Ht....,._......, 
~ .. -_ .... ......,. ..... 

.......... ,.,,.....All--*" 
In sllon lftd fletll I - ., '-1 ............ 
,,_, I 111111 I dllld. 

CSlw '"' ...................... _ _.. 
o..ntll 

'"' • '-"' bllbtl 
lv.,.ouaocll 1 - · _,,.... ttw""' .. 
Wi.,, .. ._ ..... ~ ._....:... .. 

Son of a1u.,... 

What ot th.t molf\ff 1 Dlln> 

I WfO!Uld no1 Cltt Ultr, -.+ltn tf'tU• ll't' 

8ef'tl¥td I lhou,,..I of ~MC '"""'t'\fd 

fa< - ""°""" ~·" ... mt 

""° '"' 1111 h11i.1..,1 - out 

... _ ... ..,.., 

Htt.r ftlf1 ""V m.aontu 
Tht Mfd\IMn's Wtt f fyt"9f 111 "'Ot fivt UD • 

th• e:h.1ld 

~ - mllsMllOC'k1 • lhetoall­,,_ 
""41came11: 11111111 bur Ind lhr- by ...., 

and womb. 

The .... ..,... .. udOtr1 ...,,,.,.,,. luH, htt¥Y 

Willl"""' ~IO - AP'°"'· all to"' 
' W. lift IM dr°""'IY At-: m. bOT 

S1.W., and OV"'9 II my bin"' bnnl 

19'9..,_ out tw ~ """"'o Oobonhl 
Ht'sdNdl N °1 4Nd. 

Wt11 bury hi"'--·· 

~-..11\t-. --'°°"· 
One nony lliU sloQt"I upon --• 

I tlliM my - tl""*- I CIMOI ... 
h-• IN dltknen in mylllf; or hear 
Eadlll my tootflfl. 

' Md....,thf<VJUNI 

e.tltnO - · lhucldont"' .,,. """ - ....... : 
A mo11"''1 fMI ht"'Y -111 sanow 

G•U lt< 11\11\ """' .. _ 
ISht ft<1<s bid< .,.,.,,.:,.1 

°"""'"··­~Ult< he bu~t 1 llou• , 
Thtl houM. hnJoilllfl of 1llt>tl11Y. 

lul he. IN K..,.11 smuh. rtlU<noO 10 hn old 

Ira* -

He ... "" - • '"' "'" ....... e-.g11. 
He'd Nd ltfQlgh of i..1blnO.-y. fNtdtu 

In bodv. not91'dlY ol morid l>t ti.ct 

The eod'• hrtdtty ""' ... 111 .... Poll 
siu.,,.- lld jiCkm' bid< .. d lltt<ed °"""' vllfrtt 10 1111 C-t""' Douf\1 ond told -
E~llly to Jlbtn's folk - tomt DIC• 
,.....__.._ ......... W1thhlt .... 111t0iel 

... -""'· t>nonl• l""'llM. ,.-..i 
I.It<• - on flts..-V - o. 14- ram.cs ott, 
Shout"" fits - "' . dUr .,..,_ bttl. 

' 
\ . 



n. ic.w .. tnuttlClod - .... c- .-. 
I herdlv CMl-t. ••led .... ; lat - 1 

OfllOt"' Could 1°" l0tft l ltle ct'MIOI 
Jiii FOtft1 _, Ho. 

Ll 

Otbo<"' 

Jill 

Oobot"' 
Jal 

0...• 

lkll Wttf\ IN ~1'1 - n I l'-

11110 I ... - Ille body g .. od 

Nol chtlO 11111 -

I ""'' ftOI ,_ • rnon 
II 111 hu"9tf 11\11 -II 1 woman 

How Ufl -·,no ... .....,,. hit,"'' ,_ lrvo1. 
ts rounotd out....,..," 11u1fathon1> 

Somtltmn I 1tt bofttt"' my eyn - lttt 
W111>ou1 my ,,,._, - lht •nm• 

0t ltvlf\ •• UtOftt bet- my NHtnls. 
I undtr\1111d 

°"' dty .,.,,.,,. tM " "'' 

I NlfCI '"' ro. ol I pHI bllllt 

ll1M lrom 11lt •lltey Whtll ll>t 1'9"'"'9 tbbed 

A - ume. ,,_,,,,,.._ cur•nt Ull tilt ""' 

Si••' 
I~ E..-. "°"' tllt - cut• cs..,, 
Ht ClfN n l'-tf\ tlv ' ""I en Jlbrn' • 1..-; 
W11l110t lj«tlet"• ... 1e> '" ~· ••trtm•tv 
He..,.,.,.1"'"41tt Ht d!Clnot- • ........., 
0t Ct>UfW I...,,, ... Nm lmt~ad. I _....., 

utlY' utlv ' 
Aftcl-..c- ... -..,.> 

....... .,,,.. husbond. - ·•ooct die dtod. 

He fllOod ---of a wt 
Md lurNd- "' 111118. W• l\a ofratdl 
S. Ill IOld. As I puf1Utd s;..,.. 

A - f\ltlltd tr- .... houM to-'-· 
Undlt "" f tie... ....., Mt .,.. -. wold. 

• Glowtnt and radoatlt .... 111 ---
Sht .. _ .. - f\01 llr..,,t- uo . .. ., 

AlltlWI ..... Al-~- -

n.... °" ""bed s.-1 lly 

Tht1an1"'" ""~"" ' 
HIUWtlltMCI. 

Ht d•d - ... - cir .. ""lltl¥V boctv 
On to ""bod; nor tCOUt tllt floor - .. ..,. 
My .._"'..., 10 ......,.11 ·-

fin - to 0.-tfl's .-_1 No. not tllen. 

I ..... "' "'8t I•_...,°" ll\a lllllt1 ·-
lut ... .,.; "'" ,.....,_lent "°" •utft91" 
· - -"'8111'-; ·-~. 
"'._ ___ Uftd. lu1 _ ... -

1tt 10ld I._ ~ 8'ld they jqpMd our -
9-1.,... A "~'°"' lat Oltiorinl 
A OCIOtV f0t Jal I 

... _ DCtad ............... . . - do-

................. 11._...'°"' 
S....,!Pt "" ............................ 
0.-MtN-... 

Of - ...., """ ISliocNri11 ll)l __ .-y __ -

_...........to ..... dlord Oii i ........ ..___, -

( 

r 
. .... . ..... Otbor .... 
•-•. -•1 u1ttra""'91 

""* l•ils IA.O twov - · UGI"" 
0-01~ 

'" II-. drt• ot si......,. 
IWitll POonltd ~I 

1" tht cs.tv'I or Jatt c.ata-.a.n, «•s.te'­

Tr"'tfltt\ 'tt>l lo •he ov '"'" 
Tho coun1ry IOI' l1t<1. 

Tiley 11«1 uni~ vou arow Otbout1 

A.rote• 1 mot~ 1n l111tt -

Jltt Alli Mot1'of '" hritlt 
Oobo<ltl ISt1ll e11.,11 

Tht llin91 ctrnt, tf\ev fouvii 

n- toug111 "'' ,,,. of 1:4.,.., 
The IWt IOUtht h orn ht1vtn, 

The n•1 tn tht •f couoti '°"'"' 19rtinu Silotfa. 
The frvt< K•i.hon .....,t lhtm IWIV. 

The onnnl11nt 1orrtt1t, Ille tomni K•i.hotl. 

0,,,., -·· .... ct!"""' '"tntlhl 

l9'e - loo'"" in11ndv • I Jltt - ""9'"' 1 d1llonn1 
dlln1 ..., rnudl ,_.. P*nONllvl 

--~-. JN4 
l'Tht ..,ft of l9lltf lhc KtMt l • 

Allow- ., .... lffll 

She-be~ 

•• ,.,ht .. td. """ ......... 

Hor hand the put IO lhe ltfll po11. 

ANJ..., fltll1hano 10 lllt-'"""' •INlltt _ 

J.i 

Otbotltl 

J-4 

°'°"'"' 
J-4 

1-.0hllbean 1......,.."' rnounung f'lonorl 

~.-ti qonttl 11 hutU-. 

tsht po,o u .... llands to "" ltm()letl 

IWttl llOlhe• ... 

CCont11..,"'9 tile dlln1I 

She • INdt do- Slstt• 

Sht cru*"td htt nud 

°"' bt ... u. 

Sht Nlltrtd ond P•ffC.d hlS tffllPlt . 

ti•- .... '"' .... ""'· ht fell; 
Whttl ...... ht lttl oo- dtld. 

CJttl is roctilnt bick and forth'" m1wv. 

Oeborltl loolu 11 htr ctoMlyl 

How I U ..... YOll tlQtld tlOI ly\OW 11\t tOfl9. 

Wt>v. why did"°" not~ 10 gollltt '" 

"'- toe .,our v111 clMd ' 

The "''"dttm l .............. -""'° .... _ 
-.1-..,UnoL 

9-ld I boll!. ""J• I \ •Utdl" 

()- ......... I clonca tnlO l1lt C-and tel ..., ....... , 
ISlll ""1 up from,.., Cl\1tt. ~1-• to­

N 1100r ... boW1 tow "' mod< Otltrtfttfl 
-w.lc:Omt. my lord I 

~ • 
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r 
come in: COl'M •n to""· mv lord. 

-·o-·,...,.,,.. 
AIHI your wounds. 

"'""' ti4oodY r~t. twtlt ot 1 trt•t w.,rt0t. 
Aht tM gru t $1Mwt.OI your th lvf",. 

The dotltO h11r. lM \noUt-o mutdn of your d\nt. 

1lit troubled h t A't and the trim brOw -

1.nll bnng wlltf fOf vour ttfrHl'l~nt , 

- ........ ,,.,.., ·- blood 
I ... u M'IOtf'I 'I°"' '9t•t'I '#II"' oil - tA e U\•S -

Ukr dM1 - and tDttad ' cJGA ovtt your nA.onnt 

tthl 1(Utrlf'\ Mound tn mOdt bu$tnftsl 

4l'ld Mt« "tood tor ttft• llJll\ - • howt o1 mllk. 

""'' • """"• boWI. no l0<dlv O•"' ' 
As •t: btfitttnt 10 "'Y tons 

Wt Htbuws • If\' 

Wt K"'Htt Wt Quilt poor dnottt Htbtf. 

'iY man. sens tut un """" co J1b1n. vour CJ'H I lr:tf\4. 

But wt. frtd't curch hom lht sm.tll ~uie·s mtllr. tng, 

TN fOOd butltrm~k - - allot "the LOO'd
0

1 boun1y: 

VCN UV, I h.l'¥t. k)yfiy "oa1 mv lf\ji"t~t. 

...., dtilP Ind f'llf' ful thltll!t • Ind IMV"""'I > 

loo'- vou. thttt ' ' 

A btd. frt:h m.ldt lftCI IOh - for "°" ·-· ·· 
fSN-~C11n ~\Ill 10 <>ct .... M\ ~'"' 

I pu I lhe- buWI 

Into"'" h.lnd1. '" t"nt two Nnds - '•'-• 1l'u1 -
Hoo4f\9 U\at he wOUld too1t move ttM nm 

Md rud 11\o grftd of-.- '" mv "'" 

Md O!' rrrt - int loos omell out my ....S. 
• 4 lordlv ddll for • dtte11td ,,,.,. .. 
Ht Mad. ll"Mf boM'd htt hH d to drin~. ton9 ' 

drluthU 
A.1 •"-""ory• bottff min mlY ul<t. 

t •-t'1I mutclts o f hl1 tlwott: tile c:urw 
Md tfvlnt of wn11. 1ht - ol hit F tlt Nnds 
Atoomd lht booo4 - h .. -olll\ttd ..... 
Hit f1"'1f\td. From""' Nindl to nunt 

Tho bowl"• lip - '"' lftl•"9 of "'Y lnOlts. 

Kt...,,..,. IOOllfd up onto "lY fYft and - -

· ~-not- - h<hed no"'°"tlltol - . 
11wn I Nttd him. T°"9'f ~ to C>Utt. 
-rils d•I- to my hUt. rlWlfld by cltsitw 
• 1>1ntt0 Md• l•nt,_....,_ "'my fYft -

•-only. 
_,,,.,......_ ..... ed 

... ,..,., __ """" .... '"­
"""""-•llllifwt - 1 cuttJ"tl~t 
llocl.~_..... ,_l. 

IJlllCl!l*ft.~ .. --... ·­Ul<tthlt -1 ,...,,,,. ........ _.,,.pin_ 
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