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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 Fulfillment of the Requirements for Ordination

Having Read the Book of Myths: Yael, Delilah and Feminist Poetics
Ms. Idelson's thesis started out as an exploration of the
figure of Yael in Biblical, Rabbinic and Modern Hebrew Literature.
The initial target texts were rabbinic midrashim and the Haskalah
epic poem "Yael ve-Siserah" by Michah Yosef Lebenschn. Shirley's
apt translations and comments yielded some interesting enough data.
The direction of the thesis shifted, however, with the
incorporation of the feminist literary analyses of Mieke Bal,
Nechama Ashkenazy and others. This stimulating new direction led
Ms. Tdelson to study not only the analogous Apocryphal story of
Judith, but also the rather rich subject of Delilah. In moving to
Delilah she alsoc translated a goodly numger of modern‘Hebrew works
on Delilah or on Samson and Delilah. While all of her translations
are excellent, Shirley 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 in the trenchant remarks and the cultural revolution of
the several literary critics 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 the provocative directions she found most



—

intriguing. Her excejlent knowledge of Hebrew, however, stood
Shirley-in good stead as she made astute comments of her own which
more than occasionally helped her to pull together her midrashic
translations and the broader theories. :

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 etymology for the name
Delilah. They connected to the verb dildelah, suggesting that
Delilah wore out Samson sexually or even that she castrated him.

I was intrigued by Ms. Idelson's copious data dealing with the
"censored out" story/ of Yael's 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 wi}h more than a grain of salt,
and 1 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 endeavor 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, Qnd 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, for one,



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 1linguistic and
intellectual gifts, but she does not present a clearly focussed and

original point of view of her own. This open and searching guality

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

Respectfully submitted,

Dr. Stanley Nash
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Love Letter?

Dear Samson,

I put your hair
in the jar

by the pear tree
near the well.

I been thinkin?
over what I done
and I still don’t think
God gave you

all that strength
for you to kill
my people.

Love--Delilah

*The title of this thesis is excerpted from the
first line of Adrienne Rich’s "Diving into the Hreck!”
in Diving Into the Wreck, p.22. The poem above is

included in Wendy Mulford, ed., Love Poems by Women,
p-3. It is by Carcole C. Gregory. -




INTRODUCTION




“For feminist critics...,not only is the
parsopal the political; the aesthetic is the
political, the literary is the political, the
rhetorical is the political...for every text can be
Seen as in some sense a political gesture and more
specifically as a gesture determined by a complex
of assumptions about male-female relations,
assumptions we might call sexmal poetics."

“What Do Feminist Critics Want?"
Sandra Gilbert, 1985=
The myths of Yael and Delilah share a common
"sexual poetic" which ctan be discerned through an
analysis of the literature which has preserved their
tales. Such a study requires a textual examination
which 1s not limited to those passages found in the Book
of Judges, wherg the canonized versions of these myths
are recorded; it must also include a look at those
pieces of subsequently-written literature which,
inspired by the biblical tales, have served to both

reveal and shape cultural mythological interpretation.
This work marks an attempt to approach the myths of

AY

Yael and Delilah from a point of view which is both
feminist and critical. Presented from this perspective
is an analysis of the episodes recorded in the fourth
and the sixteenth chapters of the Book of Judges, much
of the rabbinic midrashic material which relates to Yael

and Delilah, and several pieces of modern Hebrew poetry

written about these women. It is through this whole

2Sandra M. BGilbert, "What Do Feminist Critics Want?

A Postcard from the Volcano" in The New Feminist
Criticism, ed. by Elaine Showalter, p.31.



body of literature that the myths have been presérved

and promulgated.
The Undertaking

oL tell a myth is to proclaim what happened ab

origine. Once told, that is, revealed, the myth

becomgs apodictic truth; it establishes a truth

that_xs absclute...a sacred reality...The supreme

function of the myth is to ‘'fix’ the paradigmatic

nmodglglfor all rites and all significant human
actxvxtles-—eat}ng, sexuality, work, education, and

so on.
Mircea Eliade®
A literary text is not only speech quite literally
embodied, but also power mysteriously made
manifest, made flesh.
Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar=
The observations of Eliade, and Gilbert and Gubar
point to the great di*ficul;y of undertaking a critical
approach to anci;nt cultural myths; they also reveal the
extreme importance of 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
contemporary critique; yet, Fhe power held by “the myth
over human understanding and activity mandates an
approach which guestions its ancient assumptions and
challenges its ongoing influence over human behavior.
The feminist approach is especially compelling today,

for it brings with it an awareness of misogynist notions

which have long been perpetuated in culture through the

®*Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p.95.

“Gilbert and Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic, p.6.




genre of myth. This awareness exists in large part

thanks to the work of such ground-breaking authors as
Simone De Beauvoir (The Second Sex) and Kate Millett
(Sexual Politics). :

5 In her essay "What Do Feminist Critics Want?"
Sandra Gilbert explains the goals of feminist C;lticism:
“At its most ambitious it wants to decode and demystify
all the disguised ﬁuestxons and answers that have always
shadowed the connections between textuality and
sexuality, genre and gender, psychosexual identity and
cultural authority."® Gilbert’'s agenda is expansive,
and in relation to it, this work marks only a modest
effort; it examines specifically the sexual components
of two biblical stories which relate (implicitly in the
first case, explicitly in the second) tales of
seduction. The intent here 1s not to redeem the
protagonists Yael and Delilah, each of whom is "guilty"”

N

of making vulnerable and then murdering an enemy
uarr%or; to embrace these characters is to accept the
patriarchal assumptions of their authors. The purpose
is, rather, to expose those assumptions in all their
misogyny. It is hoped that by revealing the effect
these myths have on shaping our culture's negative view

of women, that effect will be muted.

=sGilbert, Op.Cit., p.36.
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The Women

The stories of Yael and Delilah share a great deal

/;h common; they also differ in one highly significant
aspect. Both Yael and Delilah are defined in terms of
their relationship with a male enemy soldier. In each
case, the warrior with whom the female protagonist
becémes associated possesses great strength. Sisera has
ravaged terrible .destruction against the Israelites,
allies of Yael; Samson has reeked havoc in the territory
of Delilah's people, the Philistines. In both episodes,
the action takes place in a tent, the private domain of
the women 1involved. In the Judges 4 passage which
describes Yael welcoming Sisera into her home, enough
sexual imagery 1is presented in the text for the reader
(both classical and mcdern) 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 i; able to
convince Samson 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 haé
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 Kenite, and she

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



hand, is a Philistine who smites an Israelite Judge. On
one level it is not surprising, then, that Yael is
praised in much of Jewish literature, while Delilah is
disdained. Nationalist concerns are overriding.
Nevertheless, it is disturbing from a modern
universalist perspective that ethical propriety seems to
be determined not by an individual's actions, but solely
on the basis of the side for whom the iﬁdividual is
fighting. While this point is wor;h exploring, it is
not a central issue 1in this study. The primary concern

here i1s with the traits that are shared mutually by Yael

and Delilah. Each uses her sexuality in a seductive

manner; each successfully strives to acqhire the trustf\

-

of a man of awesome strength; each betrays the man who
offers his trust; finally, each--in the privacy of her
own home--takes advantage of the vulnerability of sleep-
in order to bring to a bloody defeat the man dozing in
her midst. Both Yael and Delilah are dece;tful and
violent. Their characters, despite their looks, are
ugly and fearful. Indeed, it would not be hyperbolic to
state that the characters of these women, as they are
portrayed in the Book of Judges, resemble monsters.
Monstrous Honén

Gilbert and Gubar discuss extensively the "eternal

types" of women portrayed in male-authored literature.

Specifically, they address the extreme images of woman

b
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as angel or monster, "those masks male artists have

fastened over her human face both to lessen their dread

of her 'inconstancy' and...to possess her more

thoroughly, "<

The mpnster-uoman, threatening to replace her
angelic sister, embodies intransigent female
autonomy and thus represents...the author’s power
to allay "his" anxieties by calling their source
bad names (witch, bitch, fiend, monster)...For
every glowing portrait of submissive women
enshrined in domesticity, there exists an equally
important negative image that embodies the
sacrilegious fiendishness of what William Blake
called the "Female Will...,"

Assertiveness, aggressiveness--all characteristics
of a male life of "significant action"--are
"monstrous" in women precisely because
"unfeminine"...The monster may not only be
concealed behind the, angel, she may actually turn
out to reside within (or in the lower half of) the
angel...Emblems of filthy materiality, committed
only to their own private ends, these women are
accidents of nature, deformities meant to repel,
but in their very freakishness they possess
unhealthy energies, powerful and dangercus arts...

They 1incarnate male dread of wvomen and,
specifically, male scorn of female
creativity...Because these women can create false
appearances to hide their vile natures, they are
dangerous...Authors devised elaborate anti-romances
to show that the female "angel" was really a female
"fiend," the ladylike paragon really an unladylike
monster...Thus all women were inexorably and
inescapably monstrous, in the flesh as well as in
the spirit.”

1t is not difficult to identify aspects of the
personalities of both Yael and Delilah in this

description of the "monster-woman." 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 assertively in a Bible which
portrays very few female characters as independent. The
actions of both Yael and Delilah are "monstrous" and
"unfeminine" in that they both commit murder (Yael in
actuality, and Delilal: through her betrayal). Although
Yagl does not display a "filthy materiality," Delilah
ce?fainly does as she accepts the bribe of the
Phifistlne men, and agrees to deceive her lover Samson.
Certainly both female characters create false angelic
appearances 1in order to hide their "“vile" intentions;
finally, the myth of Yael and Sisera, as wéll that of
Delilah and Samson can only be understood as anti-
romantic, in that love and/or trust on the part of the
male ultimately leads to his self-destruction. Indeed,
Simone de Beauvoir identified the angel/monster
component of the Delilah story when she wrote in The
Second Sex in the chapter on myths:

*

"It is always difficult to describe a myth; it
cannot be grasped or encompassed; it haunts the
human consciousness without ever appearing before
it in fixed form. The myth is so various, so
contradictory, that at first its unity is not
discerned: Delilah and Judith, Aspasia and
Lucretia, Pandora and Athena--woman is at once Eve
and the Virgin Mary. She is an idol, a servant,
the source of life, a power of darkness; she is the
elemental silence of truth, she is artifice,
gossip, and falsehood; she is healing presence and
sorceress; she is man's prey, his downfall, she is
everything that he is not and that he longs for,
his negation and his raison d'etre."®

2Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, p.133.




The myths discussed here Serve as warnings to both
men and women:
Be Thou Warned, Man
In the Hiddle Ages, according to historian

Elizabeth Gould Davis, Delilah's betrayal of Samson was

presented to husbands as a warning not to trust or
confide in their wives.® It is not difficult to imagine
that both the Delilah and Samson myth, as well 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 final
analysis, of all women. 1In the Delilah tale, man 1is
warned not to trust the sweet words of a woman in love,
~
for i1n the end she will betray his deepesf‘gecrets and
destroy his strength. In the Yael talg, man is
cautioned against relying upon woman 1n times af duress,
for she is likely 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{yduhdapenetrates into the
private domain of women finds himself in dangerous
territory and had better be on guard at all times. The
tent, like Pandora’s box, is a symbol of female

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

®Elizabeth Gould Davis, The First Sex, p.159.




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 1in
hateful attitudes toward women, but also in disdainful
views of romantic love. Millett writes: "Most
patriarchies go to great length to exclude love as a
basis of mate selection...Patriarchy has Bod on its
side. One of its most effective agents of control 1s
the powerfully expeditious character of its doctrines as
to the nature and origin of the female and the
attribution to Her alone-of the dangers and evils it
imputes to sexuality...Patriarchal religion and ethics
tend to lump the female and sex together as if the whole
burden of the onus and stigma 1t 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
human, rather than sexual one."!'© While these
observations of Millett’s refer to the world of Ancient
Greece, they are applicable to the biblical statements
about love and sexuality which are found in the tales
recounted in Judges 4 and 16. The message which 1is
abundantly clear 'in each of these chapters is that

falling into a state of romantic love is equivalent for

1oMillett, Sexual Politics, pp.S51-52.
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the male to self-inflicted martyrdom. Men, the text
.

warns, do not let your heterosexual passions Ssweep you

to your death. Beware of the second sex.
Be ThoU Warned, Woman

The myths serve also as a warning to women. They
demonstrate the dangers of autonomy and self-assertion.
Just as romantic love is portrayed as ultimately self-
destructive for the male, so too is independent action
self-destructive for the woman. Although neither Yael
nor Delilah die in these myths, through their actions
their own characters are destroyed. Acting
independently and forthrightly turps them into lying,
deceitful murderers; indeed, the message implicit but
powerful is that to asserg oneself 1s, for the female,
to become a monster. No woman wants to be a monster.
Thus, no woman should rebel against her lot, act with

strength and courage, or strive to change the course of

A S

history. That Yael is praised for her actions does not
challenge this thesis, for the fact remains that in the
patriarchal text the énly way for her to act at all is
to murder. She leaves little hope to the Israelite
woman who is herself seeking female role models. Murder
is not the path to freedom. 1In the following passage,
Gilbert and Gubar refer to the midrashic character
Lilith who, like the women under étudy here, is a

murderer; in this case, their observations are equally

11



applicable to both Yael and Delilah: “"What her history
suggests is that in patriarchal culture, female speech
and female ‘presumption’--that is, angry revolt against
male domination--are inextricably linked and inevitably
demonic...[Shel represents the price women have been

.,

told they must pay for attempting to define themselves.

And it 1s a terrible price,.."t?
' Midrash and Poetry \ M
Included in the following chapters are selections
of midrash and poetry written about Yael and Delilah.

The reader will note in much of the midrash the themes

which are stated above and whicn lie beneath the surface

of the myths as they are recounted in the biblical text.
The rabbis who composed the midrashic material did not
try to hide their views of women; for example, regarding
Yael it is said that she wa; a woman of valor because
she acted as a dutiful wife; and, of Delilah much 1is
\

written about her evil approach to sexual relations with
Samson. What is implicit in the Judges material 1s made
explicit by the rabbis.

The poetry presented here does not, for the most
part, challenge the roles attributed to Yael and Delilah
in the biblical material. Instead, fhe vers; tends to

emphasize certain aspects that are already present in

the myths. For example, one poem emphasizes Yael's

11Gjilbert and Gubar, Op.Cit., p.36.
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dilemma over whether or not to express her loyalty to
the Israelite people by committing the sin of murdering
Sisera; another stresses Samson's anger after he has
revealed his secret and been betray;a by Delilah. While
each poem presented here sheds new light on some aspect
of the Yael and Delilah myths, none offers a revision of
the tales to make them cohere with a feminist reading of
the texts. They should not be expected to do sa, as
they do not emerge from a feminist milieu.

Such revision 1s necessary, however, as feminist
criticism encourages a shattering of the "eternal types"
which have for too: long locked women inte roles of
passivity and submissiveness. The conclusion of this
thesis will address the process of revision, with an eye
towdrd creating modern midrash and poetry which actively
subverts the misogynist underpinnings upon which stand

the powerful myths of Yael and Delilah.

13
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CHAPTER ONE:

YAEL AND SISERA
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INTRODUCTION
It may seem curious that this inter-disciplinary
study of the pprtrayal of biblical women characters
forced to use their sexual strength as a means to
accomplishing their ends begins with an examination of

the character of Yael. Indeed, not a single sexual act

15

is described explicitly in either of the two accounts -

found in the biblical narrative portraying this Kenite
woman's murder of Sisera, the Canaanite general. Yet
biblical scholarship reveals that in the Yael passages
recorded in the fourth and fifth chapters of the Book of
Jﬁdges, the language is highly 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
sexual material was expunged, censored by the Gibli:al
redactor.

If this was in fact the case, and some ancient
editor chose to erase the element of 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 willingly flew in the face
of such an undertaking by addressing directly Yael’s

crafty use of sexual temptation in order to execute her




strategy of destroying the enemy military leader. They
did this through midrash and Talmudic aggadah. Later
rabbinic commentators such as Radaq and Rashi maintained
this viewpoint in their. elucidation of the Judges texts.
Whether cor not this rabbinic viewpoint was based on an
intuitive knowledge that at some early date censorship
was applied to the biblical narrative is debatable; what
is clear 1s that, more often than not, both midrash and
later rabbinic commentary portray Yael as a woman who
acted as temptress, using her sexual (and only?) power
in order to destroy Sisera. The rabbis warn that it is
not the way of women to be heroic or militaristic. Yet
Yael, portrayed as seductive killer, is nevertheless
given the highest of accolades for her craftily-planned
and brutally executed murder of the enemy general.
Having committed twoc transgressions punishable by death-
-adultery and homicide--she 1is praised for the
deliverance of Israel; she is declared a judge of her
days; and, she is held as paradigmatic of the worthiest
of women, those who perform the will of their husbands.
Unfortunately, there has not been a great deal of
modern fiction written on Yael and Sisera. Among that
which does exist is the epic poem "Yael and Sisera,"”
composed by the nineteenth century Hebrew poet Micah
Joseph Lebensohn, a gifted poet of the Haskalah movement

of Vilna who unfortunately died at a young age. In

-
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"Yael and Sisera," Lebensohn does not address the

seduction theme discussed so extensively by the rabbis.
To the contrary, Lebenschn omits all suggestive imagery
and instead, he chooses to heighten the moral conflict
faced by Yael as her compassion and moral sensibilities
clash with her sense of patriotic duty. Lebensohn does
set up an interesting contrast between two polar types
of women, Deborah and Yael; in tgis Juxtaposition of
characters, the former acts as prominent and aggressive
warrior, and the latter as tent-dwelling and deceptively
gentle homebody. Each is, ultimately, a killer; Deborah
slays enemy soldiers with glee, while Yael struggles
desperately with the ethics of murder as she lifts her
hand to strike a fatal blow to Sisera’'s head. As
Deborah strives to reassure Yael that her action was 1in

»
accord with God's will, one 1is left wondering how, in
Lebensohn's view, the incident has impacted upon Yael's
sense of moral responsibility. ;

The short story "Yael's Deed,"” by Yaakov Cohen,
follows in the tradition of rabbinic midrash by allowing
for the possibility that Yael did seduce Sisera 1in order
to kill him. In contrast to Lebensohn, Cohen does not
delve into the moral complexit%,s 6f 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, actiﬂq out of patriotic

- ; \
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loyalty is ample justification far Yael's crime.
Investigation reveals“:Lat there 1s a lack of
contemporary fiction written about vael. Among that
which has ?een produced in the last two decades is a
short play by Amy Blank entitla& "The Wife of Heber the
Kenite," and a modern midrash by Israeli feminist Naomi
qraetz- Blank presents an imaginary dialogue between
Yael and Deborah, in which Yael reveals not tfat she
seduced Sisera, but the reverze: She intensely desired
the Canaanite general, and killed him in a fit of rage

when he did not return her lustful gaze. This dramatic

work 1s interesting in 1ts approach, for unlike any of

the above-mentioned pieces of literature, it presents
Yael's sexuality not as a source of power but of
vulnerability. Not surprisingly, this play written from
a woman's perspective does not present a duplication of
the standard portrayal of Yael as crafty and seductive
killer. 3

Graetz’' midrash is unique too in its portrayal of
Yael. Unlike Blank, Cohen, Lebensohn and virtually all
of the rabbinic writers of midrash, Graetz does not
praise Yael's valor. To the contrary, she presents
Deborah as the true voice of feminist ideals
(pacifism'), while portraying Yael as the woman who acts

in accord with the worst of those values which promote

and maintain patriarchy. Graetz through her midrash

i8




presents a view which stands in direct opposition to

that of Lebensohn's and Cohen’s, for she states clearly

that the values of compassion and preservation of human

life far outweigh those of' bravado and killing, even

when one is prompted to murder by a deep sense of

patriotic duty.

19
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BIBLICAL MATERIAL

The following discussion of the portrayal of Yael
in rabbinic literayure and modern fiction is based only
upon those pas;ages in the biblical text which include
direct references to the character of Yael. These are
found in the fourth and fifth chapters of the Book of
Judges. The passages are brief, describ;ng\the incident
in which Yael commits a murder for the sake of Israelite
military victory. In the murder scene, there is no
explicit portrayal of seduction. However, the text is
to be read here with the perspective of Nehama

Aschkenasy, author of Eve's Journey: Feminine Images in

Hebraic Literary Traditicn. "A new reading of the story

that focuses on the uoman's strategy inevitably points
to a submerged sexual tension that pervaqes the tale."?
A number of critics suggest that this tension 1is
submerged as a result of biblical redaction Wwhich
censored out of both passages explicitly sexual
material. For example, Yair Zakovitch states, "Both
descriptions represent two different stages of the
attempt to conceal this primitive [originall tradition,

according to which Sisera finds his death in sleep, that

itNehama Aschkenasy, Eve's Journey: Feminine Images

in Hebraic Literary Tradition, p.170.
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is, after the sexual act with Jael, in her bed."=

The fourth chapter presents narrative which

describes Yael'’s murder of Sisera. The incident occurs

after Sisera's entire army is destroyed in battle
against Deborah and Barak. Only Sisera remains alive,
as an escaped refugee, still fleeing the Israelite army.
He seées in the distance the tent of Yael, wife of Heber
the Kenite. In the following scene, since the Kenites
are ostensibly his allies, Sisera seeks safety in the

tent of Yael; there he is welcomed and graciously

served, unbeknownst to him, as a victim about to meet
his death. Does Yael tempt him with her sexual strength
in order Eo'gain.power ove; him so she can kill hi¥m?
This 1is not stated in the text; however, feminist
biblical scholarship suggests that some of the imagery
presented in the following passage 1s indisputably
sexual. The narrative follows:

Sisera, meanwhile, had fled on foot " to
the tent of Jael, wife of Heber the Kenite;
for there was friendship between King Jabin of
Hazor and the family of Heber the Kenite.
Jael came out to greet Sisera and said to him,
"Come in, my lord, come in here, do not be
afraid." So he entered her tent, and she
covered him with a blanket. He said to her,
“Please let me have some water; I am thirsty."”
She opened a skin of milk and gave him some to
drink; and she covered him again. He said to
her, "Stand at the entrance of the tent. If
anybody comes and asks you if there is anybody

2Yair Zakovitch, "Sisseras Tod" in Zeitschfirt fur

die Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 93, 3, p.365, quoted
and translated in Murder and Difference by Mieke Bal, p.101.
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here, say 'No.'" Then Jael wife of Heber took
a tent pin and grasped the mallet. When he
was fast asleep from exhaustion, she
approached him stealthily and drove the pin
through his temple till it went down to the
ground. Thus he died.

Now Barak appeared in pursuit of Sisera.

Jgel went out to greet him and said, "Come, I

will show you “the man you are looking for."

He went inside with her, and there Sisera was

lying dead, with the pinin his temple.

Judges 4:17-22=
In this narrative, Yael welcomes an exhausted
Sisera into her tent, assuring him that her domain is
safe. Sisera enters, and knowing that she is a Kenite,
he assumes that she is trustworthy. He requests water

to drink; Yael nffe;s him milk, a more nutritious and
soothing alternative. She thereby allays his fear, and
puts him to sleep. Thus far, all seems quite innocuocus.
¥Yet, as Aschkenasy points out, "This short exchange
between the man and the woman is rife with sexual
tension once we realize that, as Wolfgang Lederer tells
us, in the mythologi:al.apperception of Early man,
woman, water, and milk are tied together, and that,: in
Egyptian hieroglyphics, the water jar is a symbol of
femininity. Thus when Sisera asks Jael for water, he
implies that he wants more than just a drink; and when

Jael responds by giving him milk, she more than hints at

her readiness to satisfy him with the totality of her

2Jewish Publication Society, Tanakh-The Holy

Scriptures, p.383. Unless otherwise noted, all biblical
translation in this text is cited from the JPS Bible.
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femininity, "=

Aschkenasy sees the language of address in the
dialcgue between Yael and Sisera as reflective of
underlying sexual tension between the two. Yael
initially addresses Sisera as "my lord," and he politely
asks for water using the word pa. However, after he has
been served milk and covered with a blanket, Sisera
abandons language of respect for words which are more
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 as a sign of his domination over the woman, and
results in a new relationship, one in which the woman is
seen as slave and the man as m;ster. Ironically, the
man 1is wrong; the sexual intimacy only gives him the
illusion of power, while, 1in reality, 1t places him at
the mercy of the woman."®

Mieke Bal, in her discussion of the story of Ya;l

and Sisera Murder and Difference, echoes the argument

that certain images in the narrative add support for the
e

assumption that a sexual theme is present in the text;

the images she discusses are Yael offering Sisera milk,

and her covering him with a blanket. Regarding the

milk, Bal offers two possible arguments for #uch a

“*Aschkenasy, Op.Cit., p.171.

=Ibid., p.171.
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thematic association. The first is that the milk was -

used to narcotize Sisera, and that Yael sought to make
him drunk before having the sexual intercourse which
ultimately would make Sisera a vulnerable, easy victim.
The second argument is that the milk came from Yael's
own breast. Regarding Yaél's covering Sisera with a
blankegg'ﬂal claims that because "in the parallel story
of Judith, the bed is carefqlly |:n'eg:|.=.nrm:|,5 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 whom she porfrnys-as a heroine of-the
people. The language here is significantly different

from that of Chapter ‘Four; one difference, scholars

-

suggest, is that the imagery in Chapter Five is _almost
explicitly spxual. Thus this passage, even more than
the preceding one, illustrates the possibility that the

biblical author intended for the reader to assume that

Sisera was, in fact, seduced in Yael'’s tent:

"Curse Meroz'!" said the angel of the Lord.
“Blttlrly curse its inhabitants,

Because they came not to the aid of the Lord,
To the aid of the Lord among the warriors."

Most blessed of women be Jael,

Wife of Heber the Kenite,

Most blessed of women in tents. .

He asked for water, sh- offered milk;

In a princely bowl she brought him curds.
Her Cltft] hand reached for the tent pin,

&Mieke Bal, Murder and Difference, pp.los-los.
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Her right for the workmen’s hammer.
She ﬁtruck Sisera, crushed his head,
Smashed and pierced his temple.

At her feet he sank, lay outstretched,
At her feet he sank, lay still;

Where he sank, there he lay--destroyed.

¢ Judges S5:24-27

The incident described here is a second version of
that which is narrated in Chapter Four. Here the
prophet. Deborah ekalts Yéii by placing her brutal murder
of Sisera into the context of divine justice. According
to Dnboraﬁ, a4 courageous Yael rejected her Kenite
tribe’'s neutrality, and independently chose to act-in
accord with her loyalty to the Israelites with the end

result of having performed God’s will. 0 ; -

Just as the earlier passage is fife uf%h sexual
tension, so toq is this one. According to Aschkenasy,
"Deborah’s ode introduces an erotic strain in verse 2?,
which is usually translated as ‘at hbkr feet, he fell he
lay Towna/ at her feet he fell’; the Hebrew, however, is
moré daring, since it reads ‘between her feet,' or,

‘between her legs.’ If we remember that the noun regel,

‘leg,” carries sexual connotations in Hebrew, it is no

wonder that an ancient midrash concluded that Sisera had

’ . ]
int?rcodr- with Jael."”

-

Bal also comments on the sexual conﬁotntipnp of

A

éhis-v.rsn, making an argument similar to the one stated

ZAschkenasy, Op.Cit., p.170.
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above.® In addition, Bal saes‘thw three verbs kara‘',
nafal, and shakhav as part of a progression which
parai}els-nale sexual response. "The tﬁree verbs,
*collapsed,’ 'fell,’ t‘lay down,’ form a chronological
series, representing the successive phases of orgasm:
the first signifies the orgasm itself, while the moment
immeJ;;tely afterwards is expressed by ‘to fall'; the
third verb, ‘to lie down,’ would then express the post-
orgasmic rest here e-quivalent to death. Those who
translate synonymically, on the other hand, represent
three times a slackening, thus censoring, along with the
lyric procedure, th? dynaaiﬁ‘perSpectivg, the detailed
description of the eyent——a narrative mechanism--and its
possible sexual connotations."*®

Both Bal and Aschkenasy reach _the conclusion that a
seduction scene between Yae]l and Sisera once existed,
which at some point was censored from the text_py a
biblical redactor. Accorging to Bal, the two\Judges
passages vary significantly, and thus Fach must haée
been censored differently: “fn the narrative, the
solicitous woman nourishes the man with her milk before
covering him a second time. . There is nothing of this in
the song, which, on the coq}qaré, offers a violent

descriptiﬁn. where agony, grgas-,_and birth are coexten-

eMieke Bal, Op.Cit., pp.105-106.

®*Ibid. r P= 103.
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sive. If bffh texts imply sexual relations between the
two characters even while they censor them, the form
this description adopts and the possible censorship
implied is very different in each case."t°

Aschken;sy puts it differently: "Jael’s sexual
tactic of luring the man is expunged from the story's
outer layer, but is still woven into the symbolic fabric
of this small drama. The result 1s a cleaned up version
that is nevertheless vitalized by a darker side which
ties Jael to all those women whao throughout history were
forced to use their sexuality to gain their ends.
Significantly, the woman's ?exual strength is always
seen as a means by which the treacherous woman overpow-
ers the trusting man. The sexual act is never graphi-
cally depicted in the ancient document, but the act of
killing is presented in gory detail, and functions as an
‘objective correlative,’” to use T.S.Eliot’'s phrase, of
the sexual encounter."*?t \

Ultimately, the issue of whether or not the text
was at any point censored is not central to this study;
what is important is the understanding that even if
neither the narrative of Chapter Four nor the poetic

verse of Chapter Five explicitly describe a seduction

scene taking place in Yael'’s tent, nevertheless, the

1oIbid., p.107.

-~

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

side" of Yael is revealed, and she is placed intoc a

category of women who make use of their sexual power by

acting as temptresses in order to overpower the men

these women seek to destroy.




MIDRASH, TALMUDIC AGGADAH, AND RABBINIC COMMENTARY

Midrash, Talmudic aggadah, and rabbinic commentary

almost uniformly "praise Yael's valor in murdering

Sisera. Clearly, the overriding principle guiding this
praise is the supreme importance of acting out of
loyalty io Israel. Yael is held high as a paradigm of
the devoted Jewish woman willing to sacrifice a sacred
element of her personal ethic for the good of the
ration. Yet the reader will see that while the rabbinic
material overtly acclaims Yael's boldness, simultaneous-
ly much of it also transmits a strong message which is
none tooc flattering about women who act with such
independence. The message which these texts state
clearly is éhat women must not be allowed to act in the
strong and forthright manner demonstrated by Yael.

Much but not all of the rabbinic material addresses
directly the sexual component of the story. of %his,
the amount of material which suggests that Yael seduced
Sisera into having intercourse with her outweighs that
which offers a denial of this claim. There is one
midraéh which refutes altogether the sexual component
that is stated repeatedly in a number of other sources.
Interestingly, all talmudic‘aggadot mentioning Yael
portray her as erotic temptress. The rabbinic commenta-

tors of the medieval period and later bring forth much




of this Tannaitic and Amoraic material as they add their

own perspective.
1. Midrash

A. Numbers Rabbah X.2

"If anyone, man or woman, explicitly utters a
nazirite's vow, to set himself apart for the
Lord, he shall abstain from wine and any other
intoxicant..."

(Numbers &:2)

"Or as he that lieth upon the top of a mast"
(Proverbs 23:34); that alludes to Sisera.
What is written of him? “And twenty years he
mightily oppressed the children of Israel"”
(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 the Lord will give Sisera over into the
hand, of a woman" (Judges 4:i9); 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 S5:27). "Upon
the top of a mast" (hebel), for Jael "wounded"
Chiblatu from haball 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 handw ." (Judges 5:26); measure for
measure.*=

B. Leviticus Rabbah XXIII.9-10

"You shall not copy 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
follow their law. My rules alone shall you
observe, and faithfully follow My laws: I the
Lord am your God. You shall keep My laws and
My rules, by the pursuit of which man shall
live: I am the Lord." (Leviticus.18:3-3)

12H. Freedman and Maurice Simon, eds., Numbers

Rabbah, trans. Judah Slotki, pp.342-343. Unless
otherwise noted, all translations of Midrash Rabbah
appearing in this text are .cited from ghe Freedman aqd
Simon edition of that midrashic compilation. =
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R.” Hiyya taught: Why is "I am the Lord"
?rxtfen twice? It implies: I am He who
inflicted punishment upon the Generation of
the Flood, upon Sodom, and upon Egypt, and 1
am the same who will inflict punishmeht upon
any one who uil; act in accordance with their
practice...I am He who requitéd Joseph, Jael,
and Palti the son of Laish, and I will in the
future pay reward to any one who acts in
accordance with their deeds...Therg,were three
who fled from transgression and with whom the
Holy. 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 B1:8). What is the implication of the
expression Yehosef? BGod (yah) testifies in
regard to him that he did nat touch Potiphar's
wife. Whence of Jael? From the fact that it
says, "And Jael went out to meet Sisera...and
she covered him with a semikah" (Judge 4:18).
What is- the meaning of "with a semikah?" QOur
Rabbis here [Palestine] say it means with a
sudra, while our Rabbis there [Babylonl] say it

. means with a cloak. Resh Lakish remarked: We

" have searched the whole of the Scripture and
have not found any article the name of which
is semikah. What then is a semikah? It
denotes: shemi koh (My name is here); My name
testifies in regard to her that this wicked
fellow had no gontact with her. Whence of
Palti? One verse says, "Now Saul had given
Michal his daughter, David’'s wife, to Palti
the son of Laish" (I Samuel 25:44), and
another verse says, "Paltiel" (Il Samael
3:15), thus calling him Paltiras well as
Paltiel. took away the name Palti and who
gave hrm"tnfs name Paltiel? The fact is that
the additional el (God) indicates: I [says
Godl testify, in regard to him that he had no
contact with David's wife. g

This midrash states emphatically and unambiguously
that when Sisera was in Yael's tent, he "had no contact
with her." No argament  can be posited that this tekt
suggests anything other than a flat denidal that in the

interaction between Yael and Sisera there was anything
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resembling a seduction; nevertheless, it is not diffi-
cult to ascertain the claim to which the author of this
text may have been responding. As the following aggadot
demonstrate, there were ‘certainly those who read
seduction into the biblical text. ,0One almost detects a
sense of appall on the part of the composer of this
midrash at the n‘otion that Yael, the national heroine,
may have engaged in sexual intercourse in a strategy
aimed at preparing her prey for the kill. In an effort
to redeem her reputation, the author makes a case for
God's presence dwelling in the tent, nay, in the essence
of the very blanket with which Yael covered Sisera as he
lay in bed before her.

It is worth noting a contrast between the portrayal
of Yael in the above midrash, and that of Yehosef and
Paltiel. Whereas the latter two are praised for not
touching the tempting women in their midst, Yael is
praised not because she did not tempt Sisera, but
because Sisera did not initiate any physical contact
with her. This language reflects an attitude that
commonly declares women to be the passive recipients of
sexual advances from their male{ neighbors. According to
this view, the most assertive action a woman can take
sexually is to make herself as tempting and irresistible

as possible. Here Yael is praised for neot having done

this. In the following aggadot, she is praised for just




the reverse.

2. Talmudic Aggadah
A. Megilla 1Sa

The Rabbis taught: There have been four women
of surpassing beauty in the uorld-—Safah,
Rahab, Abigail and Esther. According to the
one who says that Esther was sallow, Vashti
should be inserted in place of Esther.

Our Rabbis taught: Rahab inspired lust by her
name; Jael by her voice; Abigail by her
memory; Michal daughter of Saul by her
appearance. R. Isaac said: Whoever says,
"Rahab, Rahab", at once has an issue. Said R.
Nahman to him: I say Rahab, Rahab, and nothing
happens to me! He replied: I was speaking of
one who knoWws her and is intimate with her.t'=

B. Nazir 23b
R. Nahman b. Isaac said: A transgression
performed with good intention is better than a
precept performed with evil intention. But
has not Rab Judah, citing Rab, said: A man
should always occupy himself with the Torah
and [its] precepts, even though it be for some
F ulterior motive, for the result will be that
he will eventually do them without ulterior
motive?--Read then: [A transgression performed
with good intention is] as good as a precept
performed for an ulterior motive, as it is
written, "Blessed above women shall 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 meant.
R. Johanan said: That wicked wretch [Siseral
had sevenfold intercourse [with Jaell at that
time, as i1t says, "At her feet he sunk, he
fell, he lay"; etc. But she derived pleasure
from his intercourse?--R. Johanan said: All
the favors of the wicked are evil to the
righteous, for it says, "Take heed to thyself
that thou speak not ' to Jacob either good or

2], Epstein, ed., The Babylonian Talmud: Megilla,

15a. Unless otherwise stated, all translations from the
Babylonian Talmud are cited from the Epstein edition.
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bad." (Genesis 31:24) Now [that he was:not to
speak] bad we can understand, but why was he
not to speak good? Thus it may properly be

‘“inferred that the good of such a one is an
evil.

C. Yebamoth 103a-103b

R. Johanan said: That profligate had seven
sexual connections on that day; for it is
said, "Between her feet he sunk, he fell, he
layi at her feet he sunk, he fell; where he
sunk, 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 favors 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 meaningl, but why not good?
From here then it may be inferred that the
favor of the wicked is evil for the righteous.

There, one can well see the reason, since he
might possibly mention toc him the name of his
idol; what evil, however, could be involved
here?--That of infusing her with sensual lust.
For R. Johanan =tated: 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
idolaters who did not stand at Mount Sinai did
not come to an end.

D. Niddah S5Sb

Come and hear: There are nine fluids of a
zab...[includingl the milk of a woman, since
it is written, "And she opened a bottle of
milk, and gave him drink." (Judges 4:19
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3. Rabbinic Commentary
A. Rashi:

A skin of milk (Judges 4:19): She gav

| ! g e him
milk because it slackens the body ang causes
drowsiness. 1= .

B. Radak:

Blessed (Judges S5:24): Meroz shall be cursed,
but Ytel shall be blessed, for she 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 milk (Judges
5:25): In order to make him drowsy; so that he
would fall asleep quickly, given his exhaus-
tion combined with the milk which he drank--so
that he would not feel her smiting him.

At her feet he sank, lay still (Judges 5:27):
It is customary that biblical language doubles
words in order to strengthen their meaning.
And the meaning of "he fell a fall" is that he
had no resistance and no recovery; that is
what is meant by "Where he sank, there he lay-
-destroyed."” And there is a distant midrash
which claims that because his death is de-
scribed with seven expressions for falling,
sinking, laying down--thus that evil one must
have had sexual intercourse with Yael seven
times that day. But that which they wrote
above about the word semikah refutes this
midrash.*=

C. Eliyyahu Rabbah

b For what reason was Jael, Heber’s wife (Judges
4:11-17), accorded a distinction not accorded
to any other woman in that deliverance came to
Israel through her? Because she was a woman
of worth who did her husband’s will. Indeed

—

14A.J. Rosenberg, ed., Judges: A New English
Translation, trans. Avrohom Fishelis and Shmuel Fiselis,

P.33.

1=1bid., p.46.
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it is well said that no woman is to be

regarded as worthy unless she does her
husband’'s will,*=

[Judgment decreed thatl as a reward for Jael,
wife of Heber the Kenite, who did the will of

her husband, there came a great deliverance
[for Israell through her.” t

seGerald Friedlander, ed., Eliyyahu Rab! s P-157.

+71Ibid., p.173.




MODERN FICTION

,-t
Included in this section is the poem “Yael and'/—f;f//

éisera” by Micah Joseph Lebensohn, and the short story
"Yael's Deed" by Yaakov Cohen. The contemporary
mater%al discussed in the introduction to this chapter --
"The Wife of Heber the Kenite" by Amy Blank, and the
modern midrashic piece by Naomi Graetz--appear in full
in Appendix A,

Lebensohn’'s poem is a wonderful depiction of events
and the thought process which occupied Yael moments just
before and after her murder of Sisera. The poem is full
of contrast, as it portrays Yael as a woman torn by
conflict. Initially the scene is set with a description
of brave Deborah fighting in battle while Yael quietly
worries about the fate of the nation in the privacy of
her own tent. Sisera appears at her tent, and begs to
be considered as a mere suffering mortal, not as a
vicious enemy warrior. As he sleeps, Yael is faced with
the oﬁtion of acting either as the Angel of Mercy or as
the Ange! of Death. Inside her, the voice of universal
ethics wages a battle against the voice of the nation,
and ultimately the patriotic iupulses prove stronger.
Yael kills Sisera, though not without much angst. In
c¢onclusion, the people led by Deborah sing a song of

victory and praise for Yael, and she realizes that her

37




- ~
.

murderous sin has-i-n exonerated.

Cohen’s short story xnvolves the Kenite women, most

of whom rlact hostil-ly to Ylel uhen they discover what
she has done. The women condemn her for performing the
unwomanly act of murder; for violating the laws of
hospitaligzj for offering to Sisera deceptively warm
words of welcome; and for seducing him sexually. An old
woman overhears the gossipers, and puts them to shame.
She chides them by praising Yael for sacrificing her
“final offering, hef woman’s honor" for the sake of the
_Pation, and instructs tﬁéﬁ to keep quiet.

. Both Lebensohn aﬂa Cohen, . through the fiction
pr.l.ﬁtld here, suggest that in a time of national
crisis, ﬁouuitting a trlhsgression for the sake of
'pﬁtriptic duty may be the most noble and. ethical conduct

an individual can perform.

"
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ael Sisera
By Micah Joseph Lebensohn

"A powerful one did ndt fall at the hand of the mighty
Through the hand of a woman God'’s ennuy was shattered.

o Judith 16

From the heights of Mount Tabor to the field of battle

A young woman's voice shall thunder, and it shall sunder
the earth

She 1?:; out to battle to greet one who tramples her
a

Shouting thunderbolts--she came in fire,

It is Deborah! She who judges in Jeshurun,

Lapidoth’s wife/‘'spitfire' in battle she is a blazing
flame,

There in Canaan where her people were oppressed she
shall fight

And vengeance now burst from her right hand

The people came sparsely( but with the warring God/Lord

of Hosts, ——
In Bod’s name and with Bod’s stre h there she shall do
wonder;

Against nine hundred chariots of soldiers, Sisera too

A young woman stand firm, fearlessly bold,

Against terrors of death, against military bowmen,

She draws near with only a sword in her right hand

And like a sickle to ears of corm she shall reap enemy

soldiers,
Like a lioness she wades to her neck in blood.
When their arrows hit her they only disintegrate N

And by her sword all fell like straw

Amidst myriads of corpses fallen soldiers of war

Stood the prophet, like Bod she is vengeant

Love of her homeland strong as death

Daring in the valley of the shadow of death

Risking her life she went out to greet destruction,

From the hand of the violent oppressor to redeem the

. land
She trampled like an xnﬁlct the one who trampled her
land
And Deborah proclaimed the name Yinnon uith the rising
sun.

* % % =
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Before a tent opening Yael stood

Her spirit depressed, lamenting

Grieving for her people, her land,

She knew that today the prophet fought,

Therefore she shivers and shakes, expressing her terror:

Perhaps Sisera has begun to Oppress her pecple even
more. ;

She was still afraid, disheartened,

When suddenly a man fleeing from battle came before her,

Weary, wounded, with nothing left of him but a breath,

Dripping blood and covered with dirt,

His eye th@shadow of death, his face.parched,

And his wound not bandaged, gaping.

"Have pity upon me," he calls. “"Save one on the verge
of collapse,

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 flees 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 my armies fell in the war,

And she still thirsts for my blood, eager for revenge,

Save me from dying in a vengeant murder,

Behold I might see your benevclence appear on your brow,

And give me a resting place in this peaceful abode,

There where it is peaceful I shall die or regain my
strength." - E

* % ¥ ¥

And the cheeks of Yael, why have they paled?
Why does her face here suddenly darken,

Like a fiery hell, how her eyes do burn,

Why is she afraid, her knees trembling?

Woe, a terrible thought comes to her mind,
Ghastly as death, like Sheol pure terror,

And her spine chilled, her face blanched,

And with this thought her blood froze in her.

* ¥ ¥ ¥

Then she quickly lead him to the room of her tent,

There he collapsed, she covered him with a blanket.

"Alas, Yael, you have saved my life from destruction.

But a feverish thirst burns like fire within me,

A little cold water put out a strange fire

Be so kind, bring me drink, revive me, §

Perhaps the life you have given me you may extend.

And she brought him milk in a mighty mug

And he drank, and his thirst was quenched--and he was
revived. .
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"How good you are, young woman,
fortunes of gold!'"

Sisera called and he cried:--

"Your eyes have pitied an enem

So too the Merciful God shall

more precious than

y of your people,
also reward you."

* % 8

And

why does she lower her eyes to the ground,
And

why does she turn her face from him,
Why can she not look into his crying eyes,
Why do his words like swords cut her heart?
He falls asleep and his slumber is sweet,
And slowly Yael slips ocut of the room.

* & ® &

Alas, she cried, my pain is mortal and enduring,

Woe, if my 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 execute my strategy”

A sword can be grounded through ore lying down,

If I use my sword against one lying serenely

Upon an exhausted one dozing calmly,

Innocently not knowing that a murderer lurks

How sweet is his sleep, resting tranquil

Perhaps even in his dream appears my mercy.

How terrible it would be should he awaken,
. eyes

Yael with a murderous weapon unstable as water,

This is treacherous Yael, she shall do him in.

before his

She who saved him in order to
She whom he blessed: "As your
So too the Merciful God shall
Thus he blessed me and now he

kill him, :

eyes have pitied
rgward you"--
sleeps restfully,

And now he shall bless me perhaps in his sleep,

And I--while he sleeps--shall take his life,

I shall murder a man who came in good faith,

While he trusted hg disarmed himself

While tears of thamks have not yet dried on his face,

I shall complement 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 integrity--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 bombarding my ears
mightily,

And filling my heart with heat to kill, to murder,



There sleeps restfully the o
- the land,
He devastated totally thousands of m
: Yy people
He did not heed the lament of a mother whgse child he
ravaged
And why should not his mother too become childless,

Why should a man who hag no compassion sleep and liv -,
Did he not rob sleep from all eyes?

If he awakens, will he not be even stronger and more

PPressor and, plunderer of

violent,

And with his iron heart he shall continue to crush my
pecple,

And the_flood 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 viper,

Cover me with your cloak, with your cloak of blood, and
replace the flesh of my heart with stone,

So that it shall not hear' the voice of woe nor under- -

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

* % X K-

Then she grasped a stake and mallet,

Nearing the room she stood on the threshold,

And to land a mighty blow she raised her arm,

Suddenly she stood trembling, afraid,

And extended like an upright nail she stood,

Her ear harkened to a voice of fear and terror,

The voice of Sisera speaking with all his heart,

From the depths of sleep, from sleep on his eyes:

"Woe, young woman' -Woe, dreadful one!

Like Deborah she stings, inflicts turmoil,

She thunders at Barak, they shall destroy slain cnes,

And they swallow blood of the slain like r;vers,

And to devour all my soldiers, woe, to her teeth,

Alas, she is not yet sated from devouring and her eyes
are still locking ravencusly,

Woe, from a distance she saw me as well,

And she sharpened her eye and like an eagle she swooped
down

And already she gnashed her teeth to swallow me, too

And she brandished her sword to split open my skull,

42
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Then an angel of God descended and the heavens reached
down to me,

And anointed me, secretly covered me with his wings

To rescue me from Deborah, this. plague and destruct;on

He grasped my right hand with mercy and gentleness

Surely He will lead me to that tent over there, ;

And he will slake my ‘thirst, selah."

"You are Yael..." (And at this voice she comes to the
threshold ~¥

Like a burst of mountain thunder she trembled abashed

and beads of sweat spread over her face).

Yael, it is you!--You are a ray from the heavens'--

Why do you wail, my mother! Why do you look out the
window

Here, over here, cast your ga:ze

And see an angel from on high sheltering your son,

And bless this young woman, bless God."

% % 8

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

And each word crushed her heart ljke a sword,

And in her hand the tent-pin and mallet stirred,

Thinking whether she should enter or leave the room,

Thus he stood almost trembling, terrified,

And quickly exploded a love of homeland,

And with a daring spirit she lifted it, ;

And on it wings she came intg_gpe T OOM o

¥ e &®

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 guard a friend,
it melts all hearts, agitates all who hear it)
Followed by a mortally wounded voice, the voice of a
dying man,
His utterance is barely audible™but it can be heard:
“Yael, you are my angel--the angel 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 palms,

Between her eyes was marked the sign of murder,
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The glory of her brow stained with spilled blood
She stood like a marble pillar, standing silentl;
Trembling for some minutes from foot to head '
As if she had stepped into the hole of a vipér:
As her lips moved her voice could not bhe heard,
Intermittently she gazed at the roonm,

And instantly her face turned away,

Then her heart heaved a sigh of her hortor,

For her eyes saw a terrible sight there

Thus without a word she was alone, shocked

For this evil murder she could not be solaced.

* ¥ ¥ *

Suddenly there was heard too the sound of her pecple
rejoicing,

The scound of a people returning victorious from the
battlefield.

"Ah!"--cried Yael--"This joy is not my joy.

I did not murder my armed warriors, only one who scught
refuge in my shade."

She was still speaking when to her ear rang
voices of myriad of the nation like the roaring sea
exulting. -

"Let us praise Yael"--the multitude shouted for joy--

"Her hands dispatched our foe to Sheol."”

And Deborah before them in reddened garments,

And Barak with his army rushed in front,

And Deborah sang boldly a song of praise to God

And "Blessed among women is Yael," she said.

"Among women is Yael blessed,” the whole people
responded.

And Yael’s spirit revived as she listened and answered:

I have been living with this people and in their land I
seek refuge,

.And for its welfare and peace how could I not yearn

It is the voice of this people! And it calms the
agitation of my heart,

It exonerates my sin, cleanses the Qlood of my palm,

And the voice of the prophet comes from on high

This is a sign to me that God has approved of my deeds.
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Yael's Deed
By Yaakov Cohen

And word of Yael's deed also reached the tribe of
the Kenites settled in the Negev, from whom Heber the
Kenite separated when he went after his wife Yael from
the Tribe of N;ftali and he pitched his tent at the oak
with the nomads who were at Kadesh.

And there was peace between Yavin 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 restrained themselves from
fully expressing praise for the soldier’'s wife, and
there were those too who shook their head in worry and
said nothing.

The women saw that the faces of the men were
enraged, and they gathered their courage to speak evil
of Yael, in their jealousy of her. At evening time,
while she was lying down, the women neighbors gathered
before their tents to chat about the big.neus and for
each to sharpen her tongue.

And oné woman said, "Have you heard of such a
thing, that a woman should take an iron ten£—pin and a
mallet and drive the tent-pin into a man’s head,
striking and crushing his temple, while he sleeps a

secupd &leep?"”
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And . the second said, "And has such a thing been

heard--that a woman would violate thus the laws of
hospitality, which have been sacred forever, and in the
secrecy of her tent, w;en he came to réquest re;uge with
her, that she should rise and kill him silently?"

And the third answered them, "And not just fhis,
but she went out to meet him and she drew him with her
words saying: Tu}n. my Lord, turn to me, dowfot be
afraid! And she stole his heart to trust her and her
words. "

And the fourth added, "He askéd for water, she gave
him milk'"

And the fifth said, "Who knows, if that is all she

gave him?"

And the first laughed loudly. "The innocent

onefess™ And all the women answered her with laughter

and nodded their head.

And there with them was an old woman, and she w;s
weak and sitting at the tent entrance and listening from
nearby to the conversation of the women. And when she
heard the last words she got up and came near on her
staff and she said, "You had better shut up, fools! If
you are quiet it will be thought honorablé!

“Eor consider how hard it was for her that she was

forced to make her heart stone, the heart of a wife and

a mother, and to pierce with her soft hand the head of




her people’s enemy.

"And is not her deed seven times greater since she
was forced to bread the sacred laws of hospitality, to
flatter the hated stranger and "to defile herself with
deceit?

"And why this idiotic laughter? May the mouths of
gossipers be ga;ged? And perhaps, if this too should be
true and she was forced to sacrifice this final offer-
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 all must bow

down silently, in awe and gacred wander before this

beautiful and heroic woman."
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CHAPTER TWO:

DELILAH AND SAMSON
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INTRODUCTION

In literature concerning the story of Yael and
Sisera, the issue of whether or not a seduction scene
took place remains debatable. Regarding the story of
Delilah andtSamson. in contrast, virtually all of that
which has been written assumes without questicn that
Delilah did use sexual seduction as a means to achieving
her goals. Mieke Bal writes: "Both Yael and Delilah
destroy the men who choose to come too close to them by
tricking them into utiéring fatal words. They are
generally considered seductresses, wusing, that is, the
other "mouth’ at their disposal. The mouth of the sword
and the mouth of the female body come to resemble each
other, 'in strategy and in effect."s

Indeed, the Samson and Delilah myth is exemplary in
the body of literature devoted to demonstrating thﬁ
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 combination of seduction,
unfaithfulness, and treason is an unavoidable and féial

one. However strong a man is, and Samson was strong, he

will always be helpless against woman’s strategies of

A

tMieke Bal, Death and Dissymmetry, p-65.
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So
enchantment. Once seduced, he will be betrayed."=

Although the language in Chapter 16 of the Book of

Judges is no more sexually explicit than that used to

describe Yael's encounter with Sisera in her tent, it is
considered to be more clearly highly suggestive. The
essential difference in the stories is that, whereas
Yael and Sisera were.still almost complete strangers at
the time of the murder, Samson and Delilah were invelved
in a relationship based on Samson's love for this
Philistine woman. Again, Bal’'s perspective: "The story
of Samson and Delilah is explicitly a love story. It is
a story of love and betrayal that has become, in modern
culture, the story of love as betrayal."=®

Feminist criticism of the biblical tale of Samson
and Delilah does not attempt to vindicate Delilah from

the treachery associated with her. Clearly, she was a

paid informant for the Philistine army, and she took
advantage of her intimate relationship with Samson in
order ultimately. to obtain the information necessary to
cause his demise. The issues at stake in the feminist
critique are the means that Delilah actually employed to
accomplish this, and the role that Samson played in his

fateful proceedings with Delilah. It is suggested that

far more dishonesty and deceitfulness are read into the

2Mieke Bal, Lethal Love, p.38.

th and Dissymmetry, P.224. THE KLAU LIBRARY
"Hiske Bal, Det g HEBREW UNION COLLEGE

JEWISH INST. OF RELIGION
BROCKDALE CENTER
1 WEST 4TH STREET
NEW YORK, N.Y. 10012
-
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Delilah character than she actually displays in Judges
16. In addition, it is noted that a close reaﬁing of
Samson’s behavior might reveal that it was not really
his- naivete that allowed fdr Delilah’s victory (a common
understanding of his character), but his subconscious
willingness or desire to succumb. Samson, it is
suggested, had ;nore responsibility in bringing about his
own defeat than readers usually attribu‘te to him.

There is not a great deal of midrash or rabbinic
commegntary written on the story of Samson and Delilah,
and wvirtually alll of it is rooted in the talmudic
aggadah found in Sotah 9b and 10a.. This material
clearly presents Delilah as the prototypical seductress
who uses her sexual appeal to destroy Samson, the
prototypical male vicltim. In their commentary on the
story, the rabbis expound upon their understanding of
female sexuality (which they regard to be 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 interesting though not
altogether sﬁrprising to note that the rabbinic view of
Delilah is, at least on the surface 1?9-1', very differ-
ent from the rabbinic view eof Yael. The stories of
these two. women are quite parallel-veach acts indepen-

dently on behalf of a military effort to destroy the

r
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enemy. Yet, as has been demonstrated here, Yael is

acclaimed as a hero; in contrast, Delilah is portrayed
as a despicable traitor. Clearly the most significant

difference which dictates these opposing interpretations
of the women's actions is the side each was defending.
Yael was fighting for the Israelites, and Delilah was

fighting for their opposition. It is natural to hail

one's own soldiers. Yet in a body of literature

concerned with the morality of human behavior it is
interesting to note that the ethical merit of a violent
action comﬁitted during wartime may depend solely upon
the patriotic loyalty of the individual who does it.

The modern fiction presented here includes excerpts
from the dramatic work of the Haskalah writer Moshe
Chaim Luzzato and the Israeli poet Leah Goldberg.
Luzzato's works are "Delilah and Samson," "Delilah," and
"The Philistines and Delilah." Goldberg's poem is
called "Delilah." ;

In "Delilah and Samson," the portrayal of these two
protagonists hardly differs from the biblical story
line. Their dialogue is expanded upon, but very little
is realiy added. In this piece, the major departure
from the story's original text _occur-s when Samson
realizes that his strgﬁgth has left him. Luzzato has
Samson respond by taking responsibility for his demise

through confessing his own guilt and acknowledging God’s
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Jjustice.

This is the case in "Delilah" as well; here, the

reader is privy to Samson’s inner thoughts regarding

7
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
own savagery and . for the weakness he de&bnstrated when
he allowed himself to surrender to his beloved. 2
"The Philistines and Delilah" is markedly differ-

ent. Here, Luzzato actually seems to portray Delilah as

a woman with conscience. In qontrast to the usual

casting of her as a treacherous woman eager to betray

her lover Samson, the pertrayal here is one of a
reluctant Delilah who argues against those Philistine
men seeking to destroy Samson. She is so opposed to
obeying their request éhat she suggests that her own
life too would have Fo end if Samson were to be killed.

There is a possibility that in this work Luzzato is only

exaggerating Delilah’s deceitfulness, by suggesting that

she lied to her own countrymen in order to increase the

sum price of-her cooperation. 0On the other hand, it is

also conceivable that Luzzato wanted to redeem her

reputation slightly. o
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BIBLICAL MATERIAL

The myth of Samson as it is written in Judges 13-16
portrays the life story. of one of Israel's less‘admirah
ble judges, a man who possessed great strength of body
but demonstrated as well a weakness in the area of self-
restraint which ultimately proved to be fateful. The
story revolves around three encounters Samson had with
different foreign (Philistine) women--one with whom he
was engaged but never 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 suggests 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 realize that the riddle fdrmula pervades
the entire narrative of Samson."* This study will be
limited to an analysis of the riddles which appear in
the interaction between Samson and Delilah, although
these cannot be cghsidered without reference to the
literary context of the story as a whole.

Issues of concern here are tuofo!d='Fir5t of all,

to identify the elements of seduction which permeate the

4Edward L. Greenstein, "The Riddle of Samson" in
Prooftexts September 1981, Vol. 1, No. 3, p.243.
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story; secondly, to 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 objectively as possible
at what is said and done in an effort to divorce the
characters f}om thg reputations they bear in a culture
that has been influenced by the biblical myth. "Cri-
ticizing the myth necessitates undoing the popular
reading of those judgments and attempting to replace the
seemingly self-evident motivations with others."S
Perhaps a neu‘understanding aof Samsan and Delilah may be
reached. Even the possibility that a valid understand-
ing might be reached which alters significantly from the
standard one will facilitate a recognition of some of
the assumptions upon which later literary interpreta-
tions, such 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 extensive analysis of virtually the
entire Book of Judges. Particularly ﬁelpful in examin-
ing the biblical story of Samson ‘and Delilah is the

chapter entitled "Delilah Decomposed” in her collection

of feminist literary readings of biblical love stories

sMieke Bal, Lethal Love, p.39.



Lethal Love.

In  this chapter she addresses both the

elements of seduction which are apparent in Chapter 186,
and the actual roles played by Samson and Delilah. The
following analysis is based primarily on this chapter,
with reference to other works by Bal as well.

Bal addresses the sexual undertones of much of the

imagery -which is so powerful in the Samson story; not

all of it relates directly 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 whith does relate directly
to Samson and Delilah. The significant images Bal
explores include the language Delilah uses to express
helplessness, the cutting of hair, Samson's resting
between Delilah’'s knees, and the gouging cut of the
defeated Samson’s eyes. The conclusicons she reaches may
seem quite provocative, but it is Bal’'s claim that thesﬁ
emerge in the context of a story which is fundamentally
about sexuality and strength. “The relation between
strength and sexuality is obvious. It is the ground (in
the common and the semiotic sense) of the event between
Samson and Dllilah. It is the form ‘love'_takes in this
story."®

The language that Delilah uses in addressing Samson

has the unquestionable tenor of seductiveness, for she

€lbid., p-40.
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uses his love for her as a weapon to make-him divulge

his secret. But Bal peints to a specific utterance

which bolsters her case that Samson i presented in the

story as passive and surrendering; indeed, she claims,

he is portrayed symbolically as a victim of rape. In
Judges 16:3, Delilah asks Samson for the first time:
"Tell me, what makes you so strong? And how could you
be tied up and made helpless?" The Hebrew verb Qsed in
the passage to mean "make helpless" is a verb that is
also used to mean "rape." According to Bal, "He knows
perfectly well that she is talking not about some love
game but about his being mastered by the other, the
enemy."” This motif i1s repeated later, with regard to
the image of Samson's eyes being gouged out.

Regarding the cutting of hair and Samson’'s rest;ng
between Delilah's knees, Bal states her case emphati-
cally. "Haircutting, especially in this context, can
hardly be denied some affinity with castration. The
moment of the haircutting follows that of a sexual
encounterv-sle;ping on his lover’s knees cannot be seen
otherwise--and it seems plausible to associate the
relaxation after sex to the annihilation of the hero's
strength. Thus, the underlying ideologeme has it that

sexual discharge is damaging to physical strength. The

haircutting becomes a way to make the temporary weaken-

7lbid., p.S2.
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ing after sex into a permanent one."® In Lethal Love
e e e o e I

Bal posits her case a bit differently. Samson "falls

quietly asleep, 'on her knees,' an expression in Hebrew

that also allows the translation ‘between her knees.'

This attitude on Delilah's lap shows that he has
completely surIendered to her indeed. The attitude
suggests...rest after lovemaking...Love makes one
powsrless, very literally so. Full surrender sets the
castrating razor in motion..."®

As mentioned above, it is suggested that there is a
motif in the Samson story which reflects a Samson who is
passive and surrendering, having the semblance of a
victim of rape. In this regard, Bal addresses the

gouging out of Samson's eyes. "There is again, in the

blinding, the penetration of the hero’'s soft flesh with

a hard object. And this is where this episode shows
relations with Yael's act. The sexual context, so much
more obvious in the present case than in‘Yael's, makes a’
more direct allusion to rape unnecessary."*®

Mieke Bal's analysis of ostensibly sexual imagery
in the Samscon myth extends-far beyond the content of the
references cited above. Yet in this effort to explore

the element of seduction in the story of Samson and

eMieke Bal, Death and Dissymmetry, Pp.226.

*Mieke Bal, Lethal Love, p.58.

ioMieke Bal, Death and Dissymmetry, p.226.
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Delilah, further elaboration on this theme hardly seems

necessary. The text states explicitly: "He fell in love
with a woman in the Wadi SDl’Ek, named Delilah. The

lords of the Philistine went up to her and said, ‘'Coax

him and find oué what makes him so strong...'" (Judges
16:4-5) It does not take much depth of anal}sis to
understand that Dslflah used Samson’s love for her--and
his attraction to her, one might assume without taking
too great a leap--in order to manipulate him into
divulging the secret of his strength. I1f, even after
verse five, this still seems at all dubious, it becomes
manifestly apparent in verse fifteen, when Delilah,
exasperated, finall? says, "How can you say you love me,
when you don't confide in me?"

If it can be conclusively determined that 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 the loyal
but naive man. Indeed, such is the depiction portrayed
in many artistic interpretations of this myth, including
literary and artistic works produced through the ages.
Aschkenasy writes in reference to these: "In the context

of sexual symbolism...both the victimized Samson and the

treacherous Delilah...are seen as reenacting. an arche-
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typal male-female situation.”:** A few of these--pieces

of talmudic aggadah and modern fiction--shall be

examined later in this chapter. However, before

accept{ng this depiction as entirely_valid, it may prove
worthwhile to take a closer look at the characters of
pelilah and Samson as they are actually portrayed in the
Judge=s passage. Perhaps one might not conclude so
hastily that Delilah is deceptive and traitorous, or
that Samson is naive and loyal. Pertaps one might
discover that the riddle of their relationship is more
complicated than it seems.

se-duce, v.t. 1. to lead astray, as from duty,
rectitude, or the like; corrupt. ‘2. to persuade or ¥
induce to have sexual intercourse. 3. to lead or draw
away, as from principles, faith, or allegiance. 4, to
win over; attract; entice.*®*

According to none of the above definitions is it

ctated that the act of seduction must necessarily be. |.
accomplished through means which are either deceptive or
traitorous. Thus, it is possible that Delilah did

seduce -Samson without displaying these negative traits

which are se often attributed to her character.

Examination of the dialogue she initiates in Chapter 16

11Nehama Aschkenasy, Eve's Journey: Feminine Images
in Hebraic Literary Tradition, p.60.

12This definition appears 1in The Random House
College Dictionary, p.1191.
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reveals that, in fact, Delilah is in her speech not the
least bit deceptive. 1Is she traitorocus? She certainly
does not act out of a sense of loyalty to Samson; vyet,
in the sense'of patriotic identification, Delilah
demonstrates a commitment to her people which is paral-
leled to a remarkable extent by that of Yael, a woman
who also bet?ayed an enemy soldier resting peaceably in
her tent for the sake of the naticnal welfare. Yael, of
course, was praised for this.

Delilah says in 16:B: "Tell me, what makes you so
strong? And how could you be tied up and made help-
less?" Her question is straightforward; indeed, it is
Samson who, in his.answer, 1s under;£andably deceptive.
Delilah then 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 uoq}dﬁ{espond
should the Philistines actually try to attack him. As:

much as it is a lie, it is also a warning.

Samson wrenches himself free from the fresh tendons

used to tie him, and Delilah tries agaim. “0Oh, you

deceived _me;j you lied to me! Do tell me now how you

-

could be tied up,"(16:10) she says. Again 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, when you don’t confide in me? This makes




three times that you've deceived me 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, qQuite direct and to the point. Again, this is not
an effort tobﬁfnve that Delilah did not seduce Samson,
nor is it an attempt to deny her status as a paid
informant for the Philistine lords. It is simply to
suggest that the characterization of Delilah as deceit-
ful is simply not consistent with the biblical record.
Surely, the reader might suggest, if Delilah is not
deceitful, at least she must be seen as traitorous in
her betrayal of Samscon. While this is accurate, it does
not acknowledge the reality that Delilah was a Philis~-
tine woman acting on behalf of her own people’'s national
interests. She is no martyr; for she is motivated by
her own selfish desire for money; at the same time, she
is alsoc not a traitor, turning her back on her family
for the smake of a foreiagn man--Samson--who loves her.
As was demonstrated 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 to mind
the question of Sansqn's supposed loyalty. 1t is not
difficult to place this in question, for the so-called

judge of the people of Israel three times over chose

foreign women as his bed-par tners. In the biblical
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context, an Israelite man who opts for Philistine women

can hardly be considered as anything other than disloyal

to the people.

Perhaps, one might argue, 1t was Samson's naivete

which prompted him always toc follow his heart, particu-
Tarly in” the case of his relationship with and ultimate
confession to Delilah. Samson’s naivete, like his
supposed loyalty, is not at all evident. Instead, it
seems more likely that Samson actually knew on some
level exactly what he was doing. It seems at least
possible that Samson was neither loyal nor naivej;
rather, through his relations with foreign women he
sought to rebel against his parents and to proceed
violently down a path of self-destruction. What else
can explain his refusal to censure Delilah when she so
obviously tries to put him at risk? As Bal puts it,
"Why does Samson not reproach Delilah for her betrayal?
Why does he accept Delilah’s reproaches without giving
his own view? Why does he finally give her the crucial
information, thus sealing his undoing, instead of acting
to prevent it? These three problems come together in a
most crucial question raised by the catastrophe: why
does he expect to be saved when he is shayed?"‘ﬂ Samson

is not naive; rather, heading down a path which is

clearly self-destructive, Samson proceeds with haste,

i3Mjeke Bal, Lethal Love, p-40.
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failing to pause to consider a more secure route.

Finally, once he is in the hands of the Philistines, he

prays to Bod to give him what he seems to have sought

for so long--a complete waning of his strength.




TALMUDIC AGGADAH

A. From Sotah 9b:

"and it came to pass afterward, that he loved
a woman in the valley of Sorek, whose name was
Delilah." It has been taught: Rabbi says: If
her name had not been called Delilah, she was
fit that it should be sc called. She weakened
("Dildelah”) his strength, she weakened his
heart, she weakened his actions. *She
weakened his strength’, as it is written, "And
his strength went from him." (Judges 16:19)
"She weakened his heart,"” as it is written,
"And when Delilah saw that he had told her all
his heart." (Judges 18718 "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 IQa:

R. Johanan sadd: "Grind" means nothing else
than [sexuall transgression; and thus 1t 1is
stated, "Then let my wife grind unto ancther”
(Job 31:10) It teaches that everyone brought
his wife to him to the prison that she might
bear a child by him [who would be as strong as
he wasT. R. Papa said: That is what the
proverb tells, npefore the wine-drinker [setl
wine, before a ploughman a basket cof roots.”

D. From Talmud Yerushalmi, Ketubot 37b:

Why sc [that there chould be seven obligations
for a woman, three for a manl? It is in line
with what R. Yohanan said, "The anguish of a
man is greater than that of a woman Cin bging
deprived of wifely servicesl."” There 1is a
pertinent verse of Scripture: rand when she
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pressed him hard with her words da
! ; y after da

and urged him, (his soul was vexed to death;;

(Judges_lﬁ:lﬁ). What is the meaning of, "and

urged him"? said R. Isaac bar Eleazar, "She

would pull herself cut from under him." “His

soul was vexed to death," but her soul was not

vexed to death. And there are those who say

that she found the necessary satisfaction with

other men. All the more so that she desired

sexual relations! [The rule under discussion

is in line with whatl R. Nahman said in thé

name of R. Nahman: "That certain organ--if she ™ '

starves it, she makes it satisfied. The more

she satisfies it, the more she makes it

hungry."*=

The biblical material cited in the first section of
this chapter suggests at the very least that the Samson
myth, like most literature, may be read with a number of
varying but more or less equally plausible interpreta-
tions. The reputations attributed to the characters of
Samson, often seen as. loyal and naive, and of Delilah,
often seen as deceptive and traitorous, are not as
clearly determined in the Judges text as is so commonly
assumed. They are much more clearly defined in this
manner in texts produced in the post-biblical world,
beginning with the talmudic aggadah of the rabbinic
period and continuing through modern fiction.

Talmudic aggadah written about Delilah portrays her
as a debilitating force in Samson’s life, and as a

sexual temptress and manipulator. It seems that for the

rabbis, Delilah embodied many of their fears regarding

++Jacob Neusner, The Talmud of the Land of Israel:

Ketubet, Vol.22, p.192.
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seductive women. Of the Yael tale Nehama AscHkenasy

writes: "At the core of the Judges tale...as well as of

similar later stories, lies a well-defined feminine
strategy: the use of sex as a bait to gain man’'s trust
and then overpower him and put him under the woman's

control. The biblical narrators use a known formula

that stems from the male fear of women, which is the
seduction of the unsuspecting man at the hands of the
treachercus female. Yet as the tales are recounted and
given a historical reality and individualized charac-
ters, the various female protagonists are extolled as
paragons of virtue and loyalty, and the evil men are
seen as being justly punished."*=

The reader of the above aggadah may note that
Aschkenasy is right on the mark in her depiction and
analysis of the seduction formula which applies not only
to rabbinic portrayals of Yael but to those of Delilah,
as well. Regarding the issue of male fear affecting the
transmission of myths which share this formula, Mieke
Bal writes, "The ideological use of the stories depends
on it. Thus the underlying claim is that the women’s
identity can be simply derived from their sexuality, or
rather, from that of the men. It is only through sex
that the women gaiﬁ access to the men at all. And

since, in this perspective, the identity of men depends

isaAschkenasy, Op.Cit., p-172.
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68
heavily on their control over women as sexual beirgs
r

this reversal of power is what threatens them most.
This is the strongest motivation of the survival of
these stories as ideostories.”'< In other words, one
might conclude, the stories are preserved as warnings to
men about the threat of the seductive power women hold.
The validity of Aschkenasy's c;mment regarding the
changed depiction of women like Yael in a "historical
reality" was demonstrated in the preceding chapter; it
is not the case regarding Delilah, because there 1s no
tension in the story between improper ethical conduct
and layalty to Israel--Delilah, according to this
formula, does not act ethically, but'neither is she an
Israelite who must remain loyal to the people. There-
fore, the rabbis who received the Samson myth had no
need to reconcile this type of contradiction, as they

did in the case of Yael. This is clear in the passages

presented above.

The first aggadah from Sotah 39b (A) states that

Delilah deserved her name because etymolaogically it is

related to the verb meaning “she weakened." Indeed, the

aggadah states with scriptural support, pelilah weakened
Samson's strength, his heart and his actions. The verb

dildelah does not only have the meaning of weaken; it

can also mean exhaust, deplete, loosen, cause to hang

ieMieke Bal, Death and Dissymmetry, p-27.




down, make flaccid, or cause to be lax.®*?” It seems

plausible that on some level, what is being suggested

here is that Delilah wore out Samson sexually. She is

not blamed for weakening his mind, which might have been

the case had the biblical story portrayed her as
genuinely crafty and devious; instead, she depleted his
strength, héart, 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 not

- ¢lear that this is meant sexually, then the next aggadah
from Sotah 10a may be viewed as considerately more
explicit.

The means Delilah used in order to weaken Samson
are stated here (B) quite straightforwardly. She would
engage in sexual relations with him, but at the time of
"consummation” she would deny him. In regard to this
aggadah, it will prove interesting once again to turn to
the work of Mieke Bal. Bal studied not only the myth of
Samson as it is presented in the biblical text; she also
used her skills as literary critic to examine popular
folk renditions of the story. It is fascinating to note
the similarity between this aggadah and the more recent

versions of the myth which she discovered. About

Delilah, much folklore states: "She provokes him with

17R. Alcalay, The Complete Hebrew-English Diction-
ary, p.438.
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coqeetry, pretending to refuse him and thus exciting him
more."*® Needless to say, Bal points out, the text does
not give the slightest hint that uould‘support these
assumptions. Of course, in the case of aggadah, no real
textual support is necessary or even suggested. What is
suggested is that the implication that Delilah acted
thus existed nat in the Judges passage, but deep in the
fears of the rabbis who wrote the aggadah.

The third aggadah from Soctah 10a (C) is a testimony
to the rabbis’ view that the Philistines (among whom
Delilah was one, of course) lived by no sexuai peEInTL S
ples. To suggest that all the Philistine women went to
the prison to have intercourse with Samson implies that
they actively and openly committed adultery; it is also
a hint at Samson's great sexual prowess, and perhaps
too, his own lack of propriety.

The aggadah from Talmud Yerushalmi, Ketubot 37b (D)
begins with a section cimilar to the one cited in (B).
It goes on to say that Delilah satisfied her sexual
desires with other men. Again, similarity is found
between this interpretation and some of the folklore
examined in Bal's study. In some of that literature, of

Delilah it is said, "She has many lovers, is engaged to

many men, and is greedy; she is a slut."*® The final

t@pal, Lethal Love, p-50.

t®lbid., p-50.
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q{nmnnt of the aggadah, in which women are described as

feeders of "that certain organ," can only be viewed as

extremely sex-negative; stanvation equals satisfaction,

whereas satisfaction equals hunger.
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MODERN FICTION
Included in this section are the dramatic readings
"The Philistines and Delilah," "Delilah and‘Samson,“ and
*pelilah" by Moshe Chaim Luzzato, and the poem "Delilah"

by Leah Goldberg.

The works by Luzzato progress chronologically
according to the biblical story line. In "The Philis-
tines and Delilah,"” a scene is enacted in which Delilah
argues with the Philistines over their offer to pay her
to kill Samson. She is portrayed as a clever negotia-

tor, claiming that her love for Samson 1is deep and thus

the Philistines had better be willing to pay a high

price in order to acquire her willingness to betray her
lover.

The first section of Juzzato’s "Delilah and Samson”
' resembles ?he biblical text, in which Delilah unavail -
ingly asﬁsiSamson three times to reveal the secret to
his st;ength. 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 succumbs to her pressuve. Interestingly,
when Sau;on is finally defeated, his initial reaction
upon realizing what has happened is to blame himself for
having transgressed against God. It is not until

"Delilah" that Samson expresses his anger at her

T2




betrayal.

An interesting aspect of Leah Goldberg’'s "Delilah"
is her statement that Samson recognized Delilah's
motives; nevertheless, he Fontinued 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 ber 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.{i?lized exactly what Delilah was

doing, and willingly participated in his own demise.
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THE PHILFSTINES AND DELILAH
By Moshe Chaim Luzzato

Philistines:

Between your breasts, burning

In the flame of your desire,
soundly

He, our enemy

The destroyer of our land.

Here by the light of your arrows,

Like a deer by a snare, he shall go into captivity--

Without you there is no way to help us,

Only if you shall see with what his strength increases

And how we can overcome him so that we may imprison him

To humiliate him, until he is subdued.

does not Samson sleep

Delilah:

And how can you want of me

To betray the companion of my desire, and what will I
not be returning F

Hatred and faithlessness in place of his love?

Before it opens its mouth,

The earth shall swallow me like it swallowed Korah,

If this shameful thing be done upon it!

And how can I see

The bosom I love slain at the hand of an enemy

Would I not hasten my bosom to absorb the weapons

They would even be pleasing to me if

Fiery arrows and death were to reach my heart

If I could save his bosom, selah.

I would consider my death instead of his to be precious
delicacies

Choice honeys--every wish and touch, s

And with his death my life would depart peacefully.

How can you say to me, unwise people: Give

The life of your desired companion into our teeth?

Are you not asking that I give my own life,

For even death shall not separate us.
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DELILAH AND SAMSON

By Moshe Chaim Luzzato

Delilah:

My beloved is white and ruddy, the one I love'=2°
How much sweeter than honey to my palate is

The precious fruit of your love!

For | was astounded

Upon seeing your great strength (and who can match
However you shall tell me--how did you increase
This great strength and your plentiful vigour?

Is there anyone on earth who can

Make you helpless and tie you up, or is there not?

Samson:

A man can make me helpless,

If I were to be tied

With seven tendons not yet dried

Then my might would abandon me and depart,
Then I would resemble all mortal men. ~
Delilah:

Now I shall see if I can make you helpless.

(She binds him)

Wake up, Samson, wake up,
The Philistines are upon you.

Samson:

Should Philistines come, I shall not fear them;
For this is how I would tear apart

it)!

All the tendons together, as a strand of tow is torn

At the touch of fire.

(He tears them apart.)

Delilah: ‘

Surely you have deceived me' Now tell me

The real truth: : 5
With what could you be tied up and made helpless”

2oSee Song of Songs S5:10
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Samson:

1f 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 shall see if you have told the truth.

(She binds him.)

Wake up, Samson, wake up,
For the Philistines are upon you!

Samson:

Should Philistines come

I shall not fear them:

For I will tear all these ropes
Off my arms like a thread.

(He tears them.>

Delilah:

Surely you have been deceiving me
Now tell me the truth:

With what may you be tied up
helpless?

Samson:

If you weave seven
Locks of my head into the web.

Delilah:

.

all along, Samson.

that would make you

Surely now I shall see if this time toc
You have deceived me or if your words are true.

(She weaves the locks of his head.

Wake up, Samson, wake up,
For the Philistines are upon you!

Samson:

Should Philistines come,

I shall not fear them:

For now I shall pull out

The peg, the loom, and the web.

-

)
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(He pulls them out.)
Delilah:

But how can you declare to me: I love you

When your heart distances itself so far from me'
Is this the recompense you of fer

For my love which is strond as death?

Is this the fruit of my desire which I shall harvest
From you, cruel cne?

Samson: —
And am I cruel?
Delilah:

Are you not cruel,

For you see my heart 1n a consuming flame

Cruel (and you are so cruel')

It shall burn for you,

Instead you offer me your stiff-neckedness?

What is sweeter to my palate than

The fruit of your love?

And you scorn the sweetness of my love!

But I really erred

Saying: I loved you

For love can no longer reach you,

For you will not know 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 crush your stiff-neckedness

My evil thought shall rise over your evil thought!

Speaking sweet words to an evil heart

Is like a ragged piece of clothing on a chilly winter
day.

For gentle speech is worthless next to stiff-neckedness,

Only a viclent answer will crush 1it!

Samson:

Surely you see that.which would enfeeble my strength
you, beautiful one®t!, and your benevolent face.

If you move your foot to go away from me,

My heart will shift from its place to flee

And to wander after you

Thus my bones become brittle,

For they will see their king cut off from the earth;
And like the dead cocrpses in the grave,

21This means literally "graceful gazelle."




It expired inside me and turned to stone.
Delilah:

Your heart did not just turn to stone,
For it was thus from the day it was created.

Samson:

Do not cast more of your arrows against me, beauty,

For I have been weakened by your blows,

1 have almost died.

Delilah:

My heart shall not be melted by the sound of your words.
Samson:

But my heart will be melted by the sound of your words:
Your words are arrows and death to me.

Is there no balm which can heal my pain?

Delilah:

Indeed, the balm for your pain 1s my hand.

Samson:

How long will I be tortured? What fault have you found
in me?

Delﬁlah:
Until you find the balm for your pains.

Samson:

How can I find the balm for my pang,
If i1t is in your hand?

Delilah:

If*it is in your hands.

Samson:

The only balm for 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! And why am I sick?
For I only love you, though you love me not.

Delilah:

I should love you? And what am I angry 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 this is all you desire, 1 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 1 have not been
shaved.

Were I to be shaved now--my strength would wane

And my strength would be like that of the average man.

Delilah:
(She calls a messenger, without Samson seeing)

Call my people’s génerals, that they should come,
For now he has revealed to me his whole heart.

Delilah (to Samson):

See now how your pains will cease,

For you will once again be my lover &as you were.
Now celebrate with me, and I will rejoice with you.
Now return to my besom, for I love you,

Play securely at my knees--

Since I have seen that you love me,

Not like when, until now, you acted foolishly.==

(He sleeps on her knees.)

228ee Genesis 21:8.




pelilah (to the man):

Get up, hurry, do not delay--and shave him.

(He shaves Samsan.) .
Delilah:

Wake up, Samson, wake up,
For Philistines are upon you!

(He awakens.)
Samson:

What has happened toc me--my knees are weak,

My power 1is no longer with me, and my strength has
departed.

What 1is this, that I can no longer rise? Alas, I am
shaved!

Philistines:

Now get up and stand opposite us,
Get up, bestir yourself as before:
Even if your head has been shaved,
Your strength has not been shaved!

Samson:

What more can I say, I have done-it
God is just, for I discbeyed!

Philistines:

Now the violence you spread

.Shall fall on your head

Now get up and seize him,

Gouge out his haughty eyes, then take him down
To Gaza, #

There force his foot into chains.

(They seize him, take him down, and do all this to him.)

.

d
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DELILAH

By Leah Goldberg
A. Opening

Camel drivers told it at the inn,

Donkey drivers jested about it,

It was said of Samscon at the inn:

There is none 1{¥E him, he is a unique one.

His arm is like a hardened sledgetammer,
His fist like a striking mallet,

And his strength is reinforced by cunning.
The enemy shall flee like a rabbit.

For he trapped foxes in the forest
Their tails carried the flame,

And his wife’s house was burned too
For a lustful heifer deceived him.

This is what camel drivers told at the inn.
Donkey drivers jested scornfully.

His name went from ifih to inn

For he was strong, herocic, singular.

The fools opened their mouths agape,
Wise men nodded their heads,

And even the*Philistine rulers

Spoke publicly of his praise.

And a tribe of judges was given to him
And tribes and nations trembled,

And it was said in battlefields and at feasts

That he was a hero, a ruler, a prince.

And perhaps even he did nét know

That his law was the law of the Nazirite and the

visionary,
That simple as the solution to any riddle
Was the fragile heart in his chest.




B. Their word

The honey sweetens in the carcass of young
And a weak heart--in the body of heros.
Young women told it near and far:

Thus from the strong came out sweetness,2s

lions==

C. The young Philistine women

And it was told in battlefields and at feasts,
And the story became legend--

That he tore ropes like flax,

Cords like threads of chaff.

As he passed, women went to their window

Gazing with desire and fear,

The young women of Gaza and all those of Ashkelon.
Men's wives and harlots alike.

And the slander burned in their mouths
When they saw the youth approach:
How he left the harlot’s chamber at midnight
Carrying the gate on his shoulders.
i
And in every house a younger sister
Whispered into the ear of her sister:
He slept in the harlot’s arms :
And our city is unwalled, conquered.,. =

-

And when his figure dimmed in the window

And disappeared down the king's road,

The young women of Gaza and all those of Ashkelon
Would return: to the loom®®, to the spindle.

They would sit and spin the flax,

They would weave cords like those

That none of the Philistine heros —_—
Could hope for even in their greatest dreams.

-

4

24See Judges 14:8.
*=See Judges. 14:14.

- *®Reference is made here to the rabbinic statement,
‘There is no wisdom for a woman except at the distaff;"
in other words, "A woman’s place is in the home." (ein

Llishah chochmah ki b’felech)



84
D. The honey

And he went walking and eating

While the honey was dripping from his hands,

And he rejoiced over his strength for it was great

And he rejoiced over his strength for he had cdnqu;red.

And he went and sang in the hills
With a riddle and its solution in his heart.
And the sun’s rays became golden
In the drops of honey that fell.

And he brought(his father and mother

A gift of honey to their poor dwelling-place.

And they ate it for its taste was good,

And they 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 inclination is stronger than a lion'

.

E. Song of the damsels

. -
Seven locks of hair on your head, Samson
Like the sun’s rays on your head, Samson,
Pretty young women in your bosom, Samson,

Darken your mother’s house, Samson.

e

And the hero left the village, alas,

And the hero loved a foreign woman, alas.

Beware of the uncircumcised men’s daughters, Samson.

From the captivating glances, from the chains, Samson,

Be sharp, sharpen a riddle for the uncircumcised,
Samson,

Hunt, hunt foxes in the forest, Samson:

And the hero left the village, alas,
And the herc loved a foreign woman, alas.

F. And he loved a woman by the brook of Son_rek.

There are seven roads from the village

Every vain and light fellow walks down them.
And Samson chose just one road

The one leading to the brook of Sorek.

-
Lad
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2

G. Delilah

Now he surely knew that she was a traitor,

Yet he was submissive to her flattering 1

He knew he would die by her hand-- e
Philistines are upon you, Samson.

And he returned and lay in her bosom

With his figure on guard in the darkness.

For through all her betrayal she said sweetly--
Philistines are upon you, Samson.

For he conquer her as one conquers his enemy
And every night.was like their first tryst.=7
And his heart shouted alarms-- :
Philistines are upon you, Samson.

Only when the riotous mass,

In a moment when love slapped him into a rude awakening
Did he open his eyes and see

While her comrades gm.tged out his eyes.

_ *?’There may be a pliy here on hesed meaning
disgrace, shame, abomination. :

L
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CHAPTER THREE: THE STORY OF JUDITH




Judith--suggests that Judi

The story recounted in the Book of Judith bears a
strong resemblance to the tales of Yael and Sisera, and
pelilah and Samson. Here again, in the case of Judith,
a woman protag.anist uses her sexual strength to manipu-
late an enemy warrior into a position of submissiveness.
Once again, the éeductive woman is victorious, :he male
soldier meets his demise, and the enemy is (for the time
bej_.ng) defeated. Because Judith is a Jew, the parallel
between her act and that of Yael is most striking, since
each is regarded for having Plaﬁ"Ed\a-"Ede"‘Pti”e role in
the journey of the Jewish peop;le:}'}This similarity has

R
\ few of whom will be

been noted by a number of authors,
mentioned below. Given this similarity, it is curious
to note that the story of Judith was not canpnized;
surely it seems unlikely that it was omit_ted"‘&dn the
canon because of its portrayal of a seclluctive and
vioclent female subject, as expunged too, then, would
proi:ably ha \\:;!en the story of Yael, and perhaps that
of Delilah a;;"‘\i%ll. Nevertheless, at least one critic--

Toni Craven, author o

Artistry and Faith in the Book of

was too radical a woman for
the tradition to memorialize; other critics have posited
different theories which attempt to explain Judith’s

exclusion from the canon.

Nehama Aschkenasy addresses the parallel between




judith and Yael. "The Apocryphal story of Judith
¥

who

delivered her people frf:un the hand of the ruthless
Assyrian Holofernes, is an elaborate version of the Jael
and Sisera tale. Here the protagonist is a beautiful
Hebrew woman who comes over to Holofernes’ camp and
bewitches him with her wisdom and __charm. The  man
interprets her déne_a_gur as signifyingv sexual promise,
but when the right moment comes, the woman segg to it

that the man gets heavily drunk, and when he falls

r

asleep she beheads him, puts his head in her bag, and

returns to her peoplg with a tangible sign of victory.
Unlike in the Jael story, where Ehe narrator seems to be
making an effort to suppress the sexual aspect, the
narrator of Ju|:;ith plays up_l-lolofernes' desire for the
beautiful woman, and delights in its frustration. What
;a;terializes is not the m;n"s lust, but the woman’s
revenge. "?* I

Andre LaCocque, author of The Feminine Unconven-
tiodhl, aleo demcribes the similarity batuesn the story
-of Judith and the story of Yael. "The parallel with
Judith is arresting. Jael also beguiles a general; she
also wins his trust in order better to destroy him; the

scene also occurs in a_ tent, and if *Sisera is not

beheaded by Jael, his head is all: the same transfixed by

*Aschkenasy, Eve’s Journey: Feminine Images in
Hebraic Literary Tradition, p.172.

o




a peg- Furthermore, Jael is eulogized,

'‘blessed among

women is Jael,' (Judges 5:24) while to Judith it is said
almost similarly, 'more blessed are Yyou by God Most High
than all ot@sr women on earth' (13:8), About Judith, as
about Jael, “the text concludes that she brought her
people peace for a long time after that (16:25); in t.he
case of Jael, Judges 5:31 speaks of forty years of
tranquility."=

While the tales of Yael and Judith do follow very
similar story lines, they are certainly not identical.
Henry Bamberger, in his article "The Book of Judith:

Some Further Notes,’ discuslses what he regards as a

significant difference. Yael used a wooden tent szake
in order to kill Sisera, while Judith used Sisera’s own
sword to cut off his head; the differing nature of the
weaponry used by each of the two female protagonists may
explain why Judith did not ultimately gét canonized.
"An important difference marks the two killings. 1In the
Book “of Judges, Jael kills the enemy general with a
mallet and tent pin. In both versions of ‘Judith the
hercine makes use of Holofernes’ own sword...By the time
the canonization of Judith could be considered, Judith's
very use of the sword put her in violation of the law.
It was ‘not that' she had“killed an enemy; that, in

itsel'f, would have been deemed hevcic. However, the

-

" 2Andre LaCocque, The Feminine Unconventional, p.37.




sword was forbidden to her."=

Another hypothesis as to why the Book of Judith

did
not get canonized is related to an issue regarding the

Jewish laws of conversion. In‘the narrative, one of the

characters—--Achior sconverts toc Judaism. The conversion

of Achior is problematic for two reasons: He is an

aAmmonite, and the' passage in Deuteronomy 23:3 states

that it is forbidden for Ammonites to convert to

Judaism; in addition, while Achior is circumcised, he
does not undergo a ritual immersion. For the rabbis to

enter into the sacred canon a book that does not

instruct readers on the proper. conduct rabbinically

-

prescribed would be antithetical toc the canonizers!

interests; thus, it is suggested, the rabbis did not

canonize the Book of Judith.=

=

Toni Craven rejects this view explaining why Judith

was not included in the canon. "The Explana‘ll:ion that
Achior’s conversion forbade the inclusion of’ the book in
the ca‘non because of his nationality and Bbecause he was
not first baptized is not wholly convincing. Is his
Joining of the community not comparable with that of
Ruth? Deuteronomy-23:3 expressly forbade the admission

of an Ammonite or a Moabite to the assembly of Yahweh.

“Henry Bamberger, "The Book of Judith: Some Further
Notes," in Journal of Reform Judaism Spring 1980, p.86.

“Carey A. Moore, The Anchor Bible: Judith, p.87.




I1f Ruth the Moabite was pérmitted to Join the community,
should not Achior the Ammonite have had the same
privilege? Enslin and Zeitlin point out that the sages
reconciled this difficlulty by declaring that the
pentateuchal law referred to males only, and thus only
Achior was excluded from community membership. This
explanation rings of sophistry, and one wonders what
motivated it..."=S

Instead, Craven posits an interesting theory, one
that may be influenced by feminist criticism. She
suggests that the story of Judith proved to be too
threatening to the rabbis, Jewry's male transmitters of

i

literary tradition. This is due to I:lhat may have been
perceived as an untenable contradiction between Judith’'s
high level of piety and her qutrageous stepping out of
the traditiomnal gender roles assigned to ‘l:-he women of
her day. "Though Judith's ‘story is set sﬁuarely within
the framework of the tradition, its program is far from
traditional. From the moment that Judith-appears in the
story until the moment of her death, she is faithful to
the letter of the law but not restricted to traditional
modes of behavior. Judith’s fear of the Lord is so
profound that she fears no one or thing- other than
Yahweh. Imagine \;hat life would be like if women were

free to chastise the leading men of their communities,

®Craven, Op.Cit., p.117.
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if they dared to act indépendently in the face of

traumas, if they refused to marry, and if they hagd money
and servants of their own...[Butl the endurance of the
story testifies to the validity of the message that life
need be based on no security other than faith in
Yahweh...Indeed on theological grounds...the Book of
Judith may have ‘stood as good a chance as the Book of
Ruth of becoming part of the Hebrew canon had Judith
beén a male in this story and had Achior been a
female."*®

That the story’ recounted in the Book of Judith may
have been t;oo threatening to th.e traditional gender role
order for the rabbis to declare it to‘ be sacred text
seems p_lausible. However, for the critic who keeps this
in mind to then re-examine the character qf Judith,
loocking to her either as = paradigm of virtue or at
least as an ancient model of feminist alctivism, is
equally threatening to the feminist spirit. To do so is
to-enbrace a character who represenfﬁ"‘féftain values
advanced by an ancient patriarchy which feminism
suggests ought to be rejected today; not to do so is to
reject the consensual traditional view of Judith.
Bernard Mehlman and Daniel Poli_;'.h write, ";]udith has

been held up as an exemplar of. the virtues of devotion

to the Jewish people, heroism and piety. Jews have

€Ibid., p.118.




looked to her, along with Hannah, Deborah,

and Yael, as

an instance of the possibility that a woman could play a
ma jor --even redemptive--role in Jewish life."~>

At times the views represented on polar opposite
ends of any spectrum begin to resemble each other, and
in literary criticism this is no different.

-

Judith as one “who ought to be emulated may be the

Regarding

perspective of tradition; it is alsc that of feminist
cfitic Andre LaCocque. LaCocque acknowledges that "to
be invited to praise a murderous gyp as a heroine is
somewhat embarrassing in religious milieus." Yet, he
offers her praise nonethelegss. "Perhaps we need to
learn ag;in how to play. In the story of Judith, the
men of the establishment keep their hands clean, but the
eventual price for their purity is the surrender of
Bethulia to Holofernes...Judith...rdisks perhaps even
more than_her own head--she risks her solul. But she
saves her people a‘nd the honor of God."® In addition,
LéCocque adds, "Judith is subversive’ﬁ?hghouing that a
woman can take the lead and become the rn.odel of faith
and martyrdom, while ‘elders’ recoil in the holes of

their complacency. Judith is not only a David redivivus

?Mehlman and Polish, "Ma’aseh Yehudit: A Chanukkah
Midrash" in Journal of Rgfg; Judaism Winter, 1979, p. 731

®LaCocque, Op. Cit., p.34-3S.




of sorts, she is Judas Maccabee in the femini-ne..."ﬁ

It is LaCocque’s final point that undermines his
claim. If Judith is indeed a female version of Judah
Maccabee, then she can hardly be considered subversive;
she is like so many other female characters in male-
authored works who become, in the words of Gilbert and
Gubar, "custodians of male values, agents of patriarchal
culture who enforce the subjugation of others."1e T4
‘take the standard notion‘ of what a hercic role is, and

p

to place a female character into that role may be
considered, at.best. in keeping with a spirit of
egalitarianism. However, iit is certainly not subver-

-

sive, nor is it necessarily feminist.

®*Ibid., p.39.

‘oGilbert and Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic, p.433.
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No more masks' No more mythologies!

‘"The Poem as Mask"
Muriel Rukeyser, 19711

the thing I came for:’
the wreck and not the story of the wreck
the thing itself and not the myth...

We are, I am, you are
by cowardice 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 do not appear.
"Diving into the Wreck"
Adrienne Rich, 1971=

Myths .

Two myths--the tales of Yael and Sisera, and

Delilah and Samson--are explored in the central body of
this work, and an additio_n\ii one——tﬁ';at of Judith--is
addressed tangentially. Eath of these myths takes place
at a different time in a different context with a
different set of characters. This stugx/is concerned,
however, with certain traits that are commonly shared by
all three stories. Each tale reveoclves around a woman
protagonist who acts autonomously and assertively to

destroy a powerful male enemy. Each of fhese female

characters successfully uses her sexuality in order to

iFlorence Howe and Ellen Bass, eds., No More
Masks!, p.1.

2Adrienne Rich, Diving into the Wreck, p.23.
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gain control ovér the man ‘she seeks to destroy.
All three of these myths have played a role in
shaping the culture in which we live. The Delilah and
gamson tale is well-known, while the story of Yael and
gisera is perhaps more obscure. Judith is a fairly
prominent character in the Western mind, if only because
a number of the& world’s great artists once chose her as
a frequent subject for their paintings.

The stories transmit a variety of strong messages
on a number of different levels, not all of which are
consistent from myth to myth. However, in at least one
respect, the myths do cohere‘ consistently to put forth
one very powerful statmnt.! The statement they share
in common elucidates their "“sexual poetic." All three
of thlese myths serve as a strong warning regarding the =
snare of feminine seduction. Both ~men aﬁd women who
participate in the culture ;'.haped by this. literature are
put on guard. Men are cautioned agaipnst putting their
trust in women, and are discouraged from allowing
themselves to love freely and romantically. Females are
warned against acting autonomously and assertively, lest

they unwittingly take on the characteristics of Delilah,

Yael or Judith and begin to resemble these vioclent,
R . !

deceitful, and murderous women.
In a patriarchal society where misogyny functions

to maintain cultural hierarchies, and where, as a




consequence, women are effectively prevented from
accessing any source of power other than--perhaps--their
own sexuality, these myths have proven to be instrument-
al in p}e-_-.erving the status .qucu. However, as efforts
are made to eradicate misc‘-gyny and to deconstruct
societal hierarchies which keep women powerless, these
myths can prove pgisonous. The warnings they transmit
to men and women are ostensibly put forth based on some
truth abouf the nai:ure of relations between the genders.
.

However, they do not reflect in the slightest way the
real experience of women; instead, they are rooted in

-

certain fears men have had of assertive women, fears

[}
-

which rocoted in ignorance.

= Alice Bach writes: "Women have moments of strong
speech and proud action in mgle—centg_ed biblical
narratives, ‘but strong independent women act at the
pleasure of thej.r male creator.s. Too fo‘;efdl and they
embody male fears, and must be cilenced or written out
of the narrative."® Indeed, the characters of both Yael
and Delilah ¢(and Judith, too) are extremely forceful,
and thus they become mythically evil. As a result, the
hate men have for assertive women remains unchallenged,
and the thirst women have for models of female heroism

in the Bible burns unquenched. The fact remains, at

least in regard to the biblical text: "Judaism provides

2Alice Bach, ed., The Pleasure of Her Text, P-X%-

.




no viable model on whom women can base their lives
~

no

m};thic heroines whose acts they can imitate and so
reclaim themselves, no images of powerful creators/art-
jsts in whose image women readf.-rs can find their own in
either history or the literary tradition."=
Reality

In the passage. cited above from Muriel Rukeyser's
poem, "The Poem as Mask," the demand is mad;e for an end
to masks, an end to mythologies. Likewise, in Adrienne

Rich'’s poem "Diving Into the Wreck,' the poet states her
need not for "the st'ory of the wreck,” but for "the
wreck itself.” She seeks "the tllhing itself," and not
the myth. The poems of these women point ‘to a recogni-
tion that ?;here is a disparity between the myths we have
inherited, and tﬂi reality of women’s experience. This
recognition is essential for attaining a Qenuine
understanding of the terrible damage myths _c;an cause.
Revealing the "_unrealness" of the archetypes portrayed
in thé myths discussed here frees their ~recipients.
Understanding that they are rooted in fear, not in

reality, sheds .a whole new light on the warnings they

transmit.

“Claire R. Satlof, "History, Fiction, and the
Tradition: Creating a Jewish Feminist Poetic® in On

 Being a Jewish Feminist, ed. by Susannah Heschel, p.191:

£




Revision

The roots of "authority" tell us...that if
woman is man’s property then he must have authored
her, Jjust as surely as they tell us that if he
authored her she must be his property. As a
creation "penned"” by man, moreover, woman has been
“penned up" or" "penned in." _As a sort of "sen-
tence"” man has spoken, she has herself been
"sentenced": fated, jailed, for he has both
"jndited" her and "indicted" her. As a thought he
has "framed," she has been both "framed" (enclosed)
in his texts, glyphs, graphics, and "framed up"”
(found guilty, found wanting) in his cosmologies.

The Madwoman in the Closet
Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar

Full reccgnition of the fact that historically

women have been "penned in" by the creators of myths
like the ones discussed here equips' the feminist critic
with one of three essential téols requjred for breaking
out of the pen, for obtain;.ng an acquittal, for sating
the appetite for women’s self-determination. Acknow-
ledging the disparity between the portrayal of women in
myth through characters like Yael and;.DELi_lah, and the
reality of women's experience is a first ééép; a second

and third step must be taken as well, if that disparity

i

is to be eliminated.
The second step is to reject when necessary the

defined gender roles, and the notions of good and evil,

are iﬁbedded- in the ancient myths our ‘culture has held
to be sacred. For example, if a myth Suggests that th.e
ideal woman is a passive one, then it must be stated

today that what is ideal for women is not passivity but

honesty and deception, and freedom and oppression which .

LS




assertion of the self; if a myth suggests that female
sexuality is evil, then it must be made clear that what
js evil is not female._aexuality but the exploitation
thereof; if a myth suggests that strong women are
deceptive, then it must be stated that real deception
occurs not when women act, but when they" are kept
powerless and prevented from behaving aggressively by
societal structuvres which are never thallenged; if a
myth suggests that subservience is freedom, then it must
be made clear that freedom for women is autonomy--and
that when women who act autonomously are regarded as a

threat to society, then they are not free, rather, this

|}
o

view is a form of oppression.

Finally, the third step which is absolutely
necessary in eliminating “the disparity which exists
between the portrayal of women in myth and tlhe reality,
of female experience is ur;at Alicia Ostriker calls
"revisionist myth-making,"” ‘and which ,in the Jewish
cohtext can be referred to as "modern midrash.”
Ostriker defines her term: "Whenever a poet employs a
figure or story previously accepted and defined by a
culture, the poet is using myth, and the potential is
alvayy present that the use will be re_v:i_;siohist: that
is, the figur-e or. t‘ale will be appropriated for altered
ends, the old vessel filled with new wine, initially

satisfying the thirst of the individual poet but




ultimately making cultural change possible... [Revisign-
ist poe?nsl generally assume the high lit:erary status
that myth confers and that women writers have often been
denied because they write ‘personally’ or *confessional -
ly.’” But in them the old stories are changed, changed
utterly, by female knowledge of female experience, so
that they carn no longer stand as foundations of collec-
tive male fantasy. Instead...they are corrections; they
are representations of what women find divine and
demonic in themselves; they are retrieved images of what
women have collectively and historically suffered; in

.

some cases they are instruct;ion for survival."=

In other words, literary worics must be created
which employ the images of classic myths but which at
the same time utterly and totally alter the meaning of
the myths. »~Although this process has .already been
demonstrated in this stud;,' through the- 'presentation of
classical midrash, which in itself was often "revision-*
ist myth-making,” it may be useful «he:e to prov;.i.de an
example of feminist modern midrash.

The story of Yael and Sisera describes a woman
welcoming an enemy general intoc her tent, and--at least
according to rabbinic midras'h-—sed_uc_:ing‘ him, having

i

sexual intercoyrse with him, and then killing him. The

SAlicia Ostriker, "The Thieves of Language: hlos!len
Poets and Revisionist Mythmaking," in The New Feminist
Criticism ed. by Elaine Showalter.
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female protagonist appears toc be bold and crafty and
very power ful. It is not at all clear that the ep‘isode
described in Judges 4 depicts a realistic portrayal of
women's historical experience. However, in the follow-
ing poem by Irena Klepfisz, a Holccaust survivor, all of
the actions of .the_Yael story are present; the meaning
of the poem, however, is altogether different from that
of the myth. To read "herr captain"€ as if its title
were "sisera" and its perspective were that of Yael is
to shed an entirely new light on one’'s understanding of
the events uhich took place in Yael’s tent. It is to

»

recognize the fact that the notion which is suggested in
k '
the biblical myth--that women have used sex ag a way to

achieve victory in military battle--is far less identi-
fiable in the human condition than the reality that

throughout history women have been forced to -jse sex as

a means to survival.

SIrena Klepfisz, A Few Words in the Mother Tongue:
=" pn4s-

|
e
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herr captain

i whispered as he came through the gate
captain i am clean i’ve been trained
well i said captain i'm not over

used

he was hard so hard forcing bending me

till i could not breathe slamming against me

my mouth filled with terror i was pierced *

in two when he Eucjdenly pulled out

my head back he murmured what a light rider

my grandmother too rode her cossack lover

in pain he moaned harder quicker ride me now

fearful i ran Jjumping the gate with the guard

laughing grimacing through the window nervous

biting their nails the dogs barked my legs spread

slapped

around his waist i whipped him further deeper till

i felt the blood,h flooding the field filling the

drowning well

lapping over me drinking in the smell of his hair

his stomach swollen against me he collapsed

but i held on pushing my heels into his back

my teeth clenched i hissed for my grandmother her

crooked wig '

her gold teeth and her cossack lover crawling from the

well she . _

pushed up her buttocks as she came over the wall fell to
the ground ; .

head first her wig cocked over one eye a butcher knife

under her .

skirt m mother floats in well water zeyde in mourning “ -

tears his red

hair hears them again on the kitchen floor slipping in

so smoothly she :

was wet from the beginning the horse neighing cutside

“and bobe her ears pierced at the age of three weeks

pulls out the butcher knife

begins slashing till his hands severed he falls back

he brings me soap

his boots are shiny . . :

not like the others who arrive from the fields
trusted over ’ 8 :




~

Identifying Yael with the voice that speaks in this
poem adds aﬁ'\}'ehtirely new layer of meaning ontc the
'Judﬂ_es passage. It preserves a very real and painful
memory with which ;ountlesso.]ewis.h women throughout
history have had to live; at the same time, it affirms
the on-going potential of the biblical text to speak
with relevance anla instructiveness to the whole spectrum
of human experience. To take such leaps, and to venture
with a feminist perspective into the creative realm of
midrash and poetry is to engage in the transformative
endeavor of "revisionist myth-making"” while preserving
the sacred process of "drashing! the text.

Judith Plaskow writes: "While fenin_ist midrash--
like all midrash--is a reflection of contemporary
beliefs and experiences, its root convictibn is utterly
traditional. It sfands on the rabbinic ins_ilstence that
the Bible can be made to speak to the present day. If
the Torah is our text, it can and must answer our
questions and share our values; if we Fu_;égile with it,
it will yield meaning."”

Holy One of Blessing,

Grant us the strength to wrestle
And the courage to face the meaning.

7Judith- Plasicou, " Jewish Memory from a Feminist

P. Christ.

Perspective,” in Visi : atterns. i _
Feminist Spirituality, ed. by Judith Plaskow and Carol 4
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Deborah, wife of Lappidot. was @ prophetess. ..and the
Israelites would come 10 her jor sudement. . She sum.-
moned Barak. son of Abwnoam [to fight Susera). . . (When
he insusied that she accompany him, she saud,] **  there
will be mo glory for vou in that . . Gud will deiv¥r Sisera
10 @ woman's hand. " (Judges 4:4-9)

Why did Neborah become @ pacifise?

Deborah sat hidden under 3 palm tree hoping that no one
would see her, Her 1ast <3se had cxhausied Taucnce.
She nad spent the SnLIe MOrNING ININE 10 cONVINde 3 soldicr
who had hilled a pnsoner of war that he had sinneg

“Whs " he had demanded. *You suid that Yaei nas the
most blessed of women-And for what ! For stniking Sisera
crushing hus head, smasning and prercing hus temrie wih
{he tent pun when he was at her mercy. So what's wrong
with what 1 dud?™ ’

Finallv she had ordered fum (0 bring 3 sacniice and alone
for his vnme.

A3 the soidier 1eft, he 4pat on the ground and saud to the

* crowd gathered outside, "*Deborah’s become a pacifist.”™
I was inconceivable that Deborah, who had once groudly
led the people of Israel into batle, would condemn soldicrs
for killing prisoners of war. Yet she had done precisely that.
At first, the elders ignored these decisions and d
10 refer 1o her as a conquercss. Yael, ho . knew the
truth and avorded Deborah. Yael was still proud of the
bloody act which had won her fame in Israel. Her answer
1o Deborah was to dectare i publc that Deborah had turned
o an “'old woman."™ .

| was young once! To think that Barak and [ were equals
—at least 3t first, when he wouldn‘t do & thing without
consultind me. He said, . will go with me. | will go:
il not, | will not go.™* (4:8) But he, after our walory.
Though he went reluctantly into battle, he quickly forgot
who had dragged hum to giory once he gained manhood
under fire. He sang my song 100 well. | struck up the chamt
and Barak dealt with the captives and-the division of booty.
Later 1t became his song—and hers! For Yael decided 10
become 3 woman warnor. Did she think she was imiating
me?

Deborah knew she would never-go to battle agan. not
even if Barak called. Barak had been irresolute about the
necessity of war, but success had changed hum and soldiening
todav was his major preoccupation. Now Deborah was the
refuctant one. She had appropriated Barak®s former un-
cepunty and translated it into semsitivity about wasting
human life. Deborah now had 3 cause: she was determined
never again 10 be responsible for shedding blood.

This tvpe of thinking did not endear her to tribal leaders,
who educated ther troops 10 extenionze evil and project it
onto the énemy. Yae! the warrior accepted their view. In

becoming one of them, she denied her womanly, life-sustan-
ing instincts and substituted manly acts of destruction.

Shﬁ::;w had felt that she w.u regarded as an alien.

. £5 that it was al for women to
be ieaders. Am [ getung old? Thinking back, she realized
that 2 scurnlous smear campaign had begun on'the anniver-
sary of her return from the war. During one of the festivals
ceiebrated by the people at Shiloh 1o commemorate ther
victory she had gone with a peace offering. Standing at the
door of the Tent of A bly was a seif- zealot
who refused to allow her into the unctuxrvr, saying, ““Woe
unto the generation whose leader 15 2 woman.™*

She had answered. “‘When it suited sou. ¥Ou created
legends about me. You said | was like a hind let loose 10
conguer Sisera and that | sang goodly words in mv song
of victory. Now vou are making puns about my name.
‘Hotnet." vou call me."

There was no bute 1n Deboran’s alleged sting. She had
become convinced it was not nght for women to lead men
IN10 baitle; MOTEOVEr..il Was wrong (o buwld a society that
fequired men (0 wasie thewr lives and talents leading others
into batile.

I Yael sets the tone for women, who will be left 1o poimt
out the wastetul and destructive side of war?

Deborah's sonvictions did not wit well with the ciders. and
thev de ced her as an ilegy prophet. Sitting under
her palm tree in the heat of the dav, Deborah wongered
whether history would treat her kindly. Will they write me
olst, a5 thev did my ageestor. Miriam? Or will they tell
posterity that | thought war was wrong, that it was 3 sin
10 revere comoal and that | learned the hard way that our
encmies’ blood was also red?

L]

“So mav all your enemies penish, O Lord!

But those who lovie you shall be as the sun when
it nises 10 ity streagih!

And the land was tranquil h‘my years.”
(Judges 6:31)

Naom: Graetz

A
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By Amy Blank

Bletsed above women shall Jael be,
The wife of leber the Kenste (Judges 5:24)

A woman stands by her kitchen 1able wnside an
oid one-room house. There 11 a closed door at the back of
the room and a small dow looking out on g but *
sky. It i evident that the house stands near the top of a
bare hill, The sky may be rmagined filled with rawrclouds
or else a brilliant, drought blue, according 1o mood

The room it bare except for a table, two chaers,
nﬂlgmm-ullhlm*mlhdanm-ml ron
stove. In the opposite =omeq;: the bed there 13 a pallet
on the lioor. The oniy decora 5 & few line metal por
and pan 11Irung across the unlinithed sione wall

The woman, Jael, i clearly the only inhabitant

of the house, She i elderty, of medium height: her face
hewn in angular lines, 11 grey and of a ravished beauly . her
hatr 5 peled on her head. There i a stran of Gypsy wild
ness sbout her eyes. She wears nondescript clothes
(perhaps a dark whirt and shawl] Lesutifully

1t 13 surprising 10 se€ quile 10 outstanding 3
character in this poor house and lonely situation. Sur-
prising? Perhaps, or perhapa not.

Jael stands at the table with her back to the

door. She i warming her hands on an old black tea pot
Her head i1 slightly bent and she speaks 10 herel!

111 speak of fincks and tents, of sex unthamed
And tribal wars, still hugging my tea pot

My warm won stove, these are anachronims
And they may pass, seewng that ail n put

To human use. | stand alternately

At both ends of time — able, may be,

To span the intenm,

Jael

The present and the past
[She puts down the tea-pot and slowly lilts
her hands 10 her head!

The past ... the present and the past . like steam

It rses ...

There have been killers a-plenty

Throughout the stretch of thirty centuries.

Plenty of men, some women ... but women
should not kil

(She looks up as though listening)

There is constnction,
A drumming in the ears. Someont will come ..
(With horror)
Will they? the child? the mother? -
or the man?

Jael

Deboran

Jael
Deborah

Jael

IThere w a knack on the dan,

- With gyugent
rebed Joei turng 1oward the dogr)

I knew it! Oh! come in
(A 12il, handsome woman new Joel ¢ eniery
She hay hlue eyes WDy AR e escaning lrom

Larey eng

which Ul thows 19m ol anttocr e = a1 Shie

2 hattered felt et and wears an ane
looks a gueen )

(Alter 2 pause ana i 3 changed ang somewhat
trmphant vonce |
Weicome Deborant
Thank you, How could you know!
I knew ar first
Someone would come As you spproached | heard
The thythm of your steps  It's unmistakable -
When great ones walk the earth responds 1n purpr s
We shulfle up inconsenuentially
I 1hs hagh snlitude the car weary
Qf silence straing 10ward sounds even beyond
The natural scale; sounds move on siepping siones
Acrom the air; o eise the earth groans
Under sirange foatfall
Yes | heard you come
But dud ot tuen lor fear | was mstaken
| put the kettle on the stove  we will drink 1ea
She nresses her hands 10 her temples agan)
The gain is bad

They did not tel! me that you sullered.
Only that you were alone year upon yesr _a
Therefore | came.

Years packed away in silence
Multiply the pain.
’ Is Heber dead?
Heber was always dead. And now il's true

| am not more alone.

| came 10 make an end
of solitude. Who could believe that vou.and |, \
Sharing 30 great 3 past, are strangers’
How otherwise? You who are = Judge?
—_— No longer Judge:
Authonty has passed from me lang since
We are two women whose great dayi are gone.
Only in song we live together now.
What song’
Have you not heard? Are you 30 much alone?
Always alone since Heber brought me here
Up from the Arabah
In early days
Awmmmm;mh.wm
Temyapluwlmmz
But he was 3parse of hospitality.
The stranger never stayed.
Since it 13 known
nmmusn-ma:m-mmm
mmhmumlmm,




Deboran
Joel

Deborsh
Joel

Deborah

He yearned 10 see the touthiand once agan,
He wed Perhaps he win Jfrud perham
He underitood | wenited Saer.
Now hoth ate dead
You lay with Sitera?
Alga! | did not = though | Might have wiihed
Deteated. he wat stll 3 man
Heber wirt not
Not 1o b wile?
To none
Never. | did not tear winlity
| longed for it Judge maother i Ty el
Do you understand’
[She nods and deliberately brushes ande the
T

question |
There's 2 chull about ut now

[They sit down at the tible )

Like 8 tide reng and ebbing, 1 me

The nast and presend alternate

[She pautes |

There s latety, confusion i the semon
(Another pause |

Ah yei: There are no tree. set wn the rock
The Arahah it desolate and ard

My peonle live wn tents and somenimet move
Tu mther grounds = the tnbes are sipng -
Many are tinkers = well reqarded craftgmen
(She pauves and comes hallway back in el
See! | gull have pride

It's cold, il's cold here

[She shivers and pulls her shawi closer around
her shoulder. |
Chilghood memones are of the sun,

The patch of shaoe behing the tent:

OF stones, small beasts, medk and 2 warm mother.
Fathers came and went, something lie gostsksm
Hary and mostly kind.

- One day they w0id me.
& little virgin child, to Heber's folk;
My mother me, yel, 9. kised,

Ang went me packing 1o my loneliness - -
One more girt child dispatched. | found a home
Of sorts: insteaa of mother 8 lean husband.

A no-man tinker with 3 wandenng heel.

He wat not purposetully cruel, only

(! He ot lodged

._ I ———
7, hione in stomachs = if he thought at all.

+ | grew and hungered. As | am now dry
in skin and flesh | was in heart despanng.
Then | stole achild.  *
1She wts up suOdenty and leans over 1oward
Detorah)

See! alovely babe
Lying outsnide 3 tent, kicking the sand
With his brown heels, glowang.

| snatch him up

Oeboran

Breathiess | am not seen Row he i mine
To nounth = though my breasis we dry
But tor thew anguish
111 b5 @ though she holdy 3 bihy under her shawd
Then with a :igh she tinks back |
Son of a stranger
Camel herd he win
What o! the mother s pain?
| would not care  Later, when enually
Bereaved. | thought of her ana mnurned
For her and then agan for me
And lor the littie Light gone out
The chilg giea soon?
He was so small
{The patt creeps up 10 her eyes and hands
aganl
Heber fears my madness
The herdumen's wure revenge 1l not gve up
the child
Then Heber seily het focks - the goatt ang
sheep
And camels: all that bear and throw by wed
and womb
The she-qoats udders vwingng full hesvy
With melk dersed to me Al sold. ail gone

* We fige the droughty Arabiah. the boy

Starving and dying at my barren breat

[She stretches out her empty hands to Deboran|
He's dead! he's dead.

We'll bury him somewhere.
Somewhere along the wiry. And we go on,
One stony hill goping upon ancther
| think my senses shnnk. | cannot see
Except tha darkness in mysell; of hear
Except my footfall.

y And another sound
Betund me, thudding in the 1a0d and stone.
A mother's leet hetvy with sorrow
Greater than mine ...
(She jerks back wddeniy)

- On they il Heber
Setup T fent. Later he built 2 house,
This house, hes token ol stability.
But he, the Kenite smith, returned 1o he old

trade -

e slways was 2 tin pan man. Encugh.
He'd had enough of husbandry. Fruitiess
in body, mggardly of mind he fled
The soil's fertility and with his pots
Mwhuﬂn‘mndm
Down valleyt 19 the coast and bought and sold -
Especially 1o Jabun's folk ~ some pact
Thete was between them With hit age, the old
Seared wanderiust. his only twniler, gathered
Like Gust in his grey beard. He ratrled off,
mm-ummrwnw‘

o




'

'

The Kenste resurrected - less Cain's paswion.
1 hardly patient. wasted here, for whom!
Could you lorget the child?

Forget him? Ng.
But with the years and a3 | grew
in1o lwe womanhood the body craved
Not child but man

| have not known a man

1t 2 hunger that besets 2 woman
How can vou know, whose life, like ripened frui,
It rounded out with atisfactions?

Deborah

£

[ 1 wee my eyes and feel
Without my fingers and the aroma
Of truth is strong between my nostrils.
tunderstand,

One day during the rain
| heard the roar of a grest battle
Rise Irom the valley. When the fighting ebbed
A man came, panting, curting up the hil
Sivera!
{wancingl Even now the name cuts deep
He came a1 Though by nght 1a Jabn 't fneng;
Was & not Heber's wife? In hes extremity
He sought sheiter. He did not seek & woman
Of course | wanited ham. instead, | kilied
Ugly! wgly'

And none came i homage?
Barak, your huiband. verified the desd.

He gaped appreciation of & sort

And turred sway 0 haste. Wan he alraa?
Barak told: As | pursued Sisera

A woman rushed from her houss 1o meet me
Unger her fallen hair her vy were wild

Glowing and radiant with madness.

She 1t0cped 21 one NOL straightened up alter
A heavy task. At her demand | -
There on the bed Sisera lay

The tent pin through his

. He saw the end.
He did not see me drag the heavy body
On 10 the bed: nor scour the foor and wash
My hangs gn up 16 armpits ..
{in respone 10 Deborsh’s glance.) No, nof there.
1 sleep in that far corner on the paliet .
But Barak 1aw that madnen lent you strength
1w not mad then; | was complete.
He did not understand. But what he taw
He told the peopie and they jajned our names
Shouting A vicrory for Deborah!
A victory Tor Jasll
Some poet picked the gleanings - 2 poets do -
Made up a 30ng. an olt repeated song
Sung by the villagers around the hearth,
Or at the wannowsng.

Of me they sing:
She chants the words, every now and then
pretencng 10 strike & chord on @ Riringed
mtrument |

Awake, swake Deboran
MMUt&aml

Are Barak. Lead sway your caotves
0 300 of Abincam.

In the days of Shamger,

With posnted emphasis)

In the days of Jael caravans crates -
Travetlers kept 10 the by ways

The country folk tied,

They fied until you arose. Debaran
Arow a5 8 mother in luael -

Jl.l Ahl Mother in lywaell
Deborsh (Still ehnnﬁi"

The kings came, they fougnt

Then fought the kings of Cansan

The stars fought from heaven

The stary in thew courses fought against Sisera.
The river Kishon swept them way

The onrushing torrent, the 1orrent Kishan

0 my soul, march with strengthi

m“ummwnwﬂwmaﬁllml
chant and much more personally)

Blessed above women, Jael

(The wile of Heber the Kenitel -
Above women in the tent

She shall be blemed A
Water he ashed, milk she gave, '

Her hand she put to the tent pen,
And her right hand 10 the workman's mallet ...

{who has been {intening in mounting horror)
Quiet! quiet] It hurts me.
[She puts her hands 1o her temples)
Onl be suit,
1 well not hear ...
(Continuing the chant)
" She struck down Sisera
She crushed his head

She shattered and pierced his temple.
Between her feet he wank, he lell,

Where he 1ank he fell down dead
(Jael i1 rocking back and forth in misery.
Deborah looks at her closely)

How strange you should not know the song.
Why, why did you not come 10 gather in

Prane lor your great deed !

The murderen?
MNa, the exalted woman wha has done
What women wil not.

Should | boast, “Jael killed?"”
Or should | dance into the camp and &t
‘u,“uﬂ 4 [
{She gets up from her chawr, pretends 1o open
the Goor and bows low n mock delerence)
“Weicome, my lord!




Come in; come in 1o me, my lord,
Welcome 10 Heber 't house.
¢ Al your wounds,

Your bloody rasment, sweat of & great warnor

An! the great unews of your thighs, ”

The clotted hair, the knotted muscies of your chest,
The troubled heart and the gnim brow -

| will bring water for your refresnment,

And cieanse away your bicod

| will anoInt your skin wath ol = like this =

Like this = and spread 3 cloak over your nakedness
Ishe scurries around n mock buniness|

And here «t food tor strevgth ~ & bowl of mulk,

At} 2 simple bowl, n lordly dish '\,

As a befitting to my lord

We Hebrews - ah!

We Kenites e quite poor despite Heber,

My man, sellt his tin wares 10 Jabin, your great king.
But see, Tresh curdt from the small cattie’s milking,

You say, | have & lovely voice? my thanks,
My deep and grateful thanks . and payment?
Look you, there s
& hed, tresh made and it - lor you ™
[She addresses hersell 10 Dehorah agan)

1 put the buw!
Into hrs handy, wn his two hands = like ths -
Hogng that he would ook above the nm
And read the greed of panon in My eyes

And on my trembiling lips smell out my need.

“A lordly dishi for a defeated man™ =

He swrd, and bowed his head 1o drink, long
draughts .

A1 3 slow-weary, bitter man may take.

| watched the muscies of his throat; the curve

And thrust of wrist, the span of his great hands

Around the bowl and hii wid€ planted leet.

He hinighed. From his hands to mine

The bowi's ip brushed the feeling of my breasts

He nghed, looked up 1o My eyes and saw =

| know not what — he had no thought of woman.

Then | hated him. Tongue glued to palate,

Netirils distended 1o my heat, ravaged by desire

! panted and 2 fantness clouded in my eyes -

A moment only.

‘When my blindness cleared

Alight shone down on the great hammer

And tentpin at mvy feet — a cutting light

fied. pubting, mesningtul. 1 beni,

Ufted them_ siepped unseen behing his back

Like this = | raised the mallet and the pin =

The angers ol virginity gave strength ~

And a3 a rock he fell, -

(She 5its down, exhausted) g

Tcannot tell the rest ... Here, hers it hurty.

The tent pin presses. Do you see the mark?

My fingars know it ...

The good buttermidk — we call it ‘the Lord’y bounty.”

Jael

Deborah

Jael

Jaed

Deboran

Jael

Yet the poets ung your prace
Faugh! faugh! They did not fest the biaog
Run on thewr hangs Judge. vou have nat & iieg,
You had your caotaing, they lent innocence
| hammered n Wﬂ maght & man
Was there no sorng of joy 1n you?
There was no COuUTane i me
Yes, in the completion | wat glag
Ugon the crash and nuise of blund my iife
Was vindicated Enemy? | cared not =
Because he was 2 man genied me
Who was now dead
[Alter & pautel The song continuesy
The people sing = it 15 a bitter 1aunt -
Of her. mother of Sisera ..
Anothur woman! Ngl
[She chants again|
The mother of Siera looked out of
a window
And cried through the lattice
“Why it his chariot 1o long in coming!
Why 3o delayed the clatter of his chanonl”

Her wie lLaghes answered her:

Impatsent, she grves answer 10 hersell -

“Are they not finding and dwiding the
spoil? @

To every man a wench or twa,

Booty of dyed stuffy for Sisera,
Bocty of dyed stulfs embroidered,
Two scarves for ha neck a3 spodl
“A wench or two™ - shl she should know.
She suffers
{Breaking out of the spell of the song and looking
anxiously at Jael )
| came 10 bring retity, The song
Han set vour deed upon its feet. Years gane
And still the peopie sing your prage. No need
To wt alone ... =
| need' not but | will
And not slone. As Living walers spring
In & dry wildecnest they arsan me
That poor wit Heber and the babe - Td Sisers
Long since they ail are dead”
(Her voice has nisen 2 tone higher)
ARl see
A tes leaf in my cup. A wiitor!
{She has been fidgeting uneasily in her char
#nd now arises abruptly, pushing her cup awde |
Bendes the tea i1 cold
(She looks out at the window)
The sky's a sullen gray
Wrap up and go. Khhunllm\r floed sgan.
The valley sweils with overllowing veim
Mmme'nn the horzon.
| hear the prancings,
The prancings of the mighty ones ...




Deborah

Jael

Go quickly Deborah, for he may come | know
Most certainly  the pan returns  he comes
(Staring @t Jael in horror ) q
| did not understand. Forgive me, Jael
Quick! Leave me now. He comes m all hig wepkness
Two mothers drag their feet behind  They come,
They come' Now that | know the 10ng perhapt
They Il mock me and smile crookediy, king
“Where it the little skeleton, the babe
I bb(p?" = "Where n the man my 1on
Whom warriors could not strrke down? -
| am atraen

My breasts will wither and my hands drop blood
| am atrand of mothers - not of hvm
Jael, Jael! They are no more. All thes o past
Come back with me

Ah! no. The past s now
Go quickly Debarsh; for this you may not see
| hear = hush! | hear footsteps. the ground shakes.

The trapped ar deslens me. These are the great ones;

They will Aot delay

(She kizses Deborah hastily | throws open the door
and eases her out |

There is a moment's nlence, then Jael, who has
suddenly grown maestic in stature stands in the
doorway. Her shawl ships ofl, her haur fally in

a silver cloud about her shoulders  She bows 1o

the ground )
My lorg' my lord

Come in 1o me.

o
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