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Introduction

Naomi Wolf

 

Which Lilith? Indeed? Suddenly, emerging within marginal and mainstream culture, there is a multiplicity of faces of Lilith. This subversive, submerged archetype, who has lingered at the very edges of consciousness for so long, is now becoming newly visible. What is happening here?

Jungian psychoanalysis explains archetypes as being the secret, collective, symbolic language that all of us recognize. The fact that Lilith is enjoying something of a renaissance right now—in America at the end of the twentieth century—can tell us a good deal about female needs and longings, once fully repressed, that are surfacing into light. I would say that the emergence of these many faces of Lilith shows that women have reached a kind of critical mass upon their entry into new kinds of power—a critical mass that lets them at last become willing to reacquaint themselves with the shadow side of femininity. It is only when you are truly comfortable with your place in the world—when you have begun truly to possess your identity—that you can look at the less socially acceptable aspects of self, and examine them with more curiosity than fear and aversion.

The resistance, in the past, on women’s own part, to becoming acquainted with what Lilith represents has to do with just how profound a challenge she poses. It’s well-known that she challenges patriarchy, and patriarchal views of women’s “nature” and appropriate status. That explains why she became a sort of closet heroine for some second-wave feminists in the 1970s, who claimed her, in a sense, as their own personal one-woman Act Up guerilla fighter. It was bracing to imagine a figure that could not be subdued or domesticated, a rowdy anti-Eve, a haunting creature who shaped the shadow of female resistance through the ages, whose role was to overturn cozy patriarchal arrangements and let in the chaos made of women’s suppressed wildness and fury.

But Lilith, and women themselves, have evolved even further since then—and that is why this anthology could not be more timely. For it is far more challenging, and far more important, to move from the act of reclaiming and re-creating a subversive pro-woman action figure making trouble “out there,” to the act of actually integrating her wildness, autonomy, and insurrectionary nature into one’s own daily sense of self. Each of the writers in this anthology is, I think, in her own way, doing just that. We no longer need simply a disturbing anti-Eve. We need a positive, powerful, self-directed female archetype to own but also to admire. We’ve looked around for her. We’ve tried hard to patch her together out of bits and pieces of character and imagery in films, songs, the clamor of popular culture; we’ve sought a glimpse of her in the sexual outrageousness of the early Madonna and in the toughness of the early Hillary Rodham and even in the vengefulness of Thelma and Louise.

We can’t find her qualities reflected in a living woman, and in the movies, well, the Lilith dimension always seems to get its comeuppance. So, not surprisingly, at the end of the 1990s, we turn back in a new way to the original: the legend herself.

What could the archetype offer us, through poems and stories such as these, that we so need right now? First, she offers us a vision of pure female autonomy. Lilith is certainly the opposite of the Angel in the House, the selfless homemaker of the masculine imagination; but she is also far removed from the “good sister” of some kinds of second-wave feminism, the woman who was supposed to submerge her needs and, more profoundly, her individuality, to the good of the collective, or the dictates of the party line. Lilith is the ultimate autonomous woman; and, in a world that attacks as narcissists or as monsters of selfishness women who think too highly of their own individuality or their own needs, it’s good to have a figure who can serve us, essentially, as a goddess of the female self; as a reminder that individual character, even to the point of eccentricity, in a woman, is something to honor.

Second, Lilith is devouring. Her appetites are immense. The hunger she manifests is for recognition or reverence, or in the distorted forms her story took in the misogynist Middle Ages, for other people’s children or for illicit sexual gratification. However we read her story, she can remind us that it is human, even for women, to hunger. Considering that, if there is a disease of the spirit that could characterize modern women as a whole, it is the terror that one’s appetites are excessive and must be controlled, she is a uniquely appropriate reminder for our time that it is only in denying our hungers that they become monstrous.

Finally, she is wise. In the image on the cover of this collection, she is accompanied by familiar representatives of both strength and sagacity: the lions and the owls. Her wisdom was so suspect, as the centuries unfolded, that memory of her sagacity dwindled to stories that she appeared at night in the form of a howling screech owl. Throughout these stories and poems, however, Lilith operates not only, occasionally, as a revealer of wisdom—but also, much more often, as a catalyst for the writer to discern wisdom of her own.

The magic the three editors make in this collection—and the brilliance of Lilly Rivlin in foreseeing what women would need to recover as she founded the excavation of Lilith more than two decades ago—is that through it the reader can do the same. The reader can find her own Lilith—or her own favorite aspects of the many Liliths here who may speak to her. By doing so, she can get at insights of her own that might well remain inaccessible if she were to restrict herself to more ladylike, less Lilith-like, ways of thinking.


Editors’
Introduction

In Jewish folklore and rabbinic commentary, Eve was not Adam’s first wife. That honor belongs to Lilith, who, according to an eleventh-century Hebrew text, was created as Adam’s equal, but who, when he tried to dominate her, uttered God’s secret name and resolutely left Eden. Stories about this transgressive female abound in Jewish tradition. Lilith is mentioned in the Talmud, elaborated on in Midrash and in Kabbalah, whispered about in stories, passed down orally, often from mother to daughter. It is Lilith, we are told, who visits men at night, and inhabits their sexual dreams. It is Lilith who is responsible for the unexplained deaths of children. It is Lilith who defies God and the angels he sends, who chooses life alone by the Red Sea over life in Eden with Adam. It is Lilith who sleeps with a variety of human and mythological creatures. It is Lilith, according to Jewish mystical tradition, who marries Samael, the Jewish counterpart of the devil, and who even comforts God in the exilic absence of his feminine counterpart, the Shekhinah.

Jewish women have often heard of Lilith, but only in fragments. One learns of her, as Lilly Rivlin says, “dimly, like an archetypal memory.” Many of us have been fascinated by her shadowy presence in our culture. We want to know more. What does it mean that our particular tradition, which privileges males in the maintenance of the culture’s spiritual life, includes such a powerful female figure? If Eve is “the mother of all living,” where does Lilith fit in? Is she, as Naomi Goodman suggests, an older “sister” of Eve’s and thus a cultural “aunt”? Does she simply embody male fear of women’s power, autonomy, and sexuality? Or is her role more complex? Do women, as well, fear her? Does she represent parts of ourselves we wish to reject? Or is she, in some ways, an empowering figure for contemporary Jewish women? What does she tell us about our culture and its gender expectations? What does she tell us about our possibilities as women and as Jews?

While the figure of Lilith may be as old as Jewish culture itself, her written story takes place in the writings called Midrash—imaginative interpretations or commentaries on Scripture. The author of the eleventh-century text, The Alphabet of Ben Sira, in which her story is first told at length, obviously wanted to reconcile the discrepancy between the two accounts of creation in Genesis (1:27 and 2:22). His narrative of an independent, disobedient first wife (which itself probably drew upon older oral tales of such a figure) has become part of Jewish culture, inspiring and influencing other Lilith stories. Until recently, these stories were primarily told by men, and their depiction of Lilith was consistent: she was a witch; a temptress; a dangerous, evil woman.

Modern Jewish women have been turning to Midrash as an attractive and useful way of understanding our own tradition, of locating ourselves within it, and, frequently, of revising and extending it. The roles of Eve, Sarah, Ruth, and Vashti, for example, have been vigorously re-imagined by contemporary Jewish women writers; work by theologian Judith Plaskow, scholar Savina Teubal, poet-critic Alicia Ostriker, and writer Mary Gendler, among others, has formed the foundation for a movement of feminist biblical revisionism. It is hardly surprising that Lilith, although barely mentioned in Scripture (she only appears briefly as a night owl in Isaiah and in the Dead Sea Scrolls as demons—plural—in the Song of Sage), would become the subject of Midrash-making, by these writers and many others. Indeed, there has been an outpouring of work about Lilith by contemporary Jewish women. In re-interpreting the stories of this paradoxically notorious yet little-known figure, Jewish women writers working in a variety of genres are extending the boundaries of Jewish culture and re-defining our place in it.

In this anthology, we offer a vivid, provocative, and enlightening sampling of Jewish women’s written responses to the Lilith myth. While some of the women presented here are scholars, this is not intended to be a scholarly work. Rather, it is a collection of contemporary midrash on a subject which—quite definitely—holds great interest and meaning for Jewish women as well as non-Jewish. In Lilly Rivlin’s afterword, “Lilith Lives,” there is a guide to contemporary “sightings” of Lilith. For a period of eight hundred years, Jewish men known as sages or Rabbis interpreted the Bible, and they called it midrash. Women did not participate in this sacred activity. According to Naomi M. Hyman, in her excellent book Biblical Women in the Midrash—A Sourcebook, “Midrash is a way of integrating change and tradition. . . . [It] in not only a means of extracting meaning from the Bible. It is also a way of reading meaning into the text,” she adds, explaining the authority of midrash. Hyman correctly notes that “the Rabbis believed that making midrash was a sacred activity.” We, the editors, believe that in putting together this anthology, we are providing the space for contemporary women to link themselves to a tradition and participate in a sacred activity. We are infusing energy into Lilith and creating a new tradition.

We define Midrash as a dynamic, elastic concept which may encompass many specific literary genres: the essay, the tale, the short story, the meditation, the poem.

Therefore, we do not find it useful to present this material in genre-determined groupings: all the “fiction” in one section, the “meditations” in another, etc. As the Lilith figure herself eludes conventional categorization, we are not surprised that the writers in this collection make use of a multiplicity of genres to respond to her. Our primary focus, however, is not on genre, but on a very different issue.

In selecting the material for this anthology, we were struck by the regularity with which certain themes—or “stories”—recurred in the works of different writers. Evidently, the writers were using the Lilith myth as a way of talking about
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