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Biblical Interpretation in


Nineteenth-Century American Women's Poetry


In 1895, Elizabeth Cady Stanton published a Revised Version of the Bible dedicated to contesting the "idea of women's subordination [as] reiterated times without number from Genesis to Revelations" (II, 8).
  Stanton's Woman's Bible was too radical even for the progressive National-American Woman's Suffrage Association, which repudiated it.  But it was nonetheless widely read, and stands as a kind of culmination to a century of biblical controversy in religion, in scholarship, and in politics. Such biblical controversy extends into many nineteenth-century American communities, and is by no means restricted to women's issues.  But Stanton's feminist understanding of the Bible as an authority implicating political, legal, and social powers, has specific relevance for nineteenth-century women writers, and not least poets.  In nineteenth-century American women's poetry, biblical revision constitutes a distinctive sub-genre.  Even without Stanton's express political program ("an entire revolution in all existing institutions is inevitable" she writes, I, 11), many women poets display an acute awareness of the Bible's power to define models, morals, and social strictures.
  Their exploration of biblical texts reflects and informs their understanding of their status and place in society.


The women poets engaged in projects of biblical exegesis

represent a wide range of religious, social, and political commitments.  They could be pious or skeptical; conservative or radical; with varying combinations of these impulses.  Different women had different degrees of religiosity and different relations to established institutions, both secular and religious.
  These varying positions translated into a variety of literary methods.  Commonly cited stories and persons could be reread with different emphases, even if a specifically female viewpoint remained muted.  Or, standard, authoritative texts may be read from a specifically female point of view.  Or, attention may focus on neglected or suppressed texts, especially those involving female figures generally passed over in official Church culture (Elizabeth Cady Stanton complained, "We never hear sermons pointing women to the heroic virtues of Deborah as worthy of their imitation," II, 19).
  Such attention to neglected texts in itself implies different values than those usually urged; and this is especially the case when accompanied by overtly feminist positions.  Intentions may thus be actively feminist and religiously liberal; or they may remain conservative and devout; with feminized viewpoints sometimes overt, sometimes hidden; or perhaps asserting themselves against and despite a conservative framework.  


The very entry of women into the field of exegesis, however, already carried with it implications for their rights as women, both with regard to the constitution of religious authority and  

in terms of the political roles these carried in nineteenth-century America.  Such a politics of exegesis is implicit in women's literary strategies, and extends beyond the content of any particular reading.  Specific textual explication represents only one element in a complex series of decisions and commmitments.  Explication itself is framed, first, by the decision as to which texts should be selected for interpretation: which actors, which events, which images will receive interpretive attention.  But, second, this selection implies a prior decision as to which figures are to be taken as models for behavior, prooftexts for argument, or illustrations of principles.  That is, the selection of texts already privileges specific values and behaviors as exemplary.  And this, third, in turn derives from fundamental understandings of what the Bible teaches, a vision of the Bible's central message which the preferred passages are then adduced to demonstrate.  


Broadly speaking, there emerged, particularly around the issues of both slavery and women's rights, two opposing understandings as to the Bible's central and fundamental teaching.  On the one hand, a 'subordinationist' reading regarded the Bible as a book of hierarchical authority, extending from the text to the church, and urging patient acceptance of one's lot as ordained by God within a fixed order.  Such a reading asserted the divine sovereignty of God, ruling over the world through his church institutions, and authorizing hierarchical structures in which, for example, men governed women and masters governed slaves.  In contrast stood what may be generally called a liberal interpretation, which defined the Bible's central teaching as the principles of freedom, liberation, individual conscience and the sacred integrity of every soul created equally by God.  


Finally, inseparably linked to these broad principles of understanding is the question of who has the power to do the interpreting.  The principle of subordination or liberality implicated not only the Biblical message but also the right to interpret it.
  If the Bible declares both sexes equal, then Scripture itself allows women, and not only the established, male, white clergy -- such as those who denounced Stanton's Bible as "the work of women and the devil" (II, 7) -- the power of exegesis.  The issues of biblical exegesis thus extended from the content of a given interpretation to questions regarding which biblical texts should be emphasized; which figures should be adopted as exemplary models; which criteria should guide interpretation; and who possessed the right to do the interpreting.


The exegesis of the Bible by women takes its place within a wider scene of pluralist interpretation, which has in America many different sources, and in which both centripetal and centrifugal forces intercross in biblical discourse.  American religious history had, from the outset, undermined the establishment of any single, controlling religious authority.  The failure of any church to establish itself to the exclusion of others; the Protestant emphasis on inner voice or conscience as the site of ultimate religious experience; the lack of rigorous hierarchy in most American churches, intensified through the relative anarchy of territorial expansion; and the competition between denominations in an open religious market, without any state-sanctioned power, all worked to multiply American religious experience and authority.
  This tendency was strengthened by Protestant traditions of the Bible, emphasizing personal encounters with the text and de-emphasizing catechismal or priestly discipline such as persisted in the High Churches.  The Higher Criticism then further splintered notions of the text and methods for its understanding.  Its historicist, Wissenschaft orientation approached the Bible not as an ahistorical revelation, but rather as a set of documents written, transcribed, and redacted under varying historical circumstances by divergent authors and groups.
  


This variegated background of biblical dissemination frames the participation of nineteenth-century Protestant American women in the project of interpreting Scripture, including the work of women poets.
  The poetry further underscores the mixture of opposing commitments which characterized biblical exegesis.  On the one hand, multiple and feminized interpretations raised questions about traditional readings and exclusive claims to religious authority.  On the other, it continued to accord to the Bible a cental power of reference.  This mixture can be seen in Stanton herself.
  Stanton denounces the traditional place of the Bible in Church discourse as political and repressive.  Hers is a work of exposure.  "From the inauguration of the movement for women's emancipation," she declares, "the Bible has been used to hold her in the 'divinely ordained sphere' prescribed in the Old and New Testaments."  At the same time, Stanton does not simply dismiss the Bible as irrelevant.  Her very desire to recast the Bible from a woman's viewpoint, to engage and indeed enlist it with regard to the question of woman's rights, ackowledges its continuing power.  As she herself remarks, "So long as tens of thousands of Bibles are printed every year, and circulated over the whole habitable globe, and the masses in all English-speaking nations revere it as the word of God, it is vain to belittle its influence" (I,11).  But these contradictory elements themselves underscore the ways in which the Bible provided a common discourse in America, even for warring camps.
  Whatever the disagreements of purpose and dissent of opinions taking place, the interpretive project in women's poetry reaffirms a shared biblical discourse as fundamental to both personal identity and American cultural community.  It demonstrates the way biblical interpretation both reasserted tradition and acted as an arena of disagreement and protest.  Even radical disagreement was in this sense conducted within the frame of a common discourse.  The Bible could thus serve interests both traditional and radical, conservative and reforming, emerging as a common ground upon which opposing ideologies could clash and yet each continue to participate in a joint American community.


Lydia Sigourney (1791-1865) provides an example of 

a conservative treatment of the Bible. Sigourney's 

piety and conformity with expected feminine roles made 

her as immensely popular in her own day as she is today 

dismissed for sentimental hack work.  Nevertheless, (even) she 

introduces a female perspective through a female voice.  In the poem "The Ark and Dove," Sigourney offers a characteristic scene of female domestic instruction: a mother is asked by her daughter ("my little girl") to tell a bedtime story.
  At first, the gendering in the poem is subtle.  The Ark appears as an idyllic Sigourney domicile, in which husband, wife, children, and all the animal couples "in their quiet vessel dwelt secure."  Instead of featuring Noah, however, the poem turns to the "meek dove," on whom the fate of all depends.  This dove is not only "gentle," but also adventurous and courageous, setting out on her own (in this version, she escapes from the ark), "her lonely pinion" confronting the flood's desolation in solitary, heroic venture, while her mate, staying behind, "with sad moans had wondered at her absence." 


Sigourney has indeed made Noah and the Flood into, as the daughter comes to call it, a story of "The Ark and Dove."  And the dove is not the only hero(ine).  The poem interpolates into the biblical tale the story of its telling, with mother initiating daughter into a female line of sacred wisdom.  She thereby offers a model for both the girl's own future life, when she, "Like that exploring dove," will sometime "dare the billows of the world;" and for the mother herself as guide.  The mother, in fact, becomes the central figure in the poem's implicit typology.  If Noah retains the role of "righteous man" who receives the "wandering dove" in the Old Testament version, the poem's conclusion in the corresponding present focuses on Noah's antitype, who is no less than the mother herself.  The poem concludes: 

                  Mothers can tell how oft



In the heart's eloquence, the prayer goes up


From a sealed lip: and tenderly hath blent


With the warm teaching of the sacred tale


A voiceless wish, that when that timid soul,


New in the rosy mesh of infancy,


Fast bound, shall dare the billows of the world,


Like that exploring dove, and find no rest,


A pierced, a pitying, a redeeming hand


May gently guide it to the ark of peace.

Christ is the ultimate redeemer.  Yet, as pitying, gentle guide, he appears more as Mother than male, with the mother/poet made in His/Her image.
  


In Sigourney's text, female nature continues to be described as "timid," just as the dove herself is "meek."  But this, almost despite the poem's governing premises, also becomes the basis for daring and exploring, at least in the interest of protecting domestic arks-- and also of writing about them.  Although the poet describes her "wish" for her daughter as "voiceless," her own lips are hardly sealed.  Although written in the name of domesticity and female timidity, Sigourney as poet is not voiceless.  Conservative in intention, faithful both to religious tradition and to the women's sphere, Sigourney yet takes the Bible into her own interpretive hands, and speaks for female experience and redemptive power.


Thus, even texts committed to conservative Christian and social values exhibit a multiplicity opened in the very fact of new, women interpreters, speaking in their own voices and from their own experiences.  Often texts represent volatile combinations of interests, configured through different orientations, in ways that may also be incompatible.  Such a complex intersection of forces is in part what makes Julia Ward Howe's "Battle Hymn of the Republic"
 such a powerful American text.  Its visionary rhetoric is situated within the deployment of biblical energies so central to American political history, and indeed as these were often placed in contest against each other.  Howe displays an almost technical virtuosity in her command of biblical pattern, with the poem a typological tour de force.  The "Battle Hymn" is based on verses from Revelations 14, 19, and 20, as these in turn rework the books of Daniel, Joel, Isaiah and Ezekiel.  It then makes all four levels of Scripture into one, as history unfolds from Old to New Testament, into contemporary events, within the ultimate prophetic structure of American apocalypse.  The glory that is seen is now, then, and final.  And the end serves both as judgment and as history's conclusion.  That harvest of wrath prophesied (Joel 3:1 / Revelation 14:19) as the lightning of the Second Coming (Revelation 19:15), is now revealed and taking place in the military present of the "watch-fires" and "dews and damps" of the Civil War camps.


As in all exegetical undertakings, interpretation here is not neutral, either in its assignment of roles or in its working principles.  As a white, Northern Unitarian, Julia Ward Howe distributes the forces of revelation in accordance with her allegiances:


I have read a fiery gospel writ in burnished rows of steel,


As ye deal with my contemners, so with you my grace shall 
deal;


Let the Hero, born of woman, crush the serpent with his 
heal,                
Since God is marching on.

The "Battle Hymn" gathers and concentrates the several features characteristically defining apocalyptic rhetoric.  Immediate and particular events become universal, cosmic drama, in which absolute Evil confronts absolute Good.  All this comes to its Final End, both as Judgment and as the End of history, when time stops forever in eschatological fulfillment.  Thus, here, the "burnished rows of steel" of historical guns write a "fiery gospel" in which the Hero (North) crushes the serpent (South) in present and eternal time.  God marches on through American history.


There is little overt gendering in the "Battle Hymn."  

The Hero "born of woman" reminds us, perhaps, that the sex said to have brought sin into the world will also bring its redemption.  "The beauty of the lilies" where Christ was born may also imply some feminization.  Other poems of war do show Julia Ward Howe to be more directly concerned with gender than she is here.  "Our Orders" calls women away from making silk dresses to making silk flags and "homely garments" -- with which to cover the dead, and clothe their orphans.  This also converts the war effort from military to social services, with art itself enlisted to address its "offices" to the courage of destiny.  The poem's title is itself a complex pun.  Women take up "orders" not to enlist but to salvage, in what may imply a feminized re-ordering of the world.  


But despite the lack of specific gendering in the "Battle Hymn," the status of the speaker is extravagantly highlighted.  The action of the poem is not contained only in the apocalyptic patterning of current events.  It dramatizes no less the act of interpretation itself, the prophetic action of witness.  "Mine eyes have seen," "I have seen," "I can read his righteous sentence by the dim and flaring lamps,"  "I have read a fiery gospel writ in burnished rows of steel."  Howe underscores her own visionary powers.  At the dramatic center of events when God is "sifting out the hearts of men" for judgment, she herself is called: "Be swift my soul to answer him."  The text finally proclaims not only the divine power unfolding before her, but also her own power to see into the world's events and unveil their ultimate and eternal meanings.  Without direct reference to her gender, she nevertheless asserts her power to read history in all its political force.  


That authority to interpret is as implicitly explosive as the apocalyptic vision it records.  It brings into the text a cross-section of American cultural impulses, in ways that reveal both their collaboration and their potential collisions.  The poem is, on the one hand, traditional, even conservative, in its nationalist fervor, expressed through its faith in America as the ultimate stage of divine will and divine care.  The "Battle Hymn" aligns itself firmly with American political/religious discourse at large.  Its apolcalyptic discourse was generally characteristic of Civil War rhetoric: in sermons, newspapers, as well as an immense ammount of patriotic verse.
  In this sense, Howe seems to have been seized less by a higher power, as she claimed, than by the period's overwhelming rhetoric.  


Yet, the poem makes its religious / patriotic claims in the name of that ideological liberalism which is also traditional in America -- such that even conservative impulses defend themselves within the terms of an American political individualism which is essentially liberal.
  It is this peculiarly American formation that the poem enacts.  Its creed is a version of the American civil religion that takes as its center the liberal truths:


In the beauty of the lilies Christ was born across the sea,


With a glory in his bosom that transfigures you and me.


As he died to make men holy, let us die to make men free,

 
  While God is marching on.

The sacred integrity of every individual soul transfigured in Christ, with freedom itself the image of holiness, is declared here to be the true American faith. The poem asserts the voice of individual conscience, in its own speaking and as calling to each soul to be swift in answer.  But this in turn implies the right of each to his or her own version of events and assignment of values; yet does so in the language, and out of the ethos, of communal values and a social redemption beyond individual salvations.  Finally, the voice here is also that of a woman, taking on herself the role of prophet of the American Way: a status at once within and outside the liberal ethos, which had not yet incorporated women; while also addressing the communal arena from which women remained officially excluded but within which they in fact moved, worked and served.


How far America's shared discourse could contain the competing individual claims conducted within it, is a question dramatized by the war itself.  From the viewpoint of the history of women's poetry, what is especially striking is the poem's decidedly and self-evidently public concern, and not least in its biblical engagement.  The poem, simply in engaging in exegesis, already contests restrictions against women's participation in public and indeed political activity.  This power of biblical discourse within the public and political arena had been recognized by radical and conservative women alike.  Already at the 1837 Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women, a resolution had passed explicitly associating biblical interpretation with women's access to power:  "Woman has too long rested satisfied in the circumscribed customs that a perverted application of the Scriptures have marked out for her, and that it is time she should move in the enlarged sphere which her great Creator has assigned her."
  Conversely, Frances Willard, president of the essentially conservative Women's Christian Temperance Union, called in Woman in the Pulpit for "women commentator's to bring out the women's side of the Bible."
  


The political power of the Bible, its complex positioning between radical and conservative as well as religious commitments, and its uses in enabling the participation of women in public life, comes to central stage in the writing of Frances Ellen Watkins Harper (1825-1911).  Harper's work powerfully projects the radical potential of religious piety.  Probably the most radical woman poet of the century, Harper was the daughter of free blacks, was educated in her uncle's school in Baltimore, and then grew up to be an activist for both abolition and women's rights.
  Her poetry is specifically situated in the context of these movements, whose debates over slavery and suffrage were often conducted through biblical reference and on biblical terrain, with both sides blandishing texts as central weapons.  
At issue was biblical interpretation, and the specific uses to which it could be put; although this distinction was perhaps rarely conscious on the part of the contestants.  On the one hand, established interests invoked the Bible as the basis of their own hegemony.  Prooftexts were brought by conservatives not only as God-given evidence of their own legitimacy, but also to attack those who contested their position, accusing them of rebellion against both men and God.  On the other hand, as Lydia Child observed, "sects called evangelical were the first agitators of the woman question"  (Liberator, July 23, 1841), even if their activities went against the intention of a clergy who had lost control of their female crusaders.
  Abolitionists and suffragists accordingly marshalled counter-citations of biblical prooftexts against conservative authorities.
  Angelina Grimke, for example, in her Appeal to the Christian Women of the South, urged southern women to "read the Bible" in the fight to overthrow slavery:  "it contains the words of Jesus . . . Judge for yourselves whether he sanctioned such a system of oppression and crime."  Her sister, Sarah Grimke, extended the principle to the rights of women.  In her Letters on the Equality of the Sexes and the Condition of Woman she similarly declares: "I shall depend solely on the Bible to designate the sphere of woman," thus contesting what she calls "the perverted interpretation of Holy Writ" as it has been used to defend corrupt institutions that betray the Bible's message.  Instead, she asserts a liberal interpretation of the Bible as a text of deliverance.  Thus, she denounces the "anti-Christian traditions of men which are taught instead of the commandments of God: Men and women were CREATED EQUAL: they are both moral and accountable beings, and whatever is right for man to do, is right for women."


Harper participated in white woen's organizations and therefore was engaged with such debates.  But her combination of political involvement with profound Christian piety specifically, as well as her close ties to black women's organizations, connect her to discourses within the black Christian community, and especially to an emergence of black women preachers and activists.  The democratizing, populist, egalitarian elements of evangelical religion sewed unintended seeds among women participants, who found themselves called -- indeed, as they themselves vehemently insist, irresistably summoned against any intention or assertion of their own -- to preach the Lord's Word to the unconverted.  Autobiographical accounts, such as those by Jarena Lee, Zilpha Elaw, and Julia Foote, exhibit fascinating and destabilizing features in ways that recall Lydia Sigourney's, declaring a heartfelt humility even while, in the name of a divine authority, they feel impelled to transgress earthly strictures.  Their radicalization is oddly reluctant, imposed upon them by an overriding higher power, and with profound struggles to balance their accepted gender roles against a higher command to defy them.
  Nevertheless, they self-consciously reflect on the gender and racial egalitarianism revealed in God's power to call them, in a deeply committed liberal reading of religious principles and biblical texts.  The often implicit radicalization in these preachers becomes explicitly political and indeed militant in the speeches of Maria Stewart, the first woman in America, black or white, to speak in public before a "promiscuous" mixed audience of men and women.
  Stewart is perhaps closer to Frances Harper's own political consciousness. And like Harper, her political radicalism is inextricably founded in her sense of religious calling, where religion itself becomes the central and necessary foundation for a near revolutionary political action.


Harper's work directly addresses Bible interpretation as an instrument of power.  Her "Bible Defence of Slavery" makes this its explicit subject.  The official spokesmen of the white Church "insult . . . God's majestic throne / with th' mockery of praise."


A "reverend" man, whose light should be


The guide of age and youth,


Brings to the shrine of Slavery


The sacrifice of Truth.


For the direst wrong by man imposed,


Since Sodom's fearful cry,


The word of life has been unclosed


To give your God the lie.

In a controlled pattern of inversion, the altars of Christianity are themselves betrayed to become the site of a Sodomic wickedness.  Christian truth is made to serve the lie of slave interest, until white Christians themselves are exposed, at the poem's end, as the true "heathens."


Harper represents one combination of piety and radicalism.  

Harper does not subscribe to the Higher Criticism, with its challenge to textual authority and inerrancy that opened Scripture not only to new readings, but to a different status.

Here Harper differs from Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who regarded the

biblical texts as "wholly human in their origin and inspired by the natural love of domination in the historians"(I, 8).  To Stanton it seems obvious that both the "Word of God" (the quotations are always hers) and its interpretations are the products of human history and agency.  Accordingly, its teachings must be reviewed in light of the interests of a given interpretive community.  Speaking against the "fetish" by which Bible-readers, including women, have accepted every biblical word uncritically, thereby "gloss[ing] over the most objectionable features of the various books," she contests that notion of "apostolic authority" which excludes women from "any public participation in the affairs of the Church" and "State."
   Thus, Stanton commits herself without hesitation to liberalizing movements in biblical reception that had been gaining ground throughout the nineteenth-century, undermining any unitary biblical authority.  Her own point in undertaking The Woman's Bible, in which she specifically enlisted biblical critics as well as consulting midrashic and other sources from a broad range of exegetical traditions, is "to read [the Bible] as we do all other books, accepting the good and rejecting the evil it teaches." In this, however, she claimed a higher fidelity to divine truth.  The Revising Committee, "in denying divine inspiration for such demoralizing ideas, shows a more worshipful reverence for the great Spirit of All Good than does the Church" (II 8).  


Harper concurs with Stanton's guiding interpretive light as the egalitarian "ideal great first cause that . . .holds the land, the sea, the planets, . . . each in its own elliptic, with millions of stars in harmony all singing together" (I, 13).  But Harper works from a different position.  To her "the Word of God" is "unique and pre-eminent, wonderful in its construction, admirable in its adaptation, [containing] truths that a child may comprehend," as she writes in her epilogue to Poems on Miscellaneous Subjects (1891).  Even the abuse of the Bible to defend slavery does not compromise its status as divine truth.  It remains in the poem "the word of life" which has been "unclosed to give your God the lie."   Her own duty is merely to "unclose" this true word against its wicked misappropriation. 


Harper's work has close ties to the spiritual tradition.  In her poem "Deliverance," she in effect writes a spiritual of her own, not only in her use of the Exodus story but in her skillful mastery of a complex typological structure connecting that story to the story of her people.  The poem works back and forth, from the biblical events of the Passover sacrifice, as a type for the New Testament sacrifice in Christ as Lamb; to the founding of the feast of deliverance for all the future "unborn years" when children will be taught these past events; then leaping forward to this future vantage point from which she again looks back, with an apocalyptic image of "jubilee" suspended between past redemption and its still awaited future fulfillment.


In such poems as "Bible Defense of Slavery" and "Deliverance," Harper's racial identity takes precedence over gender.  Other texts display other balances.  Her mastery of typological schema is most fully apparent in her long narrative poem based on the Exodus story, "Moses, a Story of the Nile."   It is, like her better known novel, Iola Leroy, a narrative of passing: Moses, initially passing for Egyptian, chooses instead to rejoin his slave brethren, quite explicitly depicted in southern slave cabins, harvesting southern crops.  In its  typological structure, Moses compares his own sacrifice to those of Abraham, Isaac, and Christ; and his birthright to that of Jacob and Joseph.


This biblical lore he learned from his mother.  The poem, in this as in other ways, oddly shifts attention away from its male hero, lavishing imaginative energy instead on Pharoah's daughter, who tells her own story of finding the Hebrew baby as her own rebirth into motherhood; and then on Moses' mother.  The figure of Moses is in fact mediated through the viewpoints of these two women, to whom he recounts his decisions and intentions.  An honored place is also given Miriam, Moses's sister, who recounts her memories of the saving of the babe as she sings her distinctive Song of Triumph on crossing the Red Sea.


Harper's exegetical readings explicitly assert a liberal understanding of the Bible's message.  In "Moses,"  she makes the Revelation at Sinai one that declares "the one universal principle, the unity of God," as this "link[s] us with our fellow man [in] peace and freedom. . . instead of bondage, whips and chains."   Her radical egalitarianism moves her to include and redeem in her own work biblical models, and especially women, traditionally neglected or cast as negative figures.  The poem "Moses" focusses on Pharoah's daughter and Yocheved.  Harper's "Dedication Poem" features Hagar, as against Sarah, as the type illustrating God's power to uplift the outcast in redemptive grace.  It is Hagar, Abraham's disinherited concubine, who incarnates the image of the "heavy hearted, sorrow stricken" mother caring for her child; Hagar for whom a fountain springs up in the desert through divine care; and thus Hagar who serves as prophetic witness of "the fountains of refreshment / ever springing by our way" still today.


Harper here does not contest the Bible's claim to authority.  On the contrary, she appeals to it.  Nevertheless, by offering her own versions of biblical events she takes part in a proliferation of exegetical practices that implicitly challenged biblical authority.  Her work displays that ambivalence which seems deeply embedded through the entire evolution of women's self-representation in the nineteenth-century.  She remains, on the one hand, traditional regarding Scripture's sacred status, and even appears genteel in some of her assumptions about Christianity and women's sphere.  In her epilogue, for example, she reaffirms the Christian faith as "a system uniform, exalted and pure" which "has nerved the frail and shrinking heart of woman for high and holy deeds."  Nevertheless, in practice her commitment to the rights of blacks and women led her to untraditional emphases, with potentially disruptive implications.


These various and contesting elements come together with particular resonance in the figure of Vashti, which not only Harper, but a remarkable number of nineteenth-century women poets

each treat in turn.  Vashti, the first wife whose elimination makes way for Esther's providential appointment as Ahasveros's next Queen, tends to be treated somewhere between a harlot and a witch in traditional readings.  Her refusal of the King's summons to present herself unveiled (in some commentaries, undressed) before a drunken party launches, in the Scroll of Esther itself, a diatribe against rebellious wives as a threat to the fundamental orders of the kingdom.  It is therefore gripping that Vashti becomes not only prominent, but positively heroic in a broad cross-section of nineteenth-century women's discourses.  Elizabeth Cady Stanton singles her out (along with Miriam, Deborah and Huldah, and against Sarah, Rebecca, and Rachel, I, 13) for special commendation: "Huldah and Vashti added new glory to their day and generation -- one by her learning and the other by her disobedience" (II, 83).  Anna Howard Shaw similarly praises Vashti in an article entitled "God's Women" (Woman's Journal, March 7, 1891),
 as does Lucinda Chandler, for whom Vashti is the symbol of "that point in human development when womanliness asserts itself and begins to revolt and throw off the yoke of sensualism and of tyranny" (II, 87). What is striking about Vashti is that her rebellion is made in the name of modesty, which in many ways made up the heart of the cult of domesticity and of female definition.  Vashti is womanly, upholding specifically female virtues; but also defiant, making those virtues the basis of self-assertion and autonomy.


Harper's poem, "Vashti," highlights this radical, or perhaps paradoxical potential within the cult of womanhood.  Bidden by the King's decree to "unveil her lovely face" amid the lordly (and drunken) men feasting with him, Vashti "proudly" answers:


I'll take the crown from off my head


  And tread it 'neath my feet,


Before their rude and careless gaze


  My shrinking eyes shall meet.


Through an image system centered in patterns of inversion and exposures, Vashti treads underfoot the crown which represents in the poem both her economic possession and her derived social status as queen; refusing her own self-exposure and thus reversing modesty as a marker of submission to one of self-declaration.  "Shrinking eyes" here then answeringly "meet" the rude and presumably lascivious "gaze" of the men.  Defying a decree which would bring her "shame," she instead exposes the king's behavior as shameful.  The poem also emphasizes the threat, or sexual fear, of Vashti's rebellion, to the whole order of male authority and power:


The women, restive 'neath our rule,


   Would learn to scorn our name,


And from her deed to us would come


   Reproach and burning shame.

This imagery of the "name" is carefully woven through the text.  Vashti before had refused to make her own name scandalous.  At the last, she claims for herself an independent social status as woman rather than queen, leaving "her high estate / Strong in her earnest womanhood."  She thus establishes her own "spotless name," asserting both her female purity and her independence, for which self-naming is a powerful trope.


These same conflicts and transformations, where modesty is both submissive and assertive, recur in Helen Hunt Jackson's rendering of "Vashti."
  Her queen, too, is "pure and loyal-souled as fair"  in characteristically gendered imagery.  But "love" makes her "bold to dare / Refuse the shame which madmen would compel."  Citing both her married and her independent status -- "I am his queen; I come of king's descent" -- it is Vashti who asserts proper royal standards.  The issue of defining the self autonomously, as against a social structure of obligations is introduced as well in Jackson's companion sonnet "Esther."  In this set, Vashti, traditionally viewed as defective, is praised; while Esther, the traditional heroine, is viewed critically.  


Yet thoughtful hearts, that ponder slow and deep,


Find doubtful reverence at last for thee;


Thou heldest thy race too dear, thyself too cheap;


Honor no second place for truth can keep.

In this liberal critique, Esther remains too defined by her obligations to her "race" and moves too far toward traditional self-abnegation ("honor") at the expense of self-development ("truth").  As Stanton wrote, "our motto is: self-development is a higher duty than self-sacrifice" (II, 131).  Yet even Stanton, while making Vashti a type of rebellion, imagines her response to the chamberlains to be: "Go tell the king I will not come; dignity and modesty alike forbid" (II, 85).  Modesty and defiance, restriction and rebellion, remain in not entirely stable relationship.


Yet another extended treatment of "The Revolt of Vashti,"
  was undertaken by Ella Wheeler Wilcox in her re-writing of the  Scroll of Esther.  This text is patently feminist.  Wilcox's Vashti will not only "loose my veil" but also "loose my tongue!" making modesty, as well as the economic, social, and sexual status of women, the very topic to be exposed: 


I am no more than yonder dancing girl


Who struts and smirks before a royal court!


But I will loose my veil and loose my tongue!


Now listen, sire -- my master and my king:


And let thy princes and the court give ear!


'Tis time all heard how Vashti feels her shame.

Vashti's "shame" here is her reduction to King's concubine and possession, which she brings to public notice in the name of proper modesty -- in what amounts to a political speech 

delivered before the court.  And she goes on, to claim her own self-definition and self-evaluation outside the hierarchical gendered order -- that is, to name herself:


I was a princess ere I was a queen.


And worthy of a better fate than this!


There lies the crown that made me queen in name!


Here stands the woman -- wife in name alone!


Now, no more queen -- nor wife -- but woman still --


Aye, and a woman strong enough to be


Her own avenger.

Here again images of naming, and a rejection of the dependant titles of "queen" and "wife" for "woman," mark Vashti's accession to her own self-identity and strength.


Vashti is a figure of particular interest in the way she

projects contradictory impulses within female definition. She, however, is only one of a number of figures from the Bible who undergo transformation, with each representation implying different combinations of feminine attributes according to the differing and complex combinations of intentions in their authors.  Maria Gowen Brooks (1794-1865) is best known for her long, narrative poem Zophiel (1833), a re-writing of the book of Tobit which remains, however, only tangentially tied to the original text, introducing instead her own characters and events in what is in many ways an erotic fantasy.  This work is given special attention in Rufus Griswold's 1848 Female Poets of America anthology -- an essentially conservative collection which includes a wide range of verse-types: descriptive, commemorative, balladic, domestic, funerary, aesthetic; but with strikingly little verse dedicated to biblical topics.
  But Brooks had published an earlier work, Judith, Esther, and Other Poems (1820) fully situated in biblical material.  Both the portraits of Esther and of Judith remain essentially traditional.  Yet in each, if modesty is explicitly made the central, defining attribute, it is also a mode of heroic strength and courage.

Thus, although Esther is "gentle, meek, and mild," she remains the focus of the story's retelling.  And by penetrating into Esther's fears and ambivalence, Brooks projects a female heroism and explores a female figure's interiority.  She also offers a feminized critique of the treatment of Vashti, who despite "all her beauty" was dishonored "for one slight offense."  Brooks's Judith is similarly presented as "proudly meek."  But she is also wily and courageous, with a heavy emphasis on erotic power that becomes, in the end, communal leadership as Judith calls to the "Weeping Judea: arm thee in his might / Arise, Arise, the enemy is thine."


Brooks offers conventional heroines whose traditional virtues are given a different cast.  Ella Wheeler Wilcox, in contrast, prefers unconventional heroines, with clear intention to displace traditional female virtues by assertive and transgressive ones.  She wrote, for example, a poem called "Delilah," a woman whom even Elizabeth Cady Stanton found wicked.
   While many of the circumstances of this poem remain ambiguous, it seems to recount an experience of some unspecified sinful love, including ambiguous gendering.  Whatever the "sin," however, the speaker has not only purposely chosen it, but also remains unrepentant.  If she is haunted, it is by the "ghost of dead sin unrelenting," by the remembered "joys of our sinning."  


Here, an untraditional heroine becomes the figure for a very untraditional subject.  In other instances, conventional heroines are redefined in unconventional ways.  Adah Isaacs Menken, like Maria Brooks, retells the story of "Judith."
  But she pretty thoroughly redefines what makes her heroic.  Menken was notorious in her day for scandalous love affairs and marriages (she claimed there were six); changes of identity (probably born in New Orleans in 1839 to free black parents, she converted to Judaism on marrying Alexander Isaac Menken, and claimed Jewish ancestry); her many places of residence in both America and Europe; and her sensational professional career as an actress. After reading her poem on Judith, what comes to seem strange is how the iconographic tradition could ever have represented this dauntless and deceptive woman as embodying the victory of chastity and humility over lust and pride.  Menken's Judith is wild warrior and contentious prophet, aggressive both in flesh and spirit.  Menken is selective, even fragmentary, in her presentation of story elements.  Instead of the narrative of Judith as attracting, feting, and then decapitating Holofernes, the general who has laid siege to Bethulia in the wars of Nebuchadnezzar, the poem shows Judith primarily engaged in acts of prophetic speech.

Menken is one of the few nineteenth-century women poets to break free of traditional metric and stanzaic form, in a verse clearly influenced by Whitman.  Judith speaks in the poem in the loose, rhythmic cries of the Psalms, calling on the "God of Battles" as her guide and claiming the visionary "sword of the mouth" of Revelations (ii.16).  Her theme, indeed, is "the advent of power" of both word and sword in apocalyptic intensity ("Power that will unseal the thunders! Power that will give voice to graves!")  The poem's final section glorifies Judith herself in self-proclaimed identity and self-naming: "I am Judith! . . . "Oh forget not that I am Judith!"  


Judith is somewhat gruesome in her blood lust, with Holofornes's murder a frenzy of sensual passion.  These excesses, however, seem purposely directed against the female types Menken is repudiating: "I am no Magdalene waiting to kiss the hem of your garment."  There seems generally through this verse a preference for rewriting Old Testament rather than New Testament figures.  Submission is negated, to be replaced by anger.  Judith is become a Woman of Desires, not of Sorrows.  And what emerges as central is the imagery of voice itself: the dead Holofernes's "great mouth" opens vainly "in search of voice;" but Judith calls to speech the living and the dead, "each as their voices shall be loosed."  In Menken's "Judith," both battle and prophecy are ultimately those of poetic power and identity.


This central place of voice and its assertion, of self-naming and identity, can be seen throughout women's interpretation of biblical materials, with all that this implies concerning public roles and political definition.  Indeed, women's poetry of biblical interpretation generally raises questions regarding the demarcation of women's lives as within private as against public spheres.  This division, under continuous negotiation during the nineteenth-century itself,

has come under intensive scrutiny in current investigations of women's history.  The stark public / private distinction has been increasingly qualified by race and social class (as a predominantly white, middle to upper-class ideal) and a reassessment of women's involvements in a wide range of social and political causes.
  Nineteenth-century women's poetry, and not least poetry of biblical revision or invocation, decidedly undermines straightforward opposition between public and private spheres for women.  One striking case in point is the poetry of Emma Lazarus (1849-1887).  


Lazarus's early verse is more overtly concerned with feminine figures than is her later writing, if also more constrained by feminine verse- writing conventions.  Her transformation from a more or less decorous, more or less typical nineteenth-century poetess to a determined, self-confident, assertive public voice can be pretty precisely dated to the moment in 1881 when she was escorted by her Rabbi to Ward Island, to witness for herself the mass-immigration of Jews fleeing from Russian pogroms.  Lazarus, undergoing something close to a conversion experience, emerged as a powerful polemicist, confronting complex issues of American-Jewish identity.
  What this transformation signalled was a shift not only in poetic style but also in poetic purpose and provenance. Lazarus came to forge a public, indeed a prophetic voice, calling her people -- Jews and Americans -- to specific political commitments and stances.  The Bible figures large in this literary and political transformation.  Lazarus's verse becomes cadenced with biblical phrasings, references, images, and perhaps above all, authority.  This includes New Testament references and figures.  The Statue of Liberty herself becomes a (female) Christ-figure, calling the tired and the poor to her redeeming shores ("The New Colossus").  But Lazarus poems turn increasingly to the Jewish Bible (she began learning Hebrew at this time) and Jewish history.  Posing ancient Hebrews against ancient Greeks, she conjures, in poems such as "The Banner of the Jews" and "The Feast of Lights," the glory of a once self-assertive nation to act as immediate

model for the then nascent Zionist movement.  Exodus, exile, and redemption become central and powerful images, connecting immediate historical challenges to biblical patterns and precedents.  The result is a biblical poetics, shaping voice, image, language, and also poetic role and motive, as in "The New Ezekiel:" 


What, can these dead bones live, whose sap is dried


   By twenty scorching centuries of wrong?


Is this the House of Israel, whose pride


   Is as a tale that's told, an ancient song?


Are these ignoble relics all that live


   Of psalmist, priest, and prophet? Can the breath


Of very heaven bid these bones revive,


   Open the graves and clothe the ribs of death?


Yea, Prophesy, the Lord hath said.  Again


   Say to the wind, Come forth and breathe afresh,


Even that they may live upon these slain,


   And bone to bone shall leap, and flesh to flesh.


The Spirit is not dead, proclaim the word,


   Where lay dead bones, a host of armed men stand!


I ope your graves, my people, saith the Lord,


   And I shall place you living in your land.

Two millennia of history are made into a prophetic scene of national rebirth.  History itself is cast as dead bones, here called to life, against every claim or expectation.  What seems long done and buried can come alive in immediate practice.  Poetry, as is often the case in the nineteenth-century and not least among women poets, is not cut off from practical affairs in a self-enclosed aesthetic realm.  Its energy is a direct address to an interested and implicated audience.  But boldest of all is the way Lazarus claims for herself the role of woman as prophet: a role by definition public, communal, and potent.  It is she who is called to "Prophesy;" it is by her that the Lord will "proclaim the Word."  For who, here, is "psalmist, priest, and prophet" if not she?  The image opens history to women and inscribes herself within historical process.


Emma Lazarus openly and self-consciously took on the mantle of the public prophet.  Such bold crossing of gender norms  remains, however, unusual.  In most women's poetry, publicity and privacy, the desire to speak and inhibitions against doing so, remain in a tension which biblical figures at once mediate and reenact.  And yet, biblical reference and rhetoric in itself casts a public light, invoking and entering a realm of communal reference and authority. This is the case even for so private a poet as Emily Dickinson.  Dickinson's poetry is, unsurprisingly, more complex than most other women poets of the period on this as on other topics.  Her handling of biblical material must be placed in the broader contexts of her religious stances as well as her poetic practices.  Emily Dickinson's religious position is particularly fraught.  Despite her powerful critique of dogma and institutional religion, Dickinson is not merely secular.  She instead remains torn between a needed sense of purpose and meaning within human experience, and an angry rejection of what she could not help but see as a failure of religion to provide it.  Her poetry accordingly provides many scenes of both religious assault and appeal, defiance and desire -- with each often a reflection of the other.  Her stance, therefore, is never finalized, never settled, but enacts an ongoing struggle between unsatisfactory positions that constantly engage and undermine each other.  


Dickinson's poems on the Bible take their place within this ongoing contest, with gender a central and explosive, but also subtle and complex element in her approach to religious tradition and authority.  Her approach to God is itself profoundly structured by the fact that her relationship to him is across gender difference as shaped by gender hierarchies.  Unlike, say, Emerson, Dickinson can never simply identify with God and religious authority exercised in his name, because God is male and she is not.  As Alicia Ostriker remarks, Dickinson's view of the Bible as an "antique Volume -- Written by faded Men" (J 1545) is inevitably framed by the fact that she is a woman.
  

Nevertheless, Dickinson does not dramatize female biblical figures per se.  She instead casts herself as a female voice within interpretive structures and religious confrontations, incising into many texts biblical quotations on which she then offers commentary or answers back, and sometimes focussing on central biblical figures.  At times she gestures towards redefining Eden or Paradise as a site within the world of human experience: "Eden is that old-fashioned House / We dwell in every day" (J 1657).  The two worlds generally seem to her remote and contradictory, as does her will and heaven's.  More precious than those that "Shall stand to Our Right Hand" are those "that rose to go -- Then thought of Us, and stayed" (J 901).  As she writes in an early poem, "I omit to pray / "Father, thy will be done" today / For my will goes the other way" (J 103).  Like Jacob in the poem "A little East of Jordan," she wrestles against apparent biblical claims and indeed against Divinity himself, to find that (s)"he had worsted God!" (J 59).  Certainly she rejects hell-damnation and punishment as vengeful and unjust. 


It is this sense of injustice, of the unfairness of God against his creatures, that particularly rouses her.  God, through economy, fails to "keep His Oath to Sparrows" (J 690).  The divine promise that people "thirst no more" (J 460) is withheld from earth, and bestowed only in the hereafter. 
Dickinson here and elsewhere does not abandon the Bible, but uses it against itself; or rather, against the uses characteristically made of it.  These very much include public invocations of the Bible to justify specific political positions, as violently occurred during the Civil War -- a period during which Dickinson wrote more than half of her poetry.
  Dickinson is unusual in refusing to invoke the Bible as prooftexts for her own positions.  She instead opens the biblical text to subtle probing and subversive complication, in skeptical warning against just such absolute claims.   


Moses emerges as a special grievance.  "Moses wasn't fairly used," Dickinson writes in one poem (J 1201).    


It always felt to me -- a wrong


To that Old Moses -- done --


To let him see -- the Canaan --


Without the entering --


And tho' in soberer moments


No Moses there can be


I'm satisfied -- the Romance


In point of injury --


Surpasses sharper stated --


Or Stephen -- or of Paul --


For these -- were only put to death --


While God's adroiter will


On Moses -- seemed to fasten


With tantalizing Play


As Boy -- should deal with lesser Boy --


To prove ability.


The fault -- was doubtless Israel's --


Myself -- had banned the Tribes --


And ushered Grand Old Moses


In Pentateuchal Robes


Upon the Broad Possession


'Twas little -- But titled Him -- to see --


Old Man on Nebo! Late as this --


My justice bleeds -- for Thee!  (J 597)

In many texts, Dickinson approaches and reproaches God as a male figure: as father or husband, who commands familial authority as well as economic control.  In this specifically biblical revisiting, God's gender emerges as a competitive and even taunting structure, as God fastens on Moses "with tantalizing Play -- As Boy -- should deal with lesser Boy -- to prove ability."  God's keeping Moses in the world, but with his greatest desire denied him, is worse than a death sentence.  It is an exercise of unjust will, of mere power.  And Moses here is a type for her, for us all.  The poem's final judgment is made general:  "Old Man on Nebo! Late as this -- My justice bleeds -- for Thee" (P 597).  Dickinson utters her condemnation in universal terms and with a general moral authority.  Her gender 

may have made her more critical of what she sees as male assertions of pure will.  The fact that she as a woman claims for herself this power of judgment in itself contests the given assumptions and hierarchical orders which so shaped religion within her experience.
  It is a momentous substitution of male voices for a female one, who places herself in a position to pronounce on the very constitution of justice in the world.


Women's biblical poetry, exhibiting a complex range of stances, occupies a near contradictory position of both containment by tradition and challenge against it.  To some extent, this is characteristic of the discourse of American biblical politics generally, where conservative and liberal elements intercross.  Radical commitments are conducted in terms of traditional biblical boundaries; while conservative intentions take place in the context of American diversity and individualist assertion.  But for women, at issue is the right to participate at all, both in biblical discourse and in the American polity.  Whatever their intentions, and through all their variations, issues of achieving their own voice and of naming themselves structure women's exegetical interpretations: from Lydia Sigourney's hesitant balancing between voicing and being voiceless; through Julia Ward Howe's "Mine eyes have seen;" Frances Harper's radical politics of Christian piety; the various unveilings and declarations of Vashti; the prophetic, and violent, self-namings of Judith; the public polemics of Emma Lazarus, and the withheld, agonistic confrontations of Emily Dickinson.  In an America relatively naked of institutions, the Bible remained a central reference for any attempt at self-definition: religious, political, or social.  Women poets, by taking part in biblical discourse, are not only exploring their personal or religious identities, but their place within the American polical community.  At stake in this poetry is their very right to speak, which itself becomes a central poetic subject, and which in turn implicates their right to participate within the American polity.  
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