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Excerpts from the American Hebrew - 1882 & 1887 

BACKGROUND  
In the late 1870s and into the 1880s, when Emma was in her late 20s and early 30s, she began to write poems 
and plays inspired by Jewish history and literature.  Rabbi Gustav Gottheil of Temple Emanuel asked her to 
translate some of the great Hebrew poems written by Jews who lived in Spain in the early medieval period. 
Though Emma did not yet know Hebrew, these poems had been translated into German, and Emma knew 
German so she could translate the German translations of the Hebrew poems into English. Soon, she decided 
to study Hebrew and hired a tutor to help her. Emma also read Jewish history, in particular, Heinrich Graetz A 
History of the Jews. These stories made their way into her poems and plays. 
 

Throughout this time Emma wrote about Jewish issues for the New York Times and The Century. In 1882 
Philip Cowen, the editor of a Jewish weekly magazine called the American Hebrew, invited Emma to host a 
column. Her column became very popular.  
 

What follows are some of the excerpts from her writings for various publications on Jewish issues. This also 
includes Philip Cowen’s obituary of Emma where he speaks about her Jewish identity. 

SOURCE  
Source A: This article was written by Emma Lazarus and published in The American Hebrew as a part of her 
column on November 17th, 1882 
Source B: This article was written by Emma Lazarus and published in The American Hebrew as a part of her 
column on December 1st, 1881  
Source C: This obituary for Emma Lazarus was written by Philip Cowen and published in the memorial issue of 
The American Hebrew, 1887 

GUIDING QUESTIONS 

As you read the source consider how it informs these questions: 

• Emma never wrote directly about her own Jewish identity. Yet she was probably the most famous 
American Jew to write about Jewish issues. What do the essays and articles she wrote tell you about 
Emma’s Jewish identity? 

• What do these sources tell you about Emma’s American identity? 
• What, according to Emma, are the responsibilities of American Jews towards other Jews? Why? 
• Philip Cowen’s reminiscences of Emma’s Jewish identity imply that she did not keep all the Jewish 

observances. In his eyes, does this make her less of a Jew? Why or why not? 
 

HISTORICAL NOTES 

Definitions of terms used in the source. 

Grand Inquisitor: In response to questions about whether Emma Lazarus observed Jewish law in her home, 
he remarks that he is not a “Grand Inquisitor,” a reference to the Spanish Inquisition in which the Spanish 
wanted Jews to convert to Catholicism and would watch them, or spy on them, to ensure that they kept 
Catholic practices and stopped Jewish practices.  
  
Slavonic mobs/Jew in the uttermost provinces of the Caucuses”: references to the pogroms and persecution 
faced by Jews in Russia.  


