
Emma Lazarus 

Voice of a Nation 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Who is Emma Lazarus? During her lifetime Emma wrote popular poetry, boldly stepped outside her role as a woman, worked hard for rights and acceptance of newly arriving immigrants, and challenged the prejudice against her religion, Judaism. 



Why Emma Lazarus? 

• ALA grant: 
Emma Lazarus: 
Voice of 
Liberty, Voice 
of Conscience 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Picture:  Dr Pilapa Esara standing in front of the first/last exhibit panel. The exhibit itself was eight double-sided 8’by3’ panels telling the story of Emma’s life and the time in which she lived.  The exhibit was set up on the main floor of the library,  available during library hours from January 9th to February 28th 2012	The ALA grant required no money and came with no money. We received the grant by promising to provide accompany programming. It also provided a chance for the library to show that we actively participate in the learning process.  The library provided a variety of presentations including; a lecture from Brockport professor, Dr. Pilapa Esara, concerning recent immigrants, a presentation popular music of the late 1800s & how it reflect the status women, a poetry contest and a variety of films.  The library also provided additional supporting displays showing a family’s immigration story & the history of the Statue of Liberty.  	The Emma Lazarus display was an excellent partner for the Brockport campus.  The display supported the popular topics of diversity, immigrant rights and women’s rights.  These topics can be seen reflected on campus through the efforts of the Diversity conference, the American Democracy Project’s annual Citizenship swearing-in ceremony, and the new journal, Dissenting Voices, produced by the Women and Gender Studies Students 	How did Emma connect to all these topics?  To answer that we first have to look at what the exhibit taught us about Emma Lazarus.



Emma’s Background 
• Family  History 
 
• Jewish Identity 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Picture:  Lazrus’ Newport Summer home, the Beeches.  Emma’s family history reaches back into early American culture.  In 1790 Moses Seixas, a great-great uncle of Emma’s, corresponded with George Washington about Moses’ hopes for the future of Jews in America.  Emma was a fourth generation American. Born into a wealthy family, in 1849, she grew up in New York City near Union Square. Emma and her family enjoyed many aspects of an urban lifestyle; servant, plays, concerts, social calls and lectures.  The family also enjoyed summer vacations in Long Island, Niagara Falls and the Berkshires.  Their favorite spot was Newport, R. I. where they eventually built a summer home.   Emma’s father, Moses, was active in clubs and social organizations.  He extended the family circle of friends and acquaintances from their closely bound Sephardic community to New York’s wealthiest families.  Many Jewish communities of the times struggled with balancing tradition and the secular world.  Emma’s family observed the holidays but as active participants in New York society did not practice weekly worship. Ellen Emerson, Ralph Waldo’s daughter, once wrote of Emma; “She says her family are outlawed now, they no longer keep the Law, but Christian institutions don't interest her either.”  Emma’s creative use of the term “outlawed” reflects the fact hers was an unusual situation, a secular Jewish life.  The challenges Emma encountered later in life would lead her to truly embrace her faith.  



Emma’s Early Life 
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Picture:  Union Square near Fourth Avenue as Emma would have known it. Little is documented about Emma’s early life.  She was home tutored and considered her father’s library her school.  As a lady of the era she studied German, French, Italian, music, art, literature and history.  Emma began to write and translate poetry at an early age. In 1866, when Emma was only seventeen, Moses had Poems and Translations: Written Between the Ages of Fourteen and Sixteen printed "for private circulation”.   The book was A year later, when she was 18, an established publishing house picked it up and issued a second edition.“  In 1868, a bold young Emma Lazarus sent Ralph Waldo Emerson a copy of her first book. Over the next few years, Emerson became a trusted mentor, offering notes on her poems that ranged from enthusiastic praise to pointed criticism.  



Emma’s Writings 
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Picture: A review of Emma’s 1882 book the Songs of a Semite and a listing of her three previous publicationsEmma continued to write; producing 4 books, a drama in verse and numerous magazine contributions Throughout the 1870's, Lazarus published poetry in popular magazines, most frequently in Lippincott's and The Century. By 1882, over 50 of her poems and translations had appeared in mainstream periodicals.  Emma’s poetry, translations, essays and short stories were popular and well respected, allowing her to socialize with many American intellectual figures of the day.Emma’s first cause was an effort to assert a positive voice to a growing literary movement. In her essay "American Literature" she passionately defended the fresh, distinctly American tradition she found emerging in authors like Nathaniel Hawthorne, Walt Whitman, and Harriet Beecher Stowe.



An Atypical Woman of her Times 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The exhibit introduced Emma’s life against the background of Jewish American history.  Emma was not a faithful Jewess but she was strongly aware that her religious identity  was frequently the first quality people saw in her.  This prejudice against her religion was the first inequality to mark Emma’s life. As a daughter of a wealthy, well-established family, she was genuinely unaware of how the other half lived.   As Emma grew, both as a woman and a poetess, she became increasingly aware of the inequalities of race, gender and class.  As her awareness grew so did her efforts to confront and correct the injustices she encountered.  Emma stepped outside her boundaries as a woman and a Jewess to confront the inequalities she witnessed.  Her willingness to call attention to herself and to fight for a cause were extremely unusual qualities for proper lady.  



The Jewish Experience in America  
Late 1800s 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
1)  New article:  New York Times June 19, 1877 “A Sensation At Saratoga”2)  Cartoon from Puck magazine 1877  Caption:  “A Hint to the Hebrews; How they may make themselves independent of the watering place hotels.” Explicit acts of discrimination were rare during the early years of Emma's life. However, in 1877 the highly publicized refusal of the Grand Union Hotel in Saratoga, NY. to admit Joseph Seligman, a wealthy Jewish banker of German extraction, was a sign of change. Anti-semitism had begun to sweep over Europe; as the rates of Eastern European Jewish immigration climbed, the American climate became less tolerant.After 1880, New York was flooded with poor, Yiddish-speaking Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe. Many were fleeing pogroms, or government-led attacks on Jewish people, in Russia. 



Jewish Immigrants during Emma’s 
lifetime 
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 By the summer of 1881, poor and desperate Jewish immigrant was streaming into New York City at the rate of more than two thousand per month.  



Emma’s response 
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Picture:  Emma’s essay May 1882 The CenturyIn The Century magazine of May 1882, Emma published a response to an article printed in April 1882.  Madame Ragozin presented an essay that explained the “Russian side of the question.” Emma penned an eloquent, passionate reply that directly confronted the prejudices and sterotypes set forth by Madam Ragozin.  Emma ended her essay with this statement:  “It is not the oppression of Jews by Russians – it is that it is the oppression of men and women by men and women:  and we are men and women.”   Emma did not just write about the incoming immigrants.  She was active in her efforts to improve their plight.   After visiting Russian refugees, living in miserable conditions on Ward's Island in New York harbor, the makeshift conditions inspired Emma to become their tireless advocate.  Emma’s actions include:Donating her own money,  Teaching English lessons,     Working in the hospital ward,Advocating nationally ,	Organizing a series of free concerts know as the Workingmen’s ConcertsVolunteering at the Hebrew Emmigrant Aid Society where she set up job training and educationInstrumental in establishing the Hebrew Technical Institute



The Immigration Experience 
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Picture:  Political cartoon 6/19/2012      The Statue of Liberty remains a powerful symbol.  At various times she has scolded Presidents and Congress,  thumbed her nose at our war enemies and offered her input on various social and political situation.    The most enduring image is that of the Statue of Liberty as symbol for immigration rights.  



The New Colossus 
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Picture:  Statue of Liberty torch and toes awaiting to be assembled while at Bedloe’s Island.  	In 1883, Emma was approached to contribute an art work for the purpose of raising funds to provide the pedestal for a new statue, Liberty Enlightening the World, a gift from France. While France had provided the statue itself, American fundraising efforts like these paid for the Statue of Liberty's pedestal.   Initially Lazarus refused, but Constance Cary Harrison, a friend and popular writer, convinced her that the statue would be of great significance to immigrants sailing into the harbor.  The thought of immigrants being welcomed into their new home inspired Emma to write The New Colossus.  	Emma’s poem was singled out.  It was the only contribution to be read at the opening gale.  The New Colossus was later chosen to be among select works printed in a catalog by the National Academy of Design.  Event organizers hoped it would “awaken to new enthusiasm” those working on behalf of the pedestal.  Appreciation for the poem was not long lived.  Three years later in 1886 at the grand unveiling of the statue, Emma’s poem was never mentioned.  	Emma passed away soon after in 1887.  It is not known if she ever saw the completed statue.  	In 1901 a friend of Emma’s, Georgina Schuyler, discovered a copy of The New Colossus as she browsed a bookstore.  She began an effort to memorialize Lazarus and her poem.  Her plan succeeded in 1903 when a plaque bearing the text of the poem was mounted on an inner wall of the pedestal of the Statue of Liberty.  	The poem we remember Emma Lazarus for, almost became lost to history. Emma’s poem created a strong, long reaching effect.  The New Colossus shifted the meaning of this French gift from a tribute to democratic values to a call for democratic action, providing opportunity for those willing to strive for a better way of life.   



Pre-Zionism  
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Emma became the spokesperson for the resettlement of Jews in a re-nationalized Palestine. Lazarus called on her readers to join in creating a new nation, reminding them that, "Until we are all free, we are none of us free." Her words carried such an impact that in 1900 "Epistle to the Hebrews" was reprinted by the Federation of American Zionists.  In her efforts, she advocated for Zionism thirteen years before Theodor Herzl coined the term. Emma’s vision of Jewish rebirth was two-pronged.  She saw two centers of revival, Palestine and the United States. While Emma did make the case for a homeland in Palestine, she did not advocate the emigration of all Jews.  She saw no need for an American, free citizen of a great Republic, to relocate.  Unpublished correspondence tells us that when she composed The New Colossus she was trying to keep alive her fledgling organization, the Society for Improvement and Colonization  of East European Jews.  The major purpose of this group was the resettlement of Jewish exiles in Palestine.  



Emma’s Voice in the Modern World 
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Picture:  Photograph of the Emma Lazarus Federation of Jewish Women’s Clubs at the March on Washington, 1963The Emma Lazarus Federation of Jewish Woman's Clubs is another example of her influence. From 1951 to 1989, members of this organization fought anti-Semitism and racism while celebrating Jewish culture and striving to provide, "leadership to women in the Jewish communities in our time in the same spirit as Emma Lazarus did in hers.In 1996, George Soros, financial wizard and philanthropist, established the Emma Lazarus Fund of the Open Society Institute with a $50 million endowment. The following year the institute contributed $43 million to organizations committed to fighting “the unfair treatment of and discrimination against immigrants who are lawfully present in the United States.”   Its mission was to help integrate newcomers into the American mainstream.  



Why is Emma’s story little known? 
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Picture:  Emma Lazarus 1874After Lazarus's death her embarrassed family scrambled to fit her memory into a more demure and feminine form. In 1888, her older sister Josephine published a memorial essay in The Century.  Her essay described Emma as a painfully shy, "withdrawn" spinster, and "a true woman, too distinctly feminine to wish to be exceptional or to stand alone and apart, even by virtue of superiority. " Her younger sister Annie worked to erase Emma's vocal Jewish identification. As literary executor—and an Anglo-Catholic convert—she refused to grant permission in 1926 to reprint Emma's Jewish poems, finding them unseemly "sectarian propaganda.“  Annie referred to her sister’s Jewish poems  as  “merely a phase in my sister’s development”.Biographers frequently ignored or questioned Anna’s narrow definition of her sister’s poetry and passion.  Yet many biographers accepted and repeated the description of Emma as a quiet, unassuming spinster that was presented by Josephine.  Bette Roth Young, in her 1995 biography; Emma Lazarus in Her World: Life and Letters, presents the theory that Josephine’s essay, offering a limited interpretation of Emma, served to undermine the understanding of who Emma was well into the twenty century.   The true shame is the biographers who did not see fit to search out original documents.  Bette Roth Young‘s 1995 biography and more recently Esther Schor’s 2006 bio (and creator of the traveling exhibit) are based on original research include several cache of personal letters that were discovered in 1980s.



Modern Immigration Experiences 
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Picture:  Political cartoon entitled “Arizona’s Immigration Law”  printed in Newsday 4/26/2010



 
Comments or questions? 

 

Pam O’Sullivan 
posulliv@brockport.edu 
585-395-5688 

Wendy Prince 
wprince@brockport.edu 
585-395-2145 

mailto:posulliv@brockport.edu
mailto:wprince@brockport.edu

	Emma Lazarus
	Why Emma Lazarus?
	Emma’s Background
	Emma’s Early Life
	Emma’s Writings
	An Atypical Woman of her Times
	The Jewish Experience in America �Late 1800s
	Jewish Immigrants during Emma’s lifetime
	Emma’s response
	The Immigration Experience
	The New Colossus
	Pre-Zionism 
	Emma’s Voice in the Modern World
	Why is Emma’s story little known?
	Modern Immigration Experiences
	�Comments or questions?�

