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Introduction

	 The question of what makes a piece of literature 
Jewish is one that has been posed for centuries. While never 
easily answered, there is often more of a direct line in fiction 
than in poetry. In Jewish fiction, many novels deal, for 
example, with the immigrant experience and, in subsequent 
generations, the struggle against it. In poetry, subject and 
theme are often not direct or obvious. The answer to the 
question of Jewish American poetry is less clear. Poetry can 
rely on many factors:  imagery, metaphors, voice, inventive 
language, as well as theme. Can we judge the Jewishness 
of these elements? Is it meaningful to do so? Or is there 
something less overt than subject or content that identifies 
Jewish poetry? Is it irony, self-doubt, longing? Perhaps the 
question of what makes a poem Jewish resides in the question 
itself, in the questioning spirit that has persisted for centuries 
of exile and marginalized existence. Are these categories even 
relevant today? 

	 In this issue of SHIRIM, there are many sources for 
material: biblical, liturgical, midrashic, Torah, the Holocaust, 
folklore, family history. Certainly every generation faces 
challenges and has unique perspectives based on what is 
going on in the world. Issues like anti-Semitism, never go 
away but surge or die down decade to decade. In these poems 
there are undercurrents of history, the Bible, the Talmud, G-d, 
life in America, as well as questions that poets often pose: 
who am I in this world? Where and how do I belong?

	 Many of the poets in this issue are from younger 
generations. Is there a difference in their work? Again, there 
is no clear answer but we can hear echoes of preoccupations 
and also literary inventiveness. The poems of Yehoshua 
November move between two worlds: “The higher hidden 
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