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On August 17, 1790, the Hebrew Congregation
of Newport, Rhode Island, was expecting 

a visit from President George Washington. To 
welcome him, a prominent merchant named 
Moses Seixas wrote a letter about his hopes for 
the future of Jews in America:

Deprived as we heretofore have been of the invaluable
rights of free citizens, we now (with a deep sense of 
gratitude to the Almighty disposer of all events) behold
a government erected by the Majesty of the People—
a Government which to bigotry gives no sanction, to
persecution no assistance, but generously affording to
All liberty of conscience and immunities of Citizenship,
deeming every one, of whatever Nation, tongue, or 
language, equal parts of the great 
governmental machine.

In his reply, President Washington wrote, 
It is now no more that toleration is spoken of as if it 

was the indulgence of one class of people that another enjoyed the exercise of
their inherent natural rights. For happily, the government of the United States,
which gives to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance, requires only
that they who live under its protection should demean themselves as good 
citizens, in giving it on all occasions their effectual support.

Washington’s promise, in precisely Seixas’s words, soon became a
birthright for American Jews.

Nearly a century later, Seixas’s great-great-niece, a young poet named
Emma Lazarus, would write her own letter of welcome—this time, in the
voice of a new “Statue of Liberty” to be erected in New York harbor:

Like Moses Seixas and George Washington, like Thomas Jefferson,
Abraham Lincoln, Susan B. Anthony, and Rosa Parks, Emma Lazarus 
sustained and shaped America’s founding principles. But by offering 
liberty to all who sought it, rich or poor, ambitious or abject, her 1883
poem “The New Colossus” redefined liberty for all Americans.

Emma Lazarus
Voice of Liberty, Voice of Conscience

Give me your tired, your poor,
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost, to me:
I lift my lamp beside the golden door.
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The first Jewish community in colonial America
began in 1654, when a group of twenty-three

Jewish refugees from the Inquisition in Brazil arrived
in New York. Some were conversos, Jewish converts to
Catholicism who had nonetheless maintained a Jewish
identity. Despite Director-General Peter Stuyvesant’s
attempt to send them away, they settled in New York.
There they founded the first American synagogue,
Shearith Israel (Remnant of Israel), led by Emma
Lazarus’s maternal great-grandfather (and Moses
Seixas’s brother), Gershom Mendes Seixas, who
served as hazzan, or reader. The family of Emma’s
father, Moses Lazarus, descended from these
Sephardic Jews, while her mother’s family, the 
illustrious Nathan family, had mixed Sephardic-
Ashkenazic ancestry.

Jewish communities in colonial America were urban, close-knit, and 
synagogue-centered. Following the Revolution, many Jewish institutions
became increasingly democratic, adopting phrases from the constitution 
in their bylaws. As more Ashkenazic Jews emigrated from Germany and
Eastern Europe, new synagogues and educational and philanthropic 
organizations emerged; like their country, Jews themselves became more
pluralistic. Most Jews struck a balance between keeping tradition and
becoming part of a wider world, though the Sephardic Jews of New York
remained closely bound. By the first decades of the nineteenth century,
with intermarriage rates low but increasing, some leaders expressed 
concern for Jewish continuity.

Even so, adapting well and enjoying an unprecedented degree of religious
freedom, Jews thrived. In 1750 there were about three hundred Jews in
America; by 1849, when Emma Lazarus was born, this number had grown
to 150,000.

Emma Lazarus
Jewish Founders

1492
Thou two-faced year, Mother of Change and Fate,
Didst weep when Spain cast forth with flaming sword,
The children of the prophets of the Lord,
Prince, priest, and people, spurned by zealot hate.
Hounded from sea to sea, from state to state,
The West refused them, and the East abhorred.
No anchorage the known world could afford,
Close-locked was every port, barred every gate.
Then smiling, thou unveil’dst, O two-faced year,
A virgin world where doors of sunset part,
Saying, “Ho, all who weary, enter here!
There falls each ancient barrier that the art
Of race or creed or rank devised, to rear
Grim bulwarked hatred between heart and heart!”
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Emma Lazarus
The Lazarus Family in New York

In 1858, while three thousand laborers cleared,
dredged, and planted what was to be “the 

central park,” the Lazarus family moved to a
brownstone near Union Square in New York City,
an elegant gaslit ellipse of fountains, birdhouses,
and statues. In a city booming with both industry
and culture, the Lazaruses’ wealth brought them 
all manner of urbane pleasure—servants, tutors, 
and carriage rides; social calls, window-shopping, 
concerts, and lectures.

Emma was the fourth of six daughters; she also 
had one brother. Little remains to document her 
precocious childhood, but she was probably tutored
at home; like Elizabeth Barrett Browning and
Virginia Woolf, Emma made her father’s library her
“school.” There she studied German, French, and
Italian, music and art, literature and history, and
other subjects. And she began to write—and 
translate—poems.

Emma’s uncle, Jacques Judah Lyons, led their 
synagogue for thirty-six years; her aunt, Grace
Lyons, was the first “directress” of its Hebrew
Female Benevolent Society. Emma’s parents were
somewhat less active in the synagogue. They kept
the traditions of Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, and
Passover, and, at least for a time, the Jewish dietary
laws. But Moses, by joining clubs and socializing
widely, extended their circle beyond the tightly-knit
Sephardic community into the “upper ten thousand,”
New York’s wealthiest families.

Because of their father’s fortune, the Lazarus 
sisters—Sarah, Josephine, Mary, Emma, Agnes, 
and Annie—felt less pressure to marry than most 
Jewish girls of their time. In fact, Sarah, Josephine,
and Emma never did marry, spending their entire
lives in a household of sisters.

Esther Lazarus, Emma’s mother, died in 1874; 
unfortunately, not much is known about her life. 
For the next eleven years, until Moses Lazarus died 
in 1885, most of the Lazarus sisters remained under
their father’s roof.

MOSES & ESTHER

SARAH 
JOSEPHINE 

MARY 
EMMA 
FRANK
AGNES 
ANNIE
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Emma Lazarus
Fashionable Summers

Long Island Sound

I see it as it looked one afternoon
In August,—by a fresh soft breeze o’erblown.
The swiftness of the tide, the light thereon,
A far-off sail, white as a crescent moon.
The shining waters with pale currents strewn,
The quiet fishing-smacks, the Eastern cove,
The semi-circle of its dark, green grove.
The luminous grasses, and the merry sun
In the grave sky; the sparkle far and wide,
Laughter of unseen children, cheerful chirp
Of crickets, and low lisp of rippling tide,
Light summer clouds fantastical as sleep
Changing unnoted while I gazed thereon.
All these fair sounds and sights I made my own.

Summer found the Lazarus family at a variety of watering places, some
rustic and others posh: Niagara Falls; East Haven, Connecticut;

Lenox, in the Berkshires; Lake Minnewaska, New York; Staten Island.
But their favorite was Newport, where they built a modest house on the
“wrong” side of Bellevue Avenue, at some distance from the ocean.
Decades before Newport became home to the Vanderbilts and the Astors,
it was a mecca for summering intellectuals and artists. 

Emma, a city girl, loved to gaze at the landscape, walk in the woods, and 
follow trails along the rocky coast, as her ravishing poems of nature reveal.
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Emma Lazarus
The Civil War

No American family, however affluent, went 
untouched by the national ordeal of the Civil War.

It came closest to the Lazarus family when they were
probably away on vacation. In July 1863, antidraft rioters
marched within a block of the Lazarus home before 
swaggering north to ignite the Colored Orphan Asylum.

In April 1865, Emma wrote her first poem about the war
when her father’s friend, Brevet Brigadier-General Fred
Winthrop, was killed at the Battle of Five Forks. In her
elegy for Winthrop, she refused to take solace in the
impending Union victory:

More hearts will break than gladden when
The bitter struggle’s past;

The giant form of Victory must
A giant’s shadow cast.

After Lincoln’s assassination, when Americans consoled
themselves by writing memorial verses, fifteen-year-old
Emma instead wrote a poem in the voice of Lincoln’s
broken and desperate assassin, John Wilkes Booth; she
followed it up with another, in the voice of Booth’s
bereft mother. She had begun to look beyond the pieties
and icons of the Union cause, to grieve the human cost
of war, an American tragedy.

After the war, she wrote a poem that imagined the postwar South as an
African-American woman, rising from sleep. Her poem “Heroes” (1867)
was the first to urge a reconciliation between veterans of the Union and
the Confederacy. For Emma, the true “heroes” of the war were those
brave enough to leave military glory behind, to embrace the ordinary joys
of their daily American lives.

from Heroes

But who has sung their praise,

Not less illustrious, who are living yet?

Armies of heroes, satisfied to pass

Calmly, serenely from the whole world's gaze,

And cheerfully accept, without regret,

Their old life as it was,

With all its petty pain,

Its irritating littleness and care;

They who have scaled the mountain, with content

Sublime, descend to live upon the plain;

Steadfast as though they breathed the mountain-air

Still, wheresoe'er they went.

They who were brave to act,

And rich enough their action to forget;

Who, having filled their day with chivalry,

Withdraw and keep their simpleness intact,

And all unconscious add more lustre yet

Unto their victory.
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Emma Lazarus
Meeting the Emersons

Not every teenage author would send her first  
book of poems to Ralph Waldo Emerson, the

celebrated transcendentalist writer and “sage of
Concord.” But when Emma did, in 1868, Emerson
responded avidly, praising her poems, offering
advice, and recommending books. She dedicated her
next book, Admetus (1870), “to my friend, Ralph
Waldo Emerson” and was mistaken by one reviewer
for “a young woman of Concord.”

When Emerson failed to include her in his 1874
anthology, Parnassus, Emma shot him a blistering
letter: “I find myself treated with absolute contempt
in the very quarter where I had been encouraged to
build my fondest hopes.” A long silence ensued. 
But two years later, on learning that Emerson was
suffering from dementia, Emma set aside their 
differences and visited the Emersons in Concord in
1876. To Emerson’s daughter Ellen, she disclosed
details about her family’s Jewish observance.
According to Ellen, Emma had been raised “to keep
the Law, and the Feast of the Passover, and the Day
of Atonement. . . . She says her family are outlawed
now, they no longer keep the Law, but Christian
institutions don’t interest her either.” Emma had to
resort to the colorful term “outlaw” to describe her
secular Jewish life—a life few American Jews of her
day lived.

I would like to be appointed your professor, you being
required to attend the whole term.  —Ralph Waldo Emerson to Emma Lazarus, April 14, 1868
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Emma Lazarus
At “The Studio”

In the mid-1870s, Emma befriended Helena
DeKay Gilder, a painter and founder of the 

Art Students League, and her husband, Richard
Gilder, poet and editor of Scribner’s. On Friday
nights, when observant Jews were home enjoying 
a Sabbath dinner, Emma could be found at “The
Studio,” the Gilders’ converted carriage house at
103 East Fifteenth Street, meeting artists, writers,
actors, and musicians, many freshly back from
Europe. Among them was Helena’s dashing brother,
Charles DeKay, an aspiring young poet. Emma
made no secret of her attraction to him, prompting
Helena to confide to her diary, “Miss Lazarus . . .
seems rather too cracked about Charley to please
his sister.” Despite this inauspicious beginning,
Emma’s and Helena’s friendship soon blossomed,
and their loving correspondence lasted the rest of
Emma’s life. Childless herself, Emma was fond of
Helena’s children, especially the playful Rodman,
whom she nicknamed “The Young Bacchus.”

As for Charles, he found Emma engaging and 
talented but altogether inappropriate as a match;
unbeknownst to her, he mocked her in a satirical
poem sent to his brother-in-law, Richard Gilder.
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Emma Lazarus
Friendship and Hospitality

Like her father, the witty and gregarious Emma 
Lazarus moved freely among illustrious and 

affluent non-Jews. At the home of banker Samuel
Gray Ward and his wife Anna Ward, Bostonians
who summered in the Berkshires, Emma met the
philosopher William James, a Harvard friend of 
the Wards’ son, Thomas Wren Ward. The night 
he met Emma Lazarus, William James told his 
wife that he’d fallen “violently in love again . . . with
a lady I met at the Wards’ last night and from
whom I hope never to be separated—a poetess, a
magaziness, and a Jewess, Miss Emma Lazarus . . .
whose name you doubtless know. . . .” Though she
preferred not to discuss it, Emma was accustomed
to being regarded, even by her closest friends, as 
a “Jewess.”

Though Emma knew few women writers, she was drawn to women
artists, such as Maria Oakey Dewing, wife of the painter Thomas Dewing.
Watching both Maria and Helena DeKay Gilder try to combine art and
family life made her alive to the sacrifices marriage and motherhood
demanded of women artists. Another close friend was the naturalist 
John “Jack” Burroughs. “I think you need above all things to cherish &
encourage & insist upon yourself,” he told her. Burroughs was delighted
that Emma appreciated the works of his friend Walt Whitman; though 
he yearned to introduce them, the two poets never met. Whitman would
have recognized Emma Lazarus as a fellow champion of a new, progressive,
vital American literature, no longer dominated by male New England
writers; as she put it, she saw “fresh vitality in every direction.”
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