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INTRODUCTION 

   The Song of the Sea, Shirat HaYam (Exodus 15), has pride of place among 
Biblical poetry. According to the aggadists, the Bible contains many songs 
but only one Shirah, one Song “par excellence” (Mekhilta Shirata 1). This 
Shirah is not only read from the Torah on Shabbat Parashat Beshallah – 
known as Shabbat Shirah - but also on the seventh day of Passover (BT Me-
gillah 31a; Rashi on Ex. 14:5). It is also recited in the daily Shaharit at the 
end of the pesukei dezimrah (“passages of song”) (Zohar II:54b, Mahzor 
Vitry). It is highly esteemed for at least two reasons, historical and theologi-
cal. It depicts the crossing of Yam Suf, a major epic in biblical history, and 
shows how God protects His people, working miracles when necessary (Tan-
ya, Sha’ar HaYihud 2).  
   On the surface, the Shirah was composed by Moses (Ex. 15:1), but Carol 
Meyers1 and others argue that its content is more likely to be the work of 
women than of men. Additionally, fragments from the Dead Sea Scrolls2 in-
dicate that the contribution of Miriam may be much greater than has been 
acknowledged. The present paper examines both of these assertions. 
 
A WOMEN’S POEM? 

   The Shirah is a song of triumph. Pharaoh and God have been in conflict 
about whether and how the Israelite slaves would escape and emerge into 
freedom. The celebration poem when Pharaoh is defeated is one of a number 
of biblical war songs, some of which were apparently collated in the now lost 
Book of the Wars of the Lord and the Book of the Upright (Num. 21:14, 
Josh. 10:12-13). Numbers 21 contains such a war song in verses 27-30.  
   It is the norm that the male warriors were welcomed home with great cere-
mony and song by their community. This kind of singing was a regular wom-
anly activity. Such women’s welcomes to their men include the celebration 
with a bitter end with which Jephthah’s daughter welcomed her father home 
(Judg.11:32-34) and the celebration of David’s victories over the Philistines 
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(I Sam. 18:7). In all these cases the men had been away at war, with the 
women at home. The Shirah can be seen as part of this genre, typical of the 
way in which women conducted post-war jubilation.  
   In these songs there is a leader of the celebration (Miriam), supported by a 
group of female musicians, musical instruments, and dancing to a melodic 
refrain. But there is a difference with the Red Sea episode. Here the struggle 
did not involve warriors fighting away from home. Both men and women 
were present during the incident, but without direct personal involvement. 
The fighting was done by God – The Lord, the Warrior - Lord is His name 
(Ex. 15:3); Your right hand, O Lord, glorious in power, Your right hand, O 
Lord, shatters the foe! (Ex. 15:6). This particular celebratory song focuses on 
God, the "warrior" here, rather than the menfolk. 
 
MINIMIZING MIRIAM? 

   Although celebratory singing was generally in the women's domain, the 
Shirah seems to be an exception. This is seen in the sequence of the two parts 
of the Song – the second and shorter one led by Miriam, the first and longer 
led by Moses, with both using the same three clause-refrain (Sing to the Lord, 
He has triumphed gloriously, Horse and rider He has hurled into the sea). 
From the structure of the text of the Bible itself we get the impression that the 
poet/leader was Moses and everyone first sang in unison or responsively, 
then Miriam and the women followed (verses 20-21) with a separate song or 
refrain.  
   However, Israel Abrahams3 posits a sequence of events which reverses the 
usual understanding. According to him, first it was Miriam and the women 
who sang, Sing to the Lord, for He has triumphed gloriously: Horse and rid-
er He has hurled into the sea (verse 21). The next stage is verses 1-19, com-
mencing, Then Moses and the Israelites sang this song to the Lord. They 
said: I will sing to the Lord, etc. Hence our verse 21 should be verse 1; our 
verses 1-19 should follow. Linguistically this explains the word az, then, 
making the superstructure of exegesis4 unnecessary. Note also that Miriam 
and the women begin their song with the word shiru, a call to sing (Ex. 
15:21), while the song of Moses begins with the word ashirah, "I will sing" 
(Ex. 15:1), which sounds like a response to the call to sing. Historically this 
suggests that after the female initiative, Moses and the men repeated the re-
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frain and expanded the content. Abrahams notes that "(Miriam) is not de-
scribed as repeating the male paean; and it is not an unreasonable suggestion 
that she was author as well as executant, and that the men expanded her 
song."5  
   What commends this view is its simplicity and neat explanation of the 
terms az, shiru and ashirah. But it has its drawbacks. Why would the Bible 
place the Moses version before Miriam's song if it took place afterwards? 
According to Abrahams’ theory, it is part of a tendency to elevate the rank of 
Moses. As Heschel noted, the Bible seems "to minimize the prophetic gifts of 
Aaron and Miriam."6 Placing Moses before Miriam in the Song of the Sea 
enhances Moses’s prophetic standing. Thus, the Song could be the Song of 
Miriam more than that of Moses, and would be just the first of the long songs 
composed by women in the Bible, like the song of Deborah (Judg. 5:1-31) 
and the song of Hannah (I Sam. 2:1-20). 
 
OTHER MIRIAM TRADITIONS? 

   In the Bible, Miriam and the women dutifully repeat the men’s refrain. 
However, fragments found as part of the Dead Sea Scrolls indicate that Miri-
am was believed to have composed other songs as well, or at least an ex-
panded version of what we have recorded in Exodus 15:21.7 One such frag-
ment was preserved:8 

  
1. you despised [ 
2. for the majesty of [ 
3. You are great, a deliverer [ 
4. the hope of the enemy has perished, and he is forgotten 
5. they perished in the mighty waters, the enemy [ 
6. And extol the one who lifts up[, a ransom you (feminine plural) gave [ 
7. [ one who does gloriously 
 
  This represents a song understood to have been composed by Miriam with 
some similarity to the Song of the Sea but not identical to it. It is evidence of 
an approach that expanded Miriam's singing role rather than minimizing it as 
found in the Bible.  
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CONCLUSION 

   We have seen that the Song of the Sea is part of a genre of celebratory war 
songs generally associated with female authorship. Additionally, there is a 
possibility that the Biblical text transposed the songs of Moses and Miriam in 
order to give more prominence to Moses even though his song was in fact 
shorter and a response to the first song. Miriam may have played a larger role 
in this song than is seen at first glance, an expanded role reflected in a frag-
ment from the Dead Sea Scrolls as well. 
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