
In Plato's allegory, the womb is like the cave which is a 
prison; the fetus figures as the prisoner chained within. 
And the man who unchains the prisoner from his figurative 
bonds and leads him into the light is the same 
philosopher/obstetrician who makes the womb a metaphor 
for the cave. When the prisoner has been led out of the 
cave, his education at the hands of the philosopher/
obstetrician "begins." However, the uterine metaphor that 
describes the prisoner/fetus's prior existence is a feature 
of his education under the philosopher's direction, so that 
the real origin, the mother, is forgotten. Her space and 
time vanish into the representation.



In Piercy's utopia, the womb is a glass that reflects 
Mattapoisett's principle of racial diversity: babies of all 
races float together, listening to the piped-in heart sounds 
of an absent mother. These fetuses have already begun 
their education under the direction of philosopher/
obstetricians. There is no troubling maternal origin for 
them to forget, for their origins lie entirely within the 
scheme of representation. The womb in Woman on the 
Edge of Time is a projection screen for the enactment of 
revolutionary sociopolitical directives. In Mattapoisett the 
womb is extracted from the maternal body whose 
essential nature bars her from entering into the historical 
moment of Mattapoisett. Another figure replaces her, a 
communal organ that reflects and reproduces humanity's 
collective revolution. But what supplants the maternal 
body in Piercy's novel is only another version of the 
Platonic figure, an artificial organ that perpetuates the 
womb's historical status as reflective matrix.

    IRIGARAY'S SPECULUM: VIEWS OF THE WOMB



In two remarkable passages in the Talmud we are given 
insights into the nature of the foetus and the investment of 
spirit that occurs at such an early age. I hope to 
demonstrate that the image provided of the foetus being 
taught the whole Torah allows for adult learning to be an 
act of re-membering and re-cognition explaining the sense 
of deja vu we sometimes have when dis-covering a new 
Torah that somehow feels uncannily familiar. in the second 
Torah a different historical image is provided whereby the 
foetus also broke into song when seeing the divine at the 
crossing of the Red sea. By comparing and contrasting 
these tow passages i hope to show the relative weight 
given to auditory-cognitive perception versus visual-
revelatory experience.

Nidah 30b

  ...Simlai delivered the following discourseץ
What does an embryo resemble when it is in the bowels of 
its mother? Folded writing tablets. Its hands rest on its two 
temples respectively, its two elbows on its two legs and its 
two heels against its buttocks. Its head lies between its 



knees, its mouth is closed and its navel is open, and it 
eats what its mother eats and drinks what its mother 
drinks, but produces no excrement because otherwise it 
might kill its mother. 
As soon, however, as it sees the light the closed organ 
opens and the open one closes, for if that had not 
happened the embryo could not live even one single hour. 

A light burns above its head and it looks and sees from 
one end of the world to the other, as it is said, then his 
lamp shined above my head, and by His light I walked 
through darkness. And do not be astonished at this, for a 
person sleeping  might see a dream in Spain. And there is 
no time in which a man enjoys greater happiness than in 
those days, for it is said, O that I were as the months of 
old, as in the days when God watched over me; now 
which are the days’ that make up ‘months’ and do not 
make up years?  The months of pregnancy of course.

 It is also taught all the Torah from beginning to end, for it 
is said, And he taught me, and said unto me: ‘Let thy heart 
hold fast my words, keep my commandments and live’, 
and it is also said, When the converse of God was upon 



my tent. Why the addition of ‘and it is also said’? — In 
case you might say that it was only the prophet who said 
that, come and hear ‘when the converse of God was upon 
my tent. 

As soon as it sees the light, an angel approaches, slaps it 
on its mouth and causes it to forget all the Torah 
completely, as it is said, “Sin coucheth at the door”. It does 
not emerge from there before it is made to take an oath, 
as it is said, “That unto Me every knee shall bow, every 
tongue shall swear”.  “That unto Me every knee shall bow” 
refers to the day of dying; of which it is said “All they that 
go down to the dust shall kneel before Him. “Every tongue 
shall swear” refers to the day of birth of which it is said, 
“He that hath clean hands, and a pure heart, who hath not 
taken My name in vain, and hath not sworn deceitfully”.

 What is the nature of the oath that it is made to take? “Be 
righteous, and be never wicked; and even if all the world 
tells you, You are righteous’, consider yourself wicked. 
Always bear in mind that the Holy One, blessed be He, is 
pure, that his ministers are pure and that the soul which 
He gave you is pure; if you preserve it in purity, well and 



good, but if not, I will take it away from you.” 

Hebrew Nidah 30b

 הא קתני נדה! שאם תר. דרש רבי שמלאי: למה הולד דומה
 במעי אמו לפנקס שמקופל ומונח. ידיו על שתי צדעיו, שתי
 אציליו על ב' ארכובותיו, וב' עקביו על ב' עגבותיו, וראשו מונח
 לו בין ברכיו, ופיו סתום וטבורו פתוח, ואוכל ממה שאמו
 אוכלת, ושותה ממה שאמו שותה, ואינו מוציא רעי שמא יהרוג
 את אמו. וכיון שיצא לאויר העולם נפתח הסתום ונסתם
 הפתוח, שאלמלא כן אינו יכול לחיות אפילו שעה אחת. ונר
 דלוק לו על ראשו וצופה ומביט מסוף העולם ועד סופו, שנאמר
 (איוב כ"ט) בהלו נרו עלי ראשי לאורו אלך חשך. ואל תתמה,
 שהרי אדם ישן כאן ורואה חלום באספמיא. ואין לך ימים
 שאדם שרוי בטובה יותר מאותן הימים, שנאמר (איוב כ"ט) מי
 יתנני כירחי קדם כימי אלוה ישמרני, ואיזהו ימים שיש בהם
 ירחים ואין בהם שנים הוי אומר אלו ירחי לידה. ומלמדין אותו
 כל התורה כולה, שנאמר (משלי י"ד) ויורני ויאמר לי יתמך דברי
 לבך שמור מצותי וחיה, ואומר (איוב כ"ט) בסוד אלוה עלי
 אהלי. מאי ואומר? וכי תימא נביא הוא דקאמר ת"ש: בסוד
 אלוה עלי אהלי. וכיון שבא לאויר העולם בא מלאך וסטרו על
 פיו, ומשכחו כל התורה כולה, שנאמר (בראשית ד') לפתח
 חטאת רובץ. ואינו יוצא משם עד שמשביעין אותו, שנאמר



 (ישעיהו מ"ה) כי לי תכרע כל ברך תשבע כל לשון, כי לי תכרע
 כל ברך זה יום המיתה, שנאמר (תהלים כ"ב) לפניו יכרעו כל
 יורדי עפר, תשבע כל לשון זה יום הלידה, שנאמר (תהלים כ"ד)
 נקי כפים ובר לבב אשר לא נשא לשוא נפשו ולא נשבע למרמה,
 ומה היא השבועה שמשביעין אותו תהי צדיק ואל תהי רשע,
 ואפילו כל העולם כולו אומרים לך צדיק אתה היה בעיניך
 כרשע. והוי יודע שהקב"ה טהור ומשרתיו טהורים, ונשמה
 שנתן בך טהורה היא, אם אתה משמרה בטהרה מוטב, ואם
 לאו הריני נוטלה ממך. תנא דבי ר' ישמעאל: משל לכהן שמסר
 תרומה לעם הארץ, ואמר לו אם אתה משמרה בטהרה מוטב,
 :ואם לאו הריני שורפה לפניך. א"ר אלעזר

We are told the foetus has certain anatomical positions 
which somehow unfurl during maturation and then the 
remarkable passage where it is taught the whole Torah 
from beginning to end! On delivery however it is “slapped 
on the mouth” by an angel and the trauma precipitates an 
amnesia. Just prior to delivery it is forced to take an oath 
no less, that it will be righteous!

The folding writing tablet or pincus was a soft tablet that 
folded to conceal the contents within, usually business 
related documents. As the child births he unfolds and like 



the pincus might reveal whatever was “written” or 
inscribed in its imaginary body, thus it is made to forget 
and the pincus is now cleared like a tabula rasa.

What is so interesting in this pericope is the matter of fact 
way the midrash describes the anatomical posture of the 
infant, folded like a pincus, then follows it by the 
mythological suggestion of the torch lit above its head by 
which it sees from one end of earth to the other, followed 
by the ingenious appeal to the rational-experiential 
common sense mind: “it is obviously possible, for do we 
not all dream of being in a place thousands of miles from 
where we are resting!” This slippery and almost 
unnoticeable switch from the observable to the mythical to 
the rational-experiential is followed by the angel teaching 
the whole Torah as well!

The episode of the dreaming sets the stage for the matrix 
in which the foetus is operating, in a dream-like state. So 
too the sort of Torah it is taught might also be considered 
to have a similar dream-like quality.

Finally the traumatic experience of being slapped upon the 



very organ of articulation of speech which prompts the 
retrograde amnesia for all it has been taught and the 
exhortation of reward and punishment.

How close is this to modern theories of the ‘primal scene 
of trauma’ that then gets forgotten and inscribed into the 
body!1 Here too the trauma seems to result in a classic 
case of post-traumatic amnesia whereby the Torah is 
subsequently forgotten.2

Throughout life then, we study Torah with the intuitive 
sense or knowledge that at one point in the early stages of 
our development even before our very births, we were 
taught the whole Torah and the rest of our lives we attempt 
to retrieve the lost knowledge once acquired in utero.

The teaching of Torah and its re-learning appears to be a 
cognitive pursuit as is all learning, resulting in the typical 
talmudic introduction to something new “Ta shema” “come 
and hear” meaning “come and re-hear what you already 
heard in utero.”



In the following passage in another tractate of the talmud, 
the foetus “sees” through a miraculous transformation of 
the stomach wall of the mother into translucency. This 
enables the foetus to “see” the Divine so that it too could 
participate in the song of the Sea.

The tone of this passage is lighter and describes adult, 
childhood, infant and even uterine breaking into song, an 
all-inclusive act of all Israel.

(from the film 2001 A Space Odyssey, by Stanley Kubrick)



Sota 31a

Our Rabbis taught: On that day R. Akiba expounded: At 
the time the Israelites ascended from the Red Sea, they 
desired to utter a Song; and how did they render the 
song? Like an adult who reads the Hallel [for a 
congregation] and they respond after him with the leading 
word. [According to this explanation] Moses said: ‘I will 
sing unto the Lord’ and they responded, ‘I will sing unto 
the Lord’; Moses said: ‘For He hath triumphed gloriously’ 
and they responded, ‘I will sing unto the Lord’.

Our Rabbis taught: R. Jose the Galilean expounded: At 
the time the Israelites ascended from the Red Sea, they 
desired to utter a Song; and how did they render the 
song? The babe lay upon his mother's knees and the 
suckling sucked at his mother's breast; when they beheld 
the Shechinah, the babe raised his neck and the suckling 
released the nipple from his mouth, and they exclaimed: 
This is my God and I will Praise Him; as it is said: Out of 
the mouths of babes and sucklings hast thou established 
strength.  



R. Meir used to say: Whence is it that even the embryos in 
their mothers’ womb uttered a song? As it is said, Bless ye 
the Lord in the Congregations, even the Lord, from the 
fountain of Israel. But these could not behold [the 
Shechinah]! — R. Tanhum said: The abdomen became for 
them a kind of transparent medium and they did behold it.

סוטה דף לא ע"א

ת"ר, בו ביום דרש רבי עקיבא: בשעה שו
  ישראל מן הים נתנו עיניהם לומר שירה, וכיצד אמרו שירה?
 כגדול המקרא את הלל והן עונין אחריו ראשי פרקים, משה
 אמר (שמות טו) אשירה לה' והן אומרים אשירה לה', משה
 אמר כי גאה גאה והן אומרים אשירה לה' רבי אליעזר בנו של
 רבי יוסי הגלילי אומר: כקטן המקרא את הלל והן עונין אחריו
 כל מה שהוא אומר, משה אמר אשירה לה' והן אומרים אשירה
 לה', משה אמר כי גאה גאה והן אומרים כי גאה גאה רבי
 נחמיה אומר: כסופר הפורס על שמע בבית הכנסת, שהוא
 פותח תחילה והן עונין אחריו. במאי קמיפלגי? רבי עקיבא
 סבר: לאמר אמילתא קמייתא, ורבי אליעזר בנו של ר"י הגלילי
 סבר: לאמר אכל מילתא ומילתא, ור' נחמיה סבר: ויאמרו
 דאמור כולהו בהדי הדדי, לאמר דפתח משה ברישא. תנו רבנן,
 דרש רבי יוסי הגלילי: בשעה שעלו ישראל מן הים נתנו עיניהם



 לומר שירה,וכיצד אמרו שירה? עולל מוטל על ברכי אמו
 ותינוק יונק משדי אמו, כיון שראו את השכינה, עולל הגביה
 צוארו ותינוק שמט דד מפיו, ואמרו זה אלי ואנוהו, שנאמר:
 (תהלים ח) מפי עוללים ויונקים יסדת עוז. היה רבי מאיר
 אומר: מנין שאפי' עוברים שבמעי אמן אמרו שירה? שנאמר:

 (תהלים סח) במקהלות ברכו אלהים ה' ממקור ישראל. (והא
 לא חזו! אמר רבי תנחום: כרס נעשה להן כאספקלריא
.(המאירה וראו

The first exposition speaks of song. All Israel participated 
in the spontaneous outbreak of song. The Talmud picks up 
on the participation of infants and sucklings as well since 
they are included in all Israel. Does this include the 
foetuses in their mother’s womb? most definitely, claims 
the Talmud!

“How did these small ones render the song? The infant lay 
upon his mother's knees and the suckling sucked at his 
mother's breast; when they beheld the Shechinah, the 
infant raised his neck and the suckling released the nipple 
from his mouth, then exclaimed: “This is my God and I will 
Praise Him”. 



Did this also include the foetus in its mother’s womb? 
Rabbi Meir answered in the affirmative, quoting Psalm 68 
and playing on the word mekor as not only source but also 
womb.  But how can a foetus “see” the Divine as did the 
infants and sucklings when they point God out with the 
words “this is my God” the stomach wall is after all 
opaque! Rabbis Tanhum solves the problem:

But these could not behold [the Shechinah]! — R. Tanhum 
said: The abdomen became for them a kind of transparent 
medium and they did behold it.

In this striking passage the midrash insists that all Israel 
including infants and sucklings as well as foetuses were 
able to “see” the divine and then break into song.

I thought of this passage since the context is one of song 
rather than discursive study. The foetus’ ability to see the 
divine is a miracle compounded by the making of the 
stomach wall translucent. In this midrash it is the visual 
that is emphasized as opposed to the auditory. There is no 
teaching of the foetus. there is no exhortation. There is 



only a visual beholding of the shechinah followed by the 
outpouring of song in response.

I wanted to suggest that the essential difference between 
the two passages was the notion of discursive learning 
followed by trauma and forgetting in the first passage. 
Whatever was given (by the angel) was then taken back. 
The Torah was thus forgotten at birth. Life becomes a 
struggle to re-member and re-constitute the memory of 
what had been originally been taught. In the second 
passage there no taking back, there was no oath to be 
righteous and there is no need to try to remember what 
was forgotten since the visual memory of seeing the divine 
remained. 

Thus the memory of this foetal vision should theoretically 
be easily re-visioned as opposed to the struggle to re-
member Torah.

Seeing the divine and learning the Torah, in one the 
talmud states “ta-shema” in the other, texts that reflect the 
secrets of Torah like the Zohar, we are told “ta-chazee” 
“come and see”.



Seeing after birth then requires no effort, merely accessing 
that which one has already encoded in visual memory. 

I believe that when we being invited into the mysteries of 
Torah we are required to take an imaginative leap using 
our imaginative and visual faculties. As opposed to Torah 
study which is primarily one of auditory listening to the 
teachings and discursive logical thinking the mysteries and 
secrets of Torah, that which originally entailed the gift of 
seeing the Divine, requires the visual-imaginative faculty 
to recode and appreciate the divine. 

The two passages view Torah differently. The first passage 
reads it as prose- to be read and studies, in the second it 
is poetry- to be sung. In the first there is a violence as the 
foetus is struck on the mouth leaving this wound on the 
very organ that will articulate the speech of Torah study. 
That painful strike will forever be associated with a primal 
scene of trauma and Torah. Torah will remain something 
deep in the recesses of consciousness associated with 
pain as it is re-collected and re-membered.



In contrast the Torah imagined in the second passage is 
one of breaking into spontaneous song. The very divine 
that swaddles the infant is now recognized as the warrior 
by the sea fighting the Egyptian army! “this is my God” 
refers to an act of recognition by the baby and infant. The 
foetus however had not as yet been born so his 
exclamation “This is my God” must refer to another 
response than recognition. I believe that the miracle of 
translucent abdominal wall allowing the foetus to actually 
see, and the first thing the foetus sees is the very divine 
image precipitates its response. The gift becomes the 
possibility of re-seeing the divine during life since it had 
never been taken away like the learning of Torah.
In our inner spiritual lives then we too have access to the 
divine visually if we can let go of the overpowering 
discursive methods of accessing Torah we were brought 
up to in study. In developing an image of the divine in the 
secrets of Torah and the mysteries of the Zohar and in the 
Torah we “saw” in utero, we are asked to “see” to become 
aware visually, to image and imagine as the path to 
refining an image of the divine within.

Unlike the discursive approach to study which re-members 



not only the Torah but also the pain of the trauma, the 
strike on the mouth, the very organ of articulation, in visual 
memory there is no pain, only the memory of song and the 
visual pleroma.

Through song the foetus expressed its recognition of the 
divine and through song we too have access to that visual 
memory. Music-that rare and refined sensibility allows the 
space for such imagining. There was no trauma when the 
schechina was revealed to the foetus, that wondrous day. 
There was merely an unfolding and an enlightenment of 
the womb itself, becoming translucent so that the foetus 
could see that which had been dark and opaque to it prior.  
After birth nothing happened. No trauma. Thus the newly 
acquired inner visual faculty remained intact and non-
traumatized, to be refined with maturation. Nothing caused 
it to be arrested in development or forgotten. 

I believe this explains why the midrash suggests all Torah 
requires study and toiling (ameil) to be acquired. (The 
Vilna Gaon suggests the toiling comes from the breaking 
of the historical Tablets of Stone on Mt Sinai and the new 
tablets required Moses and his generational replacement 



leaders, to toil in its study, for Moses not God must now 
and forever hew out the new tablets).  This is represented 
by the auditory faculty which requires the beckoning ta 
sh’ma in the talmud, “come and hear” as opposed to the 
invitation in the Zohar which reads “ta chazee” come and 
visualize. The latter requires the faculty of vision and 
imagination to operate without toil nor effort. The secrets 
of Torah and the imaging of the divine requires the latter 
faculty to operate, namely the imaginative soul. This had 
never been damaged either at birth or prior.

In our worship and spiritual discipline both the discursive 
toiling in texts must be developed alongside the 
imaginative faculties which seem to be best nurtured 
through the arts and music. 
This oft neglected tool is especially needed in a world torn 
apart by opposing ideologies even within orthodoxy and 
religion. Music heals all precisely because it has a 
common root and acts like a healing force unifying us all in 
song and harmony.


