
Amy Levy
Her Relevance, Significance, and Continuing Impact 

Amy Levy was born on November 10th, 
1861 in London, to Lewis and Isobel Levy. 
Her family, although Jewish, were “English 
Jews”, meaning that they were strongly tied 
to English values and culture, and were not 
religiously observant in the home. Levy was 
Lewis and Isobel’s second daughter. Levy’s 
father highly valued the education of his 
daughters, and Levy was sent to Brighton 
High School at age 15, and later continued 
to Newham, a college open at Cambridge to 
women, one of two at the time. In 1881, 
after four years at Newham, Levy left and 
traveled for the next few years. Levy was 
the first Jewish woman to attend Newham, 
which is significant in her time. At age 27, 
Levy committed suicide by charcoal 
inhalation. 

By age 15, Levy had developed her interest 
in writing, and began experimenting with 
dramatic monologue. She published two 
novels in 1888, The Romance of a Shop, 
and Reuben Sachs. Prior to this, Levy was 
known for writing articles, stories, poetry 
and other writings that were either privately 
commissioned or published. At one point, 
she was published in Oscar Wilde’s 
magazine, “The Woman’s World”. In 1886, 
Levy wrote a number of articles 
surrounding Jewish culture and identity 
such as :The Ghetto at Florence”, “The Jew 
in Fiction” and more. Her poetry included a 
book entitled The London Plane-Tree, and 
“A Ballad of Religion and Marriage”. 

Levy’s impact continued after her death. 
During the 1970’s and 80’s, Levy was 
recognized as a writer of hyphenated 
English identity (Jewish-English), and her 
works were used and celebrated within 
feminist and post-colonial theory. In the 
1980’s and 90’s, Levy’s poetry and 
‘rediscovered’ by feminist literary critics, 
categorizing her as a “New Woman”, a term 
used to describe women who were pushing 
the boundaries society prescribed to them. 
Today, we might call these women 
“liberated women”, or feminists. Many 
have regarded her as among the most 
significant lesbian poets of the 19th century, 
while others have stated her works provide 
“a highly complex exploration of 
femininity, of sexuality and of women’s 
relation to power” (Hetherington and 
Valman 12). Ultimately, Levy began 
conversation about identity, gender, 
sexuality and culture, a conversation that 
remains relevant today. 

Amy Levy, as an author and a poet, navigated 
discourse around being a lesbian, a Jewish woman, 
and a feminist. As a lesbian, a feminist, and a Jewish 
woman, Levy was somewhat ostracized from a 
predominantly male, heterosexual, and Christian 
society. In her novel, Reuben Sachs, Levy critiques 
gender roles and culture in the Jewish community. 
Her experiences as a Jewish woman gave her an 
inside perspective to the tendencies of the Jewish 
community. This, coupled with her feminism, led 
her to critically examine the culture she came from. 
Her critiques, not only of the Jewish community, but 
of gender roles and culture in wider society, were 
not intended to be malicious. Rather, they were an 
attempt at negotiating her numerous identities in a 
society she would never really belong to. As Naomi 
Hetherington and Nadia Valman state, “It is her 
multiplicity of identities as an intellectual Jewish 
woman, a feminist, and a lesbian that makes Levy so 
compelling” (2). 

Levy’s suicide in 1889 stemmed from this multiplicity of identities. She suffered from depressive 
episodes throughout her adult life, and many scholars have speculated that it was her “dissident 
position” in society that led to her ultimate death by suicide. Beth-Zion Lask notes that “She saw the 
void that stretched between the real and the ideal; and her soul, like those of the Prophets before her, 
burned in anguished indignation” (Hetherington, Valman 6). Her suicide provides insight into the 
struggles of a woman who not only was a minority through her culture, but also through her gender 
and sexuality. 
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Figure 2: The Woman’s World Magazine Cover where Levy published 
essays and poetry. 

Figure 1: Amy Levy (1861-1889)

Figure 3: Sidgwick Hall at Newham College, Cambridge where Levy 
attended University. 


