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 “My mother cried out to her / She responded to my grandmother…/
And to my great-grandmother/ and to my great-great-grandmother…”
Introduction
Esther Shkalim (1955) is an Israeli Mizrahi feminist poet, born in Tehran, who immigrated to Israel with her family at the age of four.[footnoteRef:1] Her poems authentically reflect the experience of immigration, its hardships and its pain, with great sensitivity. They express the conflict inherent in the clash between the Mizrahi Jewish cultural heritage and modern Israeli reality. While Shkalim identifies and empathizes with her female Mizrahi ancestors and refers to them in many of her poems she often protests against women’s inferior status in traditional, Mizrahi society.	Comment by Microsoft account: לפי הסגנון יש להוסיף מיקום ההוצאה לאור. יש מספר הערות שדורשות תוספת זה. כמובן, שיקגו אינו דורש את זה.  [1:  Shkalim published two poetry collections: שרקיה (Fierce Eastern Wind; Or Yehuda: Kinneret, Zmora-Bitan, 2006) and מה אישה צריכה לדעת (What a Woman Needs to Know; Or Yehuda, Kinneret, Zmora-Bitan, 2017). See too, https://esthershkalim.co.il/] 

Shkalim’s poetry exhibits a profound connection with the linguistic, gastronomic, and cultural traditions of her Persian-Jewish culture. In the poems we will discuss, as in many of Shkalim’s other poems, we find various Persian phrases, character names, places, foods, and herbs and plants, including those used in the incense used to ward off demons and spirits.[footnoteRef:2] Her poems are filled with a cornucopia of fragrances and tastes from the Persian-Jewish kitchen, authentically reflecting the beliefs and customs of her cultural heritage.[footnoteRef:3]	Comment by JA: הי רחלי, את צריכה לציין את שם הספר בהערה. [2:  The names and unique customs of Persian immigrants are explained in the footnotes to the poems in her book.]  [3:   The Mizrahi impact on the book is not only thematic but also graphic: photographs of Persian miniatures and ancient amulets adorn the book. Furthermore, several of the poems are accompanied by family pictures or other photographs, including those depicting the ancient Jewish cemetery near Serah's cave and suchlike. This design element suits many of Shkalim’s poems, including those we will discuss, for the poems are based on traditional, Persian-Jewish folklore. We may also assume that Shkalim’s design choices were influenced by her scholarly work on Jewish communities and her position as a curator of Jewish art.  See Esther Shkalim, A Mosaic of Israel's Traditions (Jerusalem/New York: Devora Publishing, 2006).] 

Shkalim appropriates in her poems a wide range of canonical Jewish texts, including the Bible, Midrash, Mishnah, Talmud, and liturgy. By appropriating canonical patriarchal language, she expresses her identity as a woman and as a female poet.[footnoteRef:4] Many Israeli female poets have introduced figures of biblical women into their poems that function as poetic foremothers and grant these modern poets some of their power.[footnoteRef:5] They use these foremothers to define themselves and formulate their own identities. This phenomenon also appears in Esther Shkalim’s work which sometimes employs biblical women, including Miriam the prophetess, Queen Esther, and Serah daughter of Asher; the poems in which Serah appears will be addressed in this article.[footnoteRef:6] This use of female figures from the patriarchal cultural canon in order to express an autonomous female voice is a characteristic common to Hebrew women’s poetry and women’s poetry in the West.[footnoteRef:7] 	Comment by Microsoft account: הפסקה די ארוכה. ניתן לחלק אותה?  חלקתי לשלש.	Comment by Microsoft account: לפי הסגנון הדרוש יש להוסיף את השם של המאמר בעברית ולהשאיר את התרגום בסוגריים.	Comment by Microsoft account: נא להבהיר פרוש הכותרת "הן בקולה בי רן." [4:  A. Suskin Ostriker, Stealing the Language: The Emergence of Women's Poetry in America (Boston: Beacon Press, 1986), pp. 211–213; T. Cohen, “Inside the Culture and Outside It: On the Appropriation of the ‘Father's Language’ as a Way of Intellectually Shaping the Female Self,” in Sadan: Studies in Hebrew Literature: Selected Chapters in Hebrew Women’s Poetry (eds. Z. Shamir and H. David; Tel Aviv, 1996), pp. 69–110 (Hebrew).]  [5:  L. Ratokהחיפוש אחר האם השירית  [The Search for the Poetic Mother], Shdamot 101 (August 1989): 126–127; L. Ratok,   "הן קולה בי רן: דמות האישה המקראית בשירת נשים עברית" [Hen Kolah Bi Ran: The Figure of the Biblical Woman in Women’s Hebrew Poetry], DIMOOY: Magazine for Jewish Literature, Art, and Culture, 16 (1999): 15–23.]  [6:  See https://jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/13435-serah]  [7:  Ch. Shacham, Nashim Umasekhot (Women and Masks; Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 2001), p. 15. ] 

Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar addressed the anxiety felt by female authors who had difficulty taking part in a literary tradition that was essentially devoid of women.[footnoteRef:8] Alicia Ostriker claims that female authors tend to search for historical female figures and bring them to life in their works. This process, ipso facto, creates an alternative literary tradition.[footnoteRef:9] Most of the modern poems that place a female biblical figure at their center are taking part in a cultural reversal that transforms marginalized figures into central ones. The biblical narrative usually relegates women to the margins of the text and modern poetry “redeems” them from this inferior status, making them central to a new creative process. Placing biblical women at the heart of the literary works rescues them from their marginalization and silencing.[footnoteRef:10]  [8:  S. Gilbert & S. Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic (New Haven/London: Yale UP, 1979), pp. 92–45. In contrast to Harold Bloom’s oedipal model which delineates the author’s anxiety about his literary predecessors’ influence, they describe a different, non-oedipal, model for women.  See H. Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence (New York: Oxford UP, 1973), p. 94.  ]  [9:  A. Suskin Ostriker, Writing Like a Woman (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1986).]  [10:  Shacham, Women and Masks, p. 15.] 

This phenomenon is readily apparent in the poems to be discussed, for at their very epicenter stands a heroine that the Bible tells us nothing about, aside from noting her own and her father’s names (“Serah daughter of Asher”). Feminist literary criticism perceives the interpersonal relationships with a “close other” as a central feature of the gender dimension in the crystallization of a woman’s identity.[footnoteRef:11] Alongside her connection to biblical women, Shkalim’s poetry reveals her strong connection to her female ancestors. Like the biblical foremothers, her own biological predecessors lend her some of their own strength and enable her to formulate her identity through them.	Comment by Microsoft account: הוספתי את העובדה שהתנ"ך גם מוסרת את השם שלה.	Comment by Microsoft account: האם יש מונח מקובל למונח זה? [11:   J. Kegan Gardiner, “On Female Identity and Writing by Women,” in Writing and Sexual Difference, (ed. E. Abel; The University of Chicago Press, 1982(, pp. 177–191.] 

One of the central themes in Shkalim’s poetry is the relationship between mothers and daughters, a topic that patriarchal culture fails to address. In Lily Ratok’s estimation, this topic only began to gain prominence in Hebrew narrative fiction in the 1980s.[footnoteRef:12] Nancy Chodorow, in her book The Reproduction of Mothering, explains that girls grow up identifying with and imagining themselves as a continuation of their mothers; however, they develop their female identities through a complex dualistic process combining continuation and individuation, identification and distinction, connection and differentiation simultaneously.[footnoteRef:13] This theory is reflected in Shkalim’s poems; the relationship between the poet and her female lineage—her foremothers—is complex and dualistic. Notwithstanding the clear difference between Shkalim and them, and notwithstanding her reservations about (if not outright disapproval of) their worldview,[footnoteRef:14] these ancestors function as her personal and sociocultural support network,[footnoteRef:15] a network that empowers women within the confines of the patriarchal culture.[footnoteRef:16]	Comment by Microsoft account: רק fiction?	Comment by Microsoft account: תוספת המתרגם בסוגריים. נא לאשר או לא.	Comment by Microsoft account: בהערה האם הסבתא שלה – disapprove או had reservations?	Comment by Microsoft account: תרגמתי את השורה מהשיר, אך אשמח לקבל את התרגום הרשמי  במידה שיש. [12:  See L. Ratok (ed.), Hakol Ha’aher: Sipporet Nashim Ivrit (The Other Voice: Women's Fiction in Hebrew; Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 1994), pp. 303–305.]  [13:  N. Chodorow. The Reproduction of Mothering (Berkley/Los Angeles/London: University of California Press, 1999).]  [14:  For example, the poem "קול באשה אחרת" (The Voice in/of Another Woman; E. Shkalim, What a Women Needs to Know, 18) in which the poet discloses her grandmother’s reservations about the sound of her laughter. Her grandmother believed that “a pious, modest, Persian young lady” must keep her laughter private, laughing in her heart and eschewing any audible sound. ]  [15:  For instance, the eponymous poem שרקיה (Fierce Eastern Wind; E. Shkalim, Fierce Eastern Wind, 10) which is named for a fierce Eastern wind. Shkalim describes her grandmother’s life as one in which she navigated the sharkia within her, a symbol of her vitality and female strength, her giving birth to 15 children and so forth. And, she concludes the poem by turning to her mother for help, asking her: “And what of the sharkia in me? Mother, What am I to do?”]  [16:  P. O'Connor, Friendships between Women (New York: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1992).] 

This article focuses on two poems Shkalim wrote about the biblical figure, Serah. We will begin by sketching the image of Serah created by the various sources that inspired these poems. 
 Serah in Bible, Midrash, and Folklore
Serah, daughter of Asher and granddaughter of Jacob, is mentioned twice in the Bible. The first time in the census of the children of Israel who went down to Egypt: “Asher’s sons: Imnah, Ishvah, Ishvi, and Beriah, and their sister Serah (Gen 46:13, JPS 1985; all biblical translations in this article are based on JPS, 1985) and the second time in the census of the Israelites who left Egypt:  “The name of Asher’s daughter was Serah.” (Num 26:46). Her appearance in the lists of both those who entered Egypt and those who left it centuries later seems to indicate that she lived an extremely long life.[footnoteRef:17] The ancient midrashim (Jewish homiletical works that interpret and elaborate upon biblical texts, pl. of midrash) noted Serah’s surprising inclusion in both lists and concluded that this anomaly attests to her extraordinary longevity.[footnoteRef:18]  [17:  Whether the period of the Egyptian bondage was 430 years (Exod 12:40), 400 years (Gen 15:12), or 210 years (as the Rabbis assert in Gen. Rab. 91:2), Serah seems to have lived, at the very least, over 200 years. ]  [18:  See “Serah daughter of Asher was among those who entered Egypt and among those who entered the Land of Israel” (S. Olam Rab., Chpt. 9 [my translation]). Serah's name (spelled with a samekh in some sources) may attest to those traditions championing her extraordinary longevity. The phrase “serah ha-odef,” employed in the context of the Tabernacle’s construction (Exod 26:12), means “something that is left over, a surplus.” Serah, as it were, was left over from that generation.] 

Serah’s unique status as the only woman mentioned in an all-male genealogical list testifies to her importance. Along with her apparent longevity, this anomaly made Serah a source of inspiration for the midrash’s authors. This biblical figure, of whom nothing is known except her lineage, is transformed by the Rabbis into a unique and fascinating character. Serah is portrayed as a wise woman who wields power and influence, and whose status among the Israelites is unquestioned.[footnoteRef:19] Her longevity implies the knowledge of ancient secrets lost to her people and she holds the “keys of redemption.”[footnoteRef:20]  We will illustrate her character and stature by exploring several midrashim that connect Serah to Moses and Joseph. In the first midrash which sheds light on Moses’ early leadership years, Serah identifies Moses as the man who has been chosen to take the Israelites out of Egypt. When Moses and Aaron appear before the elders of Israel and perform miraculous signs (otot) to convince them that they are Divine emissaries, the elders turn to Serah for confirmation. Serah is not impressed by the signs, but she is persuaded by the unique phrase that Moses used. According to the Midrash, the secret of redemption had been given “to Abraham our forefather, and Abraham had passed it down to Isaac, and Isaac had passed it down to Jacob, and Jacob had passed down the secret of redemption to Joseph, saying “And God will surely remember [pakod yifkod] all of you.” And Joseph, his son, gave the secret of redemption to his brothers, saying to them: “God will surely remember [pakod yifkod] all of you,” and Asher passed down the secret of redemption to Serah his daughter ….”  When Serah was informed that Moses had used the code words pakod yifkod, she immediately declared, “he is the man who will redeem Israel from Egypt, for so my father told me” (Pirqe Rabbi El. 48:2 [my translation]). Just as Serah disrupted the genealogical chain in the two aforementioned biblical lists, in this midrash as well, she—as a woman—breaks the chain of male, political dominance. [19:   See Tamar Kadari, Kolech 101 (New Moon of Tevet, 2006): 113–115.]  [20:  Joseph Heinemann delved deeply into Serah daughter of Asher’s legends and noted their common denominator: secrets and revelations are offered to those who are worthy of them.  See Aggadot Vetoldoteihen (Jerusalem, 1974), pp. 56–63. See too, Ephraim Hazan, Serah bat Asher, Hadaf Hashevu’i [Study Sheet on the Weekly Torah Portion], Bar-Ilan University 268, Parashat Vayigash, 1999.] 

Another midrash that links Serah and Moses sheds light on the moment of the exodus itself. Moses wishes to honor the oath the Israelites had made to Joseph concerning his reburial in the Land of Israel when the children of Israel left Egypt (Gen 50, 25); however, he does not know where Joseph is buried and he is very worried that this may delay the exodus from Egypt. Moses turns to Serah to help him find Joseph’s coffin: “They said, ‘Serah daughter of Asher is the only person remaining alive from that generation, and she showed Moses Joseph’s grave.’ She said to him: ‘They placed him here.’” (Mek. de-Rabbi Ishmael Beshalach, Massekhta Devayehi Beshalach, Proem). Serah, Joseph’s niece, who presumably witnessed with her own eyes what the Egyptians did with his coffin, thus helped hasten the redemption.[footnoteRef:21] According to another midrashic tradition, when Joseph was ready to tell his father that he was still alive and ruling Egypt, as related in the Bible, he sent word with his brothers. The brothers wishing to convey the news gently asked Serah to play the harp and sing the news to Jacob. Serah sang, “Joseph my uncle is alive, and he rules the entire Land of Egypt, and he is not dead,” and the Holy Spirit descended on Jacob and he perceived that what she had said was true, and he blessed her with eternal life.[footnoteRef:22]  [21:  Kadari, Kolech, p. 114.]  [22:   Sefer Hayashar, Vayigash, 14.] 

Serah’s longevity inspired other midrashic traditions. According to one, she was still alive in King David’s time, and she was the “wise woman” from Abel Beth-maacah (2 Sam 20:16–22) who saved the lives of all her fellow townspeople (Eccl. Rab. 9:18, § 23). Another tradition contends that Serah never died. She is one of very few people who entered the Garden of Eden alive (Kallah Rab. 3:23). Another fascinating tradition relates that Serah appeared in R. Yochanan’s study hall (third century Palestinian Amora) while he was “delivering a homiletical lecture about the splitting of the Reed Sea.” He asked, how the waters were “like a wall” (Exod 14:22), and Serah explained that the waters were “like transparent windows,” and claimed, “I was there” (Pesiq. Rab Kah., Vayehi Beshalach 11:13 [my translation]). Serah’s testimony is accepted and she is portrayed as a wise woman, capable of taking part in the scholarly debates in the rabbinic study hall.
Serah’s character not only gained a place for itself in rabbinic midrash but also in Jewish-Persian folklore.[footnoteRef:23] The stories about Serah were transmitted orally from father to son and from mother to daughter. As Shkalim writes, “Serah arrived in Esfahan, Persia, along with the exiles from Judea. The Jews of Iran consider the cave named for her near Esfahan to be one of their holiest sites, and in times of individual or communal distress they would pilgrimage there.”[footnoteRef:24]  [23: Serah not only takes pride of place among the Persian Jews but also in other folklore traditions. Ephraim Hazan notes that “Serah’s story added much charm to the Judeo-Arabic folksongs that were sung by the women of Djerba.” He also reports that surprisingly this poetry identifies Serah with the mysterious, legendary figure (the ghriba, “the isolated one”) who hid behind the El Ghriba Synagogue. See, Hazan, Study Sheet on the Weekly Torah Portion.]  [24:  See E. Shkalim, Fierce Eastern Wind, n. 1, p. 23.] 

The scholar Zeev Vilnai points out that “the Iranian (Persian) Jews maintain that Serah’s grave is in the village of Linjan [currently Pir Bakran], near the city of Esfahan, where one of the oldest Persian Jewish communities is located…the grave is holy to the many Jews of Persia who pilgrimage there on mass.”[footnoteRef:25] According to Rabbi Reuben Zakaim, the Esfahan Jews pass down the story of Serah revealing herself to the Persian monarch Shah Abbas I (1588–1629) in a cave near the village of Linjan, thirty kilometers south of Esfahan. As a result of Serah's intervention, the king canceled the harsh decrees he had promulgated against the Jews. Zakaim reports that the Esfahan Jews referred to the place where this revelation occurred as Mama Sara’h (Mother Serah) and proclaimed it a holy site. Iranian Jews, as a whole, and the Esfahan Jews, in particular, customarily visited the site from the first day of Elul to the Day of Atonement.[footnoteRef:26]  [25:  Zeev Vilnai, Matzevot Kodesh Be’eretz Yisrael (Sacred Tombstones in the Land of Israel; Mossad Harav Kook, 1963), pp. 12–127.]  [26:  According to Zakaim, this tradition is corroborated by B. ben Lutaf’s seventeenth-century writings. See, Rabbi Reuven Zakaim, https://www.hidabroot.org/article/180657] 

Shkalim’s poems take their cue from the multiple additional meanings that Serah took on among the Persian Jews.
Modern Poems about Serah




In Shkalim’s first collection of poetry entitled Sharkia there are two poems centered on the figure of Serah. She is described as a holy figure to whose grave Persian Jewish women would customarily make pilgrimages. On these pilgrimages they would offer prayers of supplication, petitioning her to save them from their troubles. Susan Starr-Sered who studied how Mizrahi Jewish women apprehend their religious world describes the customs and rituals that these women inherited from their mothers and grandmothers—for instance, their visiting the graves of holy people to pray for the welfare of their families, particularly when illness or childlessness struck (the issue of fertility was especially important to them). Starr-Sered maintains that these women see the pilgrimage to these graves as the fulfillment of a religious precept. The deceased holy man or woman, whether a family member or a biblical figure, is perceived by them to be an integral part of life. They feel very close to them and they are accustomed to conversing and consulting with them.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Susan Starr-Sered, Women as Ritual Experts (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 1–22. ] 

The two following poems reflect this Weltanschauung. 
[bookmark: _Hlk132349739]שֶׂרַח בַּת אָשֵׁר לֹא תֵּעָנֶה לִי 
                                                                         
שֶׂרַח בַּת אָשֵׁר לֹא תֵּעָנֶה לִי                                               
אַבִּירַת יַעֲקֹב
הִיא הָיְתָה עִמִּי טֶרֶם
נִכְרַת
חֶבֶל הַטַּבּוּר
אִמִּי זָעֲקָה אֵלֶיהָ

הִיא עָנְתָה לְסָבָתִי בְּעֵת צָרָה
וּלְאֵם סָבָתִי בְּעֵת רַחֲמִים
וּלְסָבַת-סָבָתִי בְּעֵת רָצוֹן
וְעִמָּן הִיא תַּעֲלֶה בִּסְעָרָה יְרוּשָׁלַיְמָה
בִּמְחִלּוֹת הַ"קּוּקוּלוּ".

אֲנִי עָלִיתִי בְּמָטוֹס.

שֶׂרַח בַּת אָשֵׁר לֹא תֵּעָנֶה לִי
עִם סָבָתִי הִיא תִּבְּלָה אֶת הַ”גּוֹרְמֶה סַבְּזִי"
וּפְתִילוֹת שַׁבָּת עִם אִמִּי הִדְלִיקָה

אִם תִּתְדַּפֵּק עַל דַּלְתִּי
לְחוֹתָמָהּ, פְּתִילֶיהָ וּמַטֶּהָ 
אֶשְׁאָלָה.

Serah Bat Asher Will Not Answer Me	Comment by Microsoft account: הקטעים מהסידור ומהתורה אינם מופיעים בעברית.

Answer us, you who answer in times of favor
Answer us, you who answer in times of trouble
Answer us, you who answer in times of mercy
– from the Sephardic and Oriental High Holiday prayerbook

And she said, “See if you recognize whose seal and cords and staff these are.”
– Genesis 38:25
Serah bat Asher will not answer me
Jacob's strength
She was with me before
The umbilical cord
Was cut
My mother cried out to her
She answered my grandmother in times of trouble
And my great-grandmother in times of mercy
And my great-great-grandmother in times of favor
And she will ascend with them in a whirlwind to Jerusalem
Through the "Kukulu” tunnels.
I made my ascent in a plane.
Serah bat Asher will not answer me
With my grandmother she added spices to the Ghorme Sabzi
And lit the wicks of the Shabbat lights with my mother
If she comes knocking on my door
I will call for
Her seal, her cords, and her staff.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  E. Shkalim, Fierce Eastern Wind, p. 22.] 


The poem is introduced by an adamant declaration that “Serah bat Asher will not answer me,” and the line then recurs twice in the poem. The phrase “Jacob’s strength” echoes the verse “And all mankind shall know / That I the LORD am your Savior, / The Mighty One of Jacob, your Redeemer” (Isa 49:26). The phrase “Jacob’s strength” or “The Mighty One of Jacob” are epithets for God. Their use here indicates that the women related to Serah as someone who possessed supernatural powers. They prayed to her, and she answered their prayers. The poet’s mother cried out to her when she was giving birth to the poet; the poet’s grandmother and great-grandmother felt Serah’s presence during their daily menial tasks: when they spiced the Ghorme Sabzi (a beloved Persian dish)[footnoteRef:29] and when they lit the wicks for Shabbat. The poet declares that Serah “answered my grandmother in times of trouble/ And my great-grandmother in times of mercy/ And my great-great-grandmother in times of favor.” These lines echo the familiar prayer cited as an epigraph at the beginning of the poem: “Answer us, you who answer in times of favor/ Answer us, you who answer in times of trouble/ Answer us, you who answer in times of mercy” (from the Sephardic and Oriental High Holiday prayer book). While Serah was, as it were, with the poet when she was in her mother’s womb, the umbilical cord which has been cut expresses her abandonment. The sense of disconnection the poet feels from Serah—who had been such a central and significant figure in the lives of her female ancestors—symbolizes the disconnection she feels from her female lineage and heritage. Her progenitors possessed the simple faith that Serah would “ascend with them in a whirlwind to Jerusalem,”[footnoteRef:30] via the kukulu tunnel, a secret underground tunnel beneath the ancient Jewish cemetery adjacent to Serah bat Asher’s cave. These women believed that the tunnel goes to Jerusalem and that those buried in the cemetery will traverse this tunnel and be the first to reach the holy city when the Messiah comes.[footnoteRef:31] In contrast to her foremothers, the poet—the speaker in the poem—adopts a somewhat humorous tone when she declares: “I made my ascent in a plane.” That is to say, I arrived in Israel as a modern woman who feels less connected to Serah’s putative, miraculous powers.  [29:  E. Shkalim, Fierce Eastern Wind, p. 23, n. 3.]  [30: The phrase “in a whirlwind” alludes to Elijah’s miraculous ascent to the Heavens in a whirlwind (2 Kgs 2: 11–12) ]  [31:  E. Shkalim, Fierce Eastern Wind, p. 23, n. 2.] 


This detachment from Serah notwithstanding, Shkalim raises the possibility of connecting with her at the end of her poem. She expects Serah to take the initiative. As she writes, if Serah “knocks” on her door—a phrase echoing the verse “Hark, my beloved knocks!” (Song of Songs 5:2) that hints at an opportunity that must not be missed— “I will call for/ Her seal, her cords, and her staff.” These words, emblazoned like a motto at the beginning of the poem, allude to Tamar’s words to Judah: “See if you recognize whose seal and cords and staff these are” (Gen 38:25). Tamar symbolizes the courageous, proactive woman, who resourcefully takes the initiative, whose desire to become a mother led to her to engage in a bold and daring scheme wholly frowned upon by society. The Bible presents the unorthodox action she took in a positive light. As a reward, she became the foremother of a distinguished, Israelite line, that of King David. Just as Tamar asked Judah to deposit his identifying markers with her as a surety and thus forced him to recognize her (“See if you recognize”) so too the poet asks Serah to give her Serah’s own identifying markers in order to force her to recognize the poet. The poet’s desire to gain Serah’s recognition expresses her desire to bond with her foremothers and their heritage. The poet’s renewed connection with Serah which is reflected in her very act of writing these poems seems to have been influenced by rabbinic midrash where, as we mentioned above, Serah achieved the highly unusual status of wise woman in a patriarchal society.
The renewed connection between the poet and her foremothers (via Serah) recalls one of the most frequent mother-daughter experiences. Jean Baker Miller, a psychiatrist, explains that in order for women to gain their autonomy they need to distance themselves from their mothers. The daughter needs to distance herself for some time, be it brief or lengthy, until she can return to her mother without the fear of being swallowed up. Baker Miller describes a movement from attachment to disconnection and then to a renewed attachment that provides for a more mature bond between mothers and their daughters, one possessing more empathy and the possibility of growth.[footnoteRef:32] The willingness of the poet to metaphorically open the door for Serah seems to attest to a mature bond imbued with empathy and this possibility for growth.	Comment by Microsoft account: הוספתי את המילים the possibility of. נא לאשר.	Comment by Microsoft account: נא להוסיף מספר עמוד. [32:  Jean Baker Miller, Toward a New Psychology of Women (Beacon Press: Boston, 1976), pp. ] 

The poem we have just discussed hints at a longing for the Land of Israel and for the simple faith in a miraculous return to the Land of Israel (via the kukulu tunnel). The next poem hints at the spiritual and cultural crisis that many new immigrants from Arab countries experienced when they ascended to the land that their forefathers had so desperately longed for. For the reality was far different from what they had imagined.	Comment by Microsoft account: אפשר לתרגם את הביטוי כ- Arab lands, Muslim lands, Islamic lands, or Arab/Muslim/Islamic האם ישל לך העדפה?  countries
[bookmark: _Hlk132349772]שֶׂרַח  

בְּרֹאשׁ הַשָּׁנָה
עָלְתָה דּוֹדָתִי מוֹרְבָרִי  חַאנוּם
לַמְּעָרָה שֶׁל שֶׂרַח  בַּת אָשֵׁר
וְנִפְקְדָה.
שֶׂרַח 
שֵׁם קָדוֹשׁ
 בְּאֶסְפַהָאן

וּכְשֶׁנּוֹלְדָה שֶׂרַח 
לְמוֹרְבָרִי חַאנוּם
הֶהֱבִילוּ נִיחוֹחוֹת הָאֶסְפָנְד   
עִם צָהֳלוֹת  הַ-לוּ-לוּ-לוּ                      
שֶׁהִרְחִיקוּ אֶת הַשֵּׁדִים וְהָרוּחוֹת הָרָעוֹת
וְרָשְׁמוּ לִפְקֻדָּתָהּ
חַיִּים מְתוּקִים
 וְשָׁלוֹם

וּבְיוֹם פְּקֻדָּה
כְּשֶׁשָּׁבָה שֶׂרַח  לְאָהֳלֵי יַעֲקֹב
פָּקְדוּ עָלֶיהָ 
כָּאן
עֲווֹן אֲבוֹתֶיהָ
וּמַעַלְלֵי-שְׁמָהּ
וְנִסְתָּרְחָה.
                                           
וַיִּקָּרֵא שְׁמָהּ 
בְּיִשְׂרָאֵל
בָּשְׂמַת

שֶׂרַח 
שֵׁם בָּאוּשׁ
בְּתֵל אָבִיב
לֹא יַעֲלֶה וְלֹא יָבוֹא
לֹא יַגִּיעַ וְלֹא יֵרָאֶה
לֹא יֵרָצֶה וְלֹא יִשָּׁמַע
לֹא יִפָּקֵד וְלֹא יִזָּכֵר

שֶׂרַח 
בַּת אָשֵׁר
נִפְקְדָה
Serah
I will return the captives to Jacob’s tents
– Jeremiah 30:18
May [our remembrance] come up, may it come in,
May it come forward, may it be seen,
May it be favored, may it be heard,
May it be named, may it be remembered
– from the “Ya’ale veyavo” prayer recited on every New Moon and festival
On Rosh Hashana
My aunt Morvari Hanum made the ascent
To Serah bat Asher's cave
And found favor.
Serah
Is a holy name
In Esfahan
When Serah was born
To Morvari Hanum
The fragrance of esfand
Mingled with the cries of "Lulululu!” 
Warding off demons and evil spirits
Accruing in her favor
Sweet life
And peace
On the ill-favored day
When Serah returned to Jacob's tents
The sins of her fathers
The faults of her name
Found her out
Here
And tainted her.
And in Israel
Her name was called
Basmat
Serah
Is an odious name
In Tel Aviv
Not to come up, not to come in
Not to come forward, not to be seen
Not to be favored, not to be heard
Nor to be named, nor to be remembered
Serah
Bat Asher
Was nowhere to be found.[footnoteRef:33] [33: 33  E. Shkalim, Fierce Eastern Wind, pp. 34–35.] 

The poem’s epigraph, which functions like a motto, is from Jeremiah 30:18, “I will return the captives to Jacob’s tents,” and in the poem itself, the return to Jacob’s tent—the realization of Jeremiah’s prophetic vision of the ingathering of the exiles—is cast in a harshly realistic and cynical light. The poem’s protagonists are the poet’s aunt, named Moravi Hanum (Hanum means “Lady” in colloquial Persian)[footnoteRef:34] and her first cousin Serah—who Moravi Hanum bore after praying at Serah’s cave on the Jewish New Year. Shkalim relates that women who were favored by Serah’s intercession and conceived a girl customarily named their daughters’ Serah.[footnoteRef:35] The poem depicts the great joy accompanying the birth of the baby girl, which was accompanied by cries of “Lulululu” and the fragrance of esfand (the seeds of the wild rue plant, Peganum harmala)[footnoteRef:36] which Persian Jews traditionally used to make incense to ward off many forms of evil influences.[footnoteRef:37] In this poem, as well as in many others, Shkalim’s penchant for granting the Mizrahi folk way of life dominance is quite clear. In doing so, she adds her voice to veteran Mizrahi poets, including Erez Biton, who protested Mizrahi culture’s lost honor which the Ashkenazi, cultural hegemony had taken away by marginalizing it. [34:  E. Shkalim, Fierce Eastern Wind, p. 35, n. 2.]  [35: 35 E. Shkalim, Fierce Eastern Wind, p. 35, n. 2.]  [36:  E. Shkalim, Fierce Eastern Wind, p. 35, n. 3.]  [37:  E. Shkalim, Fierce Eastern Wind, p. 35, n. 3.] 


The poem describes a surprising demand faced by many new immigrants that their traditional Jewish names be changed into Israeli Hebrew ones. The poem depicts the replacement of the name Serah (which in Hebrew sounds like the words for “foul-smelling” or “corruption”) with the name Basmat (which is derived from the word bosem, which has a pleasant fragrance). Even though, in this case, the name change is not arbitrary but is a response to the connotation the name has in Israeli Hebrew, it still has the unpleasant whiff of the deliberate erasure of the young Serah’s original identity. The demand to change their names was perceived by immigrants who had come from Arab lands to stem from the Ashkenazi, Israeli establishment’s condescending attitude towards them and their heritage. This feeling is also reflected in one of Shkalim’s later poems, where she beats her breast for the sin of name-changing and blames the immigrants themselves for changing their names:

בזכות שלושה דברים / נגאלו / ישראל ממצרים: / שלא שינו את שמותם / ואת לשונם / ואת לבושם // ואנחנו / הֵמַרנו שמותינו לבית אבותינו / מאסנו בשפת אמותינו / והשלכנו בגדי תפארתנו..." 	Comment by Microsoft account: האם יש לך תרגום רשמי לשיר הזה?  תרמתי את שלי.
English translation[footnoteRef:38] [38:   בזכות שלשה דברים [In the Merit of Three Things] in Esther Shkalim, What A Woman Needs to Know, p. 28.] 

In the merit of three things/ Israel was redeemed from Egypt:
They did not change their names/ their language/ and their mode of dress//
And we/ changed our family names/ were disgusted by our mother tongue/ and discarded our garments of glory

The issue of name-changing is treated by several other writers and poets who address the absorption difficulties faced by immigrants from Arab lands. The two autobiographical novels written by the writer Eli Amir provide an example of this phenomenon. The novel Scapegoat relates the story of a group of new immigrant youths, mostly from Iraq, veterans of the ma’abarot (transit camps) who are going to school in a kibbutz during the 1950s.[footnoteRef:39] The kibbutz counselor Hebraicizes the children’s names, and they submissively resign themselves to this. However, when he approaches the hero of the novel, Nuri, and informs him that he will henceforth be known as Nimrod, the latter refuses. He feels that keeping his name symbolically preserves his identity and his attachment to his earlier life. In the novel, The Bicycle Boy, Nuri, who works as a courier in the Prime Minister’s office, tells his beloved Michal when they first meet: “My name is Nuri Fuad Elias Nasah ben Selim Halschi.” [footnoteRef:40]  The government clerks take every opportunity they can to mix up his name and offer to change it. He feels that changing his name would erase his identity, so he refuses to do so. Finally, he changes his name in his identity card, but regrets having done so. Similar sentiments appear in Sami Shalom Chetrit’s poem “Ve’eleh Shemot” [And These Are the Names]:  [39:  E. Amir, Tarnegol Kaparot (Scapegoat; Am Oved: Tel-Aviv, 1983). Translated as E. Amir, Scapegoat: A Novel (Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1987).]  [40:  E. Amir, נער האופניים (The Bicycle Boy; Am Oved: Tel-Aviv, 2018), p. 183.] 


"והיו לנו שֵמות עם ריח חוּס לָאָרֶס [...] והמורה רשמה לנו ביומן שמותינו עבריים [...] אבל התעקשנו/ עוד קְסָת ניחוחַ חוּס לָאָרֶס". 
English Translation[footnoteRef:41]	Comment by Microsoft account: תרמתי את התרגום שלי. אולי Diashpora כדי להדגיש את השינוי בדיאלקט?
 [41:  S.S. Chetrit, שירים באשדודית [Poems in Ashdodian; Tel-Aviv: Andalus, 2003), p. 12.] 

And we possessed names with the scent of the Diaspora….
And the teacher wrote our Hebrew names in her journal….
But we stubbornly insisted/ A bit more fragrance of the Diaspora.
We will now return our focus to Shkalim’s poem based on the phrase pakod yifkod (I will surely remember) which alludes to the two biblical censuses in which Serah’s name is mentioned, and especially, to one of the midrashim discussed above (Pirqe Rabbi El. 48:2). Inspired by the code words pakod yifkod, which function as a recurring motif in the midrash, the poet employs the diverse meanings that the verb p.k.d. (whose basic meaning is to count or to remember) has in Hebrew The poet uses it six times in the poem, each time with a different connotation.  
The first time occurs when the aunt who ascended to Serah’s cave “found favor” (l.4), that is to say, God remembered her and she conceived (as in the verse: “And the Lord remembered [pakad] Sarah” [Gen 21:1)]. The second time, the fragrance of the esfand that ascended like incense, “inscribed” her for a good life—“accruing her favor” (l.13), depositing a good life in, as it were, her bank account. The third time occurs on the day her family ascends to Israel, which is cynically and painfully described as “the ill-favored” day (l.16), connoting a day of introspection or disaster (as in the verse: “What will you do on the day of punishment [pekudah], When the calamity comes from afar?” [Isa 10:3]). This day symbolizes the erasure of Serah's name and, in fact, Serah's loss of her inheritance, her Judeo-Persian identity and heritage. The fourth time, we are told that Serah was forced to change her name because the sins of her fathers “found her out” (l.18) (as in the verse: “visiting [poked] the guilt of the parents upon the children” [Exod 20:5]). What were these sins? The sins of giving her a name that was seemingly unfitting. The fifth time, we are told that the name Serah is “not to be favored” (l.32), that is to say, it will not be counted or enumerated (as in the verse, “They shall not mention it, or miss it [yifkodu]…” [Jer 3:16]). The phrase lo yipaked (not yipaked) echoes the special prayer for the New Moon and Festivals that is employed as an epigraph at the beginning of the poem: May [our remembrance] come up, may it come in,/ May it come forward, may it be seen,/ May it be favored [yeratse] may it be heard,/ May it be named [yipaked], may it be remembered…” . The ironic contrast between the positive use of the word in the prayer (“may it be named, may it be remembered”) and the negative connotation in the poem emphasizes the gap between the Zionist dream and its actualization. The sixth and last time the word occurs, we are told that Serah daughter of Asher “was nowhere to be found” (l.35). This time the word denotes absence (as in the verse, “but David’s place remained vacant [vayipaked]” [1 Sam 20:25]). This usage implies that ironically, Serah, who had traditionally been associated with the longing to return to Israel, was erased when the redemption finally occurred. Her erasure seems to symbolize the total erasure of Mizrahi cultural heritage.	Comment by Microsoft account: הכוונה ב"יחשב" ל  - considered or enumerated. האם כדאי לתרגם את הפסוק מירמיהו באותו אופן?  
The feelings of frustration and offense, bound up with the ascent to Israel, which are expressed in this poem, appear in many of Shkalim’s other poems which protest the condescending and even degrading attitude Israeli society had to the new immigrants who came from Arab lands in the State’s early years.[footnoteRef:42] [42: For instance, in the poem “Parsi Miduneh” (E. Shkalim, Fierce Eastern Wind, pp. 12–13) the racial slur Jodeh (Jew boy) which the Muslim peasants had hurled at the poet’s father in Iran was replaced by the derogatory term Parsi miduneh which the Israelis favored. Likewise, the poem entitled “Hatikvah” (E. Shkalim, Fierce Eastern Wind, p. 11) engages in a dialogue with the national anthem and objects to it.] 

Summary
Our chronological study of Serah’s development reminds us of the need to partake in a literary-cultural dialogue about women’s identity in a patriarchal world. We began with her two appearances in the Bible, where she is the lone woman in all-male genealogical lists, and continued with the midrashic traditions that transformed her mysterious figure—of whom nothing is known except her lineage—into a woman important both in and of herself and as a leader of the people. We then described the folk traditions that crowned her a holy woman and finally concluded with the modern poems written by Shkalim: poems that depict Serah standing atop a Mizrahi female line which the poet herself uses to shape her own identity. 
Serah’s character, which both the Bible and several ancient midrashim connect to the exodus from Egypt and the journey to the Land of Israel, functions as a source of inspiration for both of Shkalim’s poems dealing with immigration to the Land of Israel. The first poem embodies the Persian Jews’ simple faith in the future, miraculous ascent to Jerusalem, and the second relates the frustration associated with their actual immigration to Tel-Aviv. Combined, the two poems portray the dream of Aliyah (ascent to the Land of Israel) and its shattering on the rocky shores of reality.
The first poem describes the poet’s willingness to reconnect with Serah’s figure, a reconnection that symbolizes her desire to rejoin her foremothers and their Mizrahi heritage. The second poem, detailing the rejection of Serah’s name, as inappropriate in the modern Israeli zeitgeist, symbolizes the poet’s inability to accept the female-Mizrahi tradition that Serah symbolizes. The erasure of Serah and her heritage by Israeli society seems to do terrible damage to the poet’s identity both in terms of her gender as a woman and in terms of her ethnicity as an Oriental Jew.
[bookmark: _Hlk133494145]Shkalim’s poems seem to merely address the realities of women and marginalized groups through women’s customs, their cooking, and so forth. However, in fact, by using the “home or domestic plot,”[footnoteRef:43] her poems express broader societal concerns related to gender and racism. These poems, which examine Serah’s status as a symbol within the context of modern Israeli society, reflect one of the primary and thorniest social issues Israeli society has faced from its inception to this very day. They express the pain felt by the new immigrants from Arab lands who felt that Israeli, Ashkenazi society neither gave their heritage the honor nor the place it deserved in the long-hoped-for State of Israel. [43:  A. Romines, The Home Plot: Women, Writing & Domestic Ritual (University of Massachusetts Press, 1992).
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