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HER VOICE CALLS
Ya'ara Raz Haklai

Throughout the history of Western and Jewish cultures, the domestic sphere has been a
feminine one. Women were confined to it as early as ancient Greece, as Athenian historian

and philosopher Xenophon shows in his Oeconomicus (“The Economist”, 362 BC): "Custom [...]
proclaims as beautiful those excellences of man and woman with which God gifted them at
birth. Thus for a woman to bide tranquilly at home rather than roam abroad is no dishonor...”.!
The Jewish sages likewise interpreted the verse “All glorious is the princess within her chamber”
(Psalm 45) to mean that “it is uncouth for a woman always to leave home”, Even the laws of
present-day State of Israel conflate the domestic sphere with women, so that “homemaker” is a
term reserved to a non-employed married woman and is never applied to men. As the invisible
labors of the home, which carry no monetary compensation, have traditionally been considered
women'’s work, it's no wonder that even today, most of them are carried out by women despite
the fact that most working-age Israeli women are either employed or self-employed.2 This
spatial distinction and labor division between men and women has resulted in gender inequality
spanning multiple generations, and women are still underrepresented in the leadership,
management and notable personalities of nearly every field — politics, sports, science and

art. Gender inequality is acutely felt in patriarchal societies, where tradition demands that
women remain silent. At the same time, this phenomenon isn't exclusive to these societies, and
historical, religious, social and economic circumstances had tethered women to their homes all
across the world, ;

The pandemic forced all of us to retreat inside the domestic sphere. New norms of distance
learning and working from home reached most families, upending living conditions across

the globe. For many, multiple lockdowns and quarantines turned the home from a refuge into

a powder keg, and from a castle to a prison. Lockdowns, unemployment and mental stress led
to rising cases of domestic violence, many of them directed at women. Even when the situation
did not end in violence, gender inequality became ever more pronounced in many homes and
families. With both partners at home during the day, one might expect that household chores
would be more equally divided between them; in fact, research shows that the brunt of the




work fell to the women of the family, who were forced to abandon their work in favor of car 1
for their children and the household.? The lack of separation between work and home led ’
to a reduction in leisure time and nowadays, two years after the pandemic started, rhany feeid
a tension between home as a protective place and between a desire to breakout of tt -

The exhibition Her Voice Calls examines the role of women within the domestic sphere

along with the desire to undermine its boundaries, breach conventions and break free. The
exhibition’s axis shifts between the interior of the home and the act of leaving it behind,

whether physically or metaphorically, as a set of social conventions and religious and state
edicts, The works in the exhibition are a platform for expression and self-determination for
the exhibiting artists — a tool for shining a light on the gender inequality that exists In dlffer‘
sectors of our society. Through their work, the artists challenge the existing situation, seek
to raise awareness and promote the discussion of issues that are not getting enough media
attention, and celebrate inspiring women that have left the domestic sphere in ordor to fight

for change.

*

Inbal Mendes-Flohr's painting “Daphni” (2014) shines a light on Daphni Leef, the leader of t
housing demonstrations which in 2011 brought thousands to step out of their homes

and protest social conditions. The painting is based on a journalistic photo which depicts
the demonstration in which police officers broke Leef’s arm. Mendes-Flohr painted “Daphn
on a wooden bed, highlighting the difference between the stable, permanent domestic bed -
and the tent in which Daphni and her friends slept during the months-long protests. The :'
scene’s composition also alludes to the mythological story of Daphne, who escapes rape
by becoming a laurel tree; Rather than meeting a dreadful fate in which she is a captive in het
enemy’s bed, she blooms. Many of Mendes-Flohr’s paintings depict strong womern suchas
social activist Vicki Knafo, members of the feminist group FEMEN or Yazidi women fighters —
women who had taken it upon themselves to lead the struggle and fight back. To her, this
is a coping mechanism, a therapeutic tool and her own personal protest following her escape

from a violent relationship.
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Daphni Leef’s call to take to the streets and demonstrate echoes Lesley Sachs' call for freedom)
and a voice for Israeli women, both in the religious world and in the army. While the women

in Mendes~-Flohr’s paintings are her inspiring role-models, Sachs paints herself. her friends
and the things around her, depicting a gender struggle that's close to her heart — that of the
Women of the Wall. Sachs, a feminist activist who has led many struggles for gender equality
and religious freedom and has previously served as the CEO of both the Israel Women's '
Network and the Israel Religious Action Center, depict in her realistic paintings her experiences
as an activist and the executive director of the Women of the Wall. Her painting “Under Arrest”
(2020) draws a link between her arrest for donning a Tallit at the Western Wall and the arrests
of women suffragists during the 19th and early 20th centuries. Sachs was arrested four times for
donning a Tallit at the Western Wall, During her fourth arrest, she was brought before Justice
Moshe Sobel, whose precedential ruling decreed the Women of the Wal's prayer to be legal.4
There have been no more arrests for donning a Tallit since. :

The suffragists who fought for women's right to vote in England and the United States are

also referenced in the work by Nurit Jacobs-Yinon and Yair Medina, “Street Signs, Hebrew
Suffragists” (2019), which celebrates the women who secured Israeli women's suffrage as early
as 1926. Despite this landmark achievement, these women’s role in history has been forgotten.
The “Union of Hebrew Women for Equal Rights in Erez Israel”, founded in 1919, fought for
women’s right to vote and participate in public life. Their motto was “One code. one law for
both men and women”. Their struggle was a response to the stance taken by the religious
leaders of the OId Yishuv, who opposed women’s involvement in politics. Such was the belief
of Rabbi Kook, who in 1919 decreed that the women of the Yishuv should not be allowed to
vote. The Hebrew suffragists’ struggle succeeded in 1926, when women were granted the

right to vote and run for public office. The work was first shown in the exhibition “Hebrew
Suffragists: 100 Years”, which Jacobs-Yinon curated together with Emily D. Bilski at the Begin
Heritage Center in Jerusalem in 2019, as part of the Jerusalem Biennale. Her research was
based on the book by Prof. Margalit Shiloh.6 The work itself is based on 2 photograph from the
1930s which depicts 11 women, the founders and members of the “Union of Hebrew Women
for Equal Rights in Erez Israel”, apparently seated in the women's section of 2 synagogue: Sarah
Azaryahu (1873- 1962), Dr. Rosa Welt-Straus, Fania Metman-Cohen, Hasya Sukenik-Feinsod,
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Dr. Hannah Berachyahu, Zipporah Klausner, Adah Twersky, Adah Geller, Rahel Golomb,
Nehamah Pukhachewsky and Masha Skivin. Jacobs-Yinon and Medina offer an alternative
history to the one which erased these women’s names, seeking instead to bring their
achievements to light. The work extended beyond the gallery and the art field when Jacobs-
Yinon sent the women’s names to the street naming committees in Jerusalem, Tel Aviv and
Haifa. The sign above the installation “Women'’s Struggle Blvd.”, which is dated 1917-present
day, calls for rectification and expresses our responsibility for seeing it done.” Other women
are equally absent from the public sphere in Israel, as most cities and towns in the country
commemorate 5-15 times more men than women through their street names.8 As of 2021,
only 53 streets in Haifa are named after women, while 1,400 streets are named after men;? in
Tel Aviv there are 61 streets named after women and 878 streets named after men, while in
Jerusalem the ratio is 72 to 1,035,10 Projects such as “Her Street” and “Gender Fairness in Street
Names” are working to raise awareness of this discrimination and amend the situation, based
on the belief that the commemoration of the deeds and names of historical women could
inspire girls and women and reduce gender inequality in society,

*

Some of the artists participating in Her Voice Calls are religious women who refuse to accept
the inequality between men and women in Judaism. Through artistic action, they raise their
heads and call for injustices to be righted. This is the effort made by Jacobs-Yinon’s second
project in the exhibition, “Mamzerim: Labeled and Erased” (2017), which includes a video
installation and a book.!" In Jewish culture, one’s family is one’s home; when a couple gets
married, it is said that they “are building a home in Israel”, However, halachic rule does not
afford women the same status as men within their shared home, and they must adhere to
harsher rules and restrictions in cases such as adultery or divorce. The State of Israel has
adopted some of these rules, and the law in Israel today discriminates against women so that
many end up as Agunot and are denied a divorce. Less well-known is the registration and
tracking of children whose father is not their married mother's husband. These children are
deemed “Mamzerim”, and are prohibited from marriage. They are thus denied a basic civic
right, one which was established in Israel’s Declaration of Independence. In order to keep




a child out of the Mamzerim records, from which one cannot be removed, the child’s birth
certificate and all other official records will list their father as the mother's husband at the time
of conception, regardless of who their biological father really is, This is a deeply problematic
solution, which may lead to situations in which a child ends up fatherless and the mother

is forced to raise them alone with no aid or financial support. “Mamzerim: Labeled and Erased”
is an activist-political journey to the stories of children, men and women whom men have
punished in the name of God, which highlights the issues caused by the close relationship
between religion and state in Israel. '

Orit Freilich, an interdisciplinary artist, fashion designer and senior lecturer at Shenkar
College of Engineering, Design and Art, was raised in a Haredi home, and likewise does not
allow herself to be silenced. By singing the prayer “El Malei Rachamim”, a recording of which
sounds throughout the exhibition, and drawing over the covers of religious books (“Sifrei
Kodesh”) from her home library, Freilich transcends the boundaries between the masculine and
feminine, and between what strict halachic law deems permissible and forbidden. She began
working on the series “CORONA COUNT” during the first lockdown. As the number ‘

of cases continued to rise, fear of the unknown grew and we all retreated to our homes

and safeguarded against those closest to us. While we were ensconced in our homes, away
from the spring outside, Freilich saw the many orchids in her house begin to bloom. She
named them “Orch-ideas”, after the many differing viewpoints held by those who gave

them to her, Freilich describes her creative process:

“More and more buds began to open and straighten, their clusters dangling forth

in sharp colors. Behind them stood the library of religious books. The act of sheltering
at home, combined with lessons taught through Zoom before a uniform and depressing
set of black squares, stood in stark contrast to the colorful flowers’ burst of vitality. The
monotonous data sets about an unfamiliar disease called for relief and interpretation,

a prayer that could clarify everything we did not understand. | thought about the
hidden and the secret. Turning to the secrets of the holy books, holding pastels and
colored markers, | sat in congress with my God, At first | did so in my sketchbook, but
as space ran out and the books called to me: “We want you”, | began to pick up one
book after another... Most of the books were gifts for my husband Ronny’s Bar Mitzvah.




Each has its own story: Where it was printed, who gifted it, and of course its content
and essence. Having become a surface for drawing, they did not return to the shelf
Slowly, sometimes for 12 hours at a time, | sat and drew on each book cover until jt was
completely filled by the angelic-devilish expression of my “Orch-ideas”, After that,

I sealed them with a dated and numbered signature, and noted the number of new
cases, of the sick, of the dead.”12

The installation “CORONA COUNT/Orch-ideas” features nine of her religious books placed on
note stands with their drawn covers facing outwards. In her own handwriting she has added
the daily number of dead and ill, alongside the date, The installation’s sounds include the
beating of a human heart, the beating heart of a fetus as captured on an ultrasound machine,
and the artist’s own voice as she sings a funeral prayer. In this way she expresses a desire

to come together, for mutual strength and the communal power of prayer in light of the
restrictions and the fear of this crisis, which precluded proximity — a decree we all learngd was
incredibly difficult to follow, Alongside Freilich’s work is Nehcama Golan’s installation “Hidden
from View”, which is made up of five works from a series of the same name. The series began
in 2018, when Golan came into possession of documents printed in braille. She then used

the braille-printed papers as a base for a mixed-media depiction of fragmented women’s
faces. The use of braille highlights the link between sight, touch and recognition, and diverts
attention to women whose suffering and plight remains invisible.

Over half the works in the exhibition were created over the past two years, after the start

of the pandemic and as a direct response to the times and the artists’ view of them. During
lockdown, many artists created works which are only now being displayed, a year or twq after
their creation, once restrictions were lifted and exhibition spaces have reopened. Nechama
Golan’s work during the lockdown included sculpted Mezuzot, which are displayed on either
side of the entrance to the inner space of the exhibition. Mezuzot are first mentioned in
Exodus in reference to the tenth plague of Egypt, the killing of the firstborns. In order to
differentiate between Hebrew and Egyptian households, the Hebrews were tasked with
painting their doorway — including the two Mezuzot on either side of the door — with the
blood of an animal (Exodus, 12, 7). In the original story, the word refers to the doorpost, ynlike
the modern-day religious artifact which is installed on the right side of the doorway and




serves as a symbol for the safety of the home. Golan’s sculpted Mezuzot were created during
Passover 2020, when there was a lockdown and the home was a guarded, secure space from
the pandemic, Her two Mezuzot are imprinted with letters: One shows the Hebrew words for
soul, spirit, and essence inside a giant test tube affixed to the back of the Mezuza. The artist’s
handprint appears in both Mezuzot, representing the letter w which stands for the name of
God Shadai as well as for the acronym “Guardian of Israel’s Doors.” Is the house only there for
protection, or does it sometimes contain and limit us?

*

The exhibition’s inner space presents a number of intimate works which speak to traditionally-
female domestic spaces: The kitchen in Anat Rozenson Ben-Hur’s painting or the bedroom

in Andi Arnovitz' works, in which worries and secrets attempt to take flight but are unable to
get off the ground. Arnovitz touches on women's concerns in the work “Wearing our Worries”
(2011), which may also be called “The Dress of the Jewish Mother”. At first glace, the dress
appears to be a regular dotted nightgown, but a closer look reveals hundreds of embroidered
pink “blisters” of worry, ranging from mundane worries such as lice or taxes, to fantastical
worries such as bears and atomic bombs. While some express inherently feminine worries
such as infertility or pregnancy, others touch on wide-reaching concerns like the interest

rate or immigration, The dress serves as a metaphor for the worries women carry with them
relentlessly wherever they go, as well as pointing to the ways in which the burden women
carry is hidden behind the aesthetic. Dresses are a common motif in Arnovitz’ works, which
often touch on issues of gender and use embroidered, sewn or unravelled threads. Her
installation “Secrets” (2018) references the traditionally feminine vanity table upon which
women lay they cosmetics and jewelry boxes; except Arnovitz's vanity instead holds dozens
of bottles and jars in varying sizes, labeled in illegible writing and wrapped in a way that offers
no clue as to their — secret — contents. Both works’ soft colors and minute, hand-crafted
details conform to female stereotypes and the behavior that's expected of them.,

Nechama Golan’s floor installation “Tiles” (2022) includes a grid of photographs which together
form the floor of a domestic room. The tiles are adorned with photos of a woman'’s bare feet.
Connected digitally, they are reminiscent of 2 disturbing pair of wings. Though tiles are meant




to a be a safe spot to rest one’s feet, a surface to protect yourself from the outside, the feet
on Golan's tiles form an ornament which speaks to a desire to take flight and leave the home,
even though the woman is permanently affixed to it. Above these floor tiles one cap see the
kitchen tiles in Anat Rozenson Ben-Hur’s painting “Lioness” (2020), which was created for
the exhibition “Post Roar — 100 Years to the Battle of Tel Hai”, Rozenson Ben-Hur wanted to
try and replace the familiar figure of the roaring lion with a feminine image, to see I'jow such
a switch would come across. Her intent was to create a powerful image, but she felt that
unlike the confident, victorious roaring lion, the woman-lioness instead contains a myriad of
complexities, challenges, worries and frustrations. In the finished painting, she felt, the roaring
woman expresses something completely different — distress and hysteria, loss of centrol
and desperation, raising questions about the perceptive difference between feminine and
masculine depictions of power.

The exhibition’s theme becomes even more pronounced with the works by Moran Asraf, Hala
Akishek and Sarah Shehda, who bravely touch on the issues of sexual assault and the murder
of women by their partner or family member. The video artwork “Color Red” (2020) by Moran
Asraf, which was presented as a performance piece at the exhibition’s opening event, tells
the story of the many women for whom the domestic sphere became, during COVID, a tense,
threatening space. Wearing her mother’s dressing gown which wraps her pregnant belly,
artist Moran Asraf cuts and grates beets which slowly stain the white sheet covering the floor.
The performance, which begins with a mundane feminine task — the carving of beeis inthe
kitchen — quickly turns into a display of violence and rage. The spraying juices of th@ beets
drop and flow down the artist's body, highlighting the women who work tirelessly, cooking
and chopping and being chopped themselves through a never-ending act that cannot remain
silent. Having seen and experienced domestic violence as a child, Asraf's work is part of her
struggle to end violence against women. Domestic violence, and especially sexual violence,

is the central theme of Hala A’kishek works, two of which — “Assault” (2018) and “179” (2020)
are presented side by side as a single installation. “Assault” is made up of large-scale sponge
mattresses painted in a mixed-media technique that combines red pigment and canstruction
materials. Created as A’kkishek’s thesis project at Shenkar College, it was based on two years
of research during which she spoke with dozens of women, both Jewish and Arab, who have




The artworks in Her Voice Calls sound out the cry of women who were hurt within the space
that was meant to be a safe haven. Together with these women, they refuse to conform
to the dictates of society, religion or law that seek to keep us quiet and ensconced in our
home. The exhibiting artists sound a brave voice in their efforts to change ancient traditions
and immutable social norms. Through art, they express the feelings, capture the audience’s
attention and call for action that will reduce violence against women and the existing gencjer
inequality in Israel. ‘
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From the court ruling on April 11, 2013; “The magistrate court rules that the defendants did not violate the public order, and therefor
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Academic Consulting: Prof, Margalit Shilo and Dr, Na'ama Teitelbaum-Kari

Margalit Shilo, Zionist Women's Struggle for Suggrage in Mandatory Palestine, 1917- 1926, Jerusalem: Yad Yitzhak Ben-2vi Publications,
2013 [Hebrew]

Margalit Shilo, Ne'ama Teitelbaum-Kari and Nurit Yacobs-Yinon, “Hebrew Suffragists”, De‘ot 92, December 2019 IHebrew]

“ Gender Fairness in Street Names” website: https://www.fairstreets.net

Hagit Hornstein, On the Corner of the Female Pioneer, Haifa Colbo News, January 22, 2022, |
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“Her Street” website: https://herstreet.wordpress.com/about/ JHebrew]

Mamzerim: Labeled and Erased, Edited by Emily D. Bilski and Nurit Jacobs-Yinon, Jersualem: Aluma, 2017, Bilski and Jacobs-Yinon
cocurated the exhibition ” Mamzerim: Labeled and Erased” at the 2017 Jerusalem Biennale.

From the artist’s Facebook page.

Data on Domestic Violence and Violence Against Women, Knesset Research and Information Center, November 21, 2021:
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