“Wagqtech Rjat?”

Rafram Chaddad and the Work of Return

Yigal S. Nizri

“Objectively, as one is supposed to say today, no more
Jewish communities are to be found in any Arab
country, nor can you find a single Arab Jew who is
willing to return to his native country.”

—Albert Memmi, “What Is an Arab Jew?” 1974

At 10 PM on Wednesday, August 18, 2004, Rafram Chaddad boarded a Grandi
Navi Veloci ferry, setting sail from Genoa and bound for the port of La Goulette
in Tunis, on a voyage that would take almost 24 hours. Chaddad, then a young
28-year-old artist, was returning to the country of his birth for the first time
since his family, who are Jewish, left North Africa in the summer of 1977, first
for a transit camp in Marseilles before reaching an absorption centre in
Ashkelon, on Israel’s southern coast ten days later, and finally settling in
Jerusalem, where his parents still live today. Despite his Tunisian passport,
bearing a portrait of his one-year-old self, having long expired, Chaddad
remained determined to make his way to Djerba, the island of his birth. That’s
how just a few months into an artist-in-residence program in a small northern
Italian town where he explored a wide variety of participatory art practices,
Chaddad found himself on a night ferry headed for Tunisia. “I saw ships going
down to Tunis and wanted to go,” he says. His sister and parents had already
visited in 2000 to attend the wedding of a relative nicknamed Tzemach Sr. whose
brother Amnon was now waiting for Chaddad at the port of La Goulette. It was
before the Arab Spring, and the despot Zine el Abedine Ben Ali was still in
power.

In the mind of Chaddad—a member of the Djerbian immigrant
community in Jerusalem who had been exposed to the oral and written
traditions of the Jewish and Muslim residents of the island from his infancy,
spoke Arabic with his grandmother and inherited unique culinary practices
from his mother—Tunisia was seen as some metaspace outside of the confines of
space and time. The memories that had been pent up inside him his entire life

surged forward throughout the slow voyage, giving it an Odyssean quality laced
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with excitement over what would be in store for him during his visit to this old-
new land when he stepped off the boat. His cousin, Amnon, helped ease the
border control process using his father’s connections in the Tunisian
government as the country’s Chief Rabbi for more than two decades. Fortuna,
Amnon’s mother and Chaddad’s paternal aunt, never left Djerba and married
Chaim Madar, a teacher and esteemed rabbinic scholar who eventually became
the Chief Rabbi of Tunisia. A revered figure among expatriates from the large
Jewish quarter in Djerba (Hara Kbira) where he spent most of his life, Rabbi
Madar also garnered respect from the less religiously stringent Jews of Tunis,
where he resided due to his governmental position.

The lights of the capital glimmered in Rafram’s eyes from afar as they
crossed the Lake of Tunis in Amnon’s car on the way to the Madar family home
on Rue de Palestine, in the city’s Lafayette quarter. It was just a short distance
away from the Grand Synagogue of Tunis, an Art-Deco-style building
constructed in the 1930s during the twilight of the colonial period. Rabbi Chaim,
who was already quite sick, was happy to see the young nephew he had met
during his many visits to Jerusalem. “I'm sure you’re hungry,” Fortuna said as
she served her excited guest a succulent haraime and homemade bread from
Thursday’s cooking. The Rabbi and his nephew spent the entire night
conversing in Hebrew, a detail that the family still remembers with a mixture of
wonder and sadness as Chaim lost his ability to speak that Sunday. Three and a
half months later, he passed away at a hospital in Jerusalem, where he was flown
on Ben Ali’s plane while on his deathbed so he could find his eternal rest in the
Land of Israel. Jerusalem and Djerba have been connected since ancient times
through life and death, an origin and a destination continuously swaying on a
pendulum of passion, longing, and sanctity.

Sitting on a day bus from Tunis to Djerba on Friday so that he would
arrive before the start of the Shabbat, Chaddad pondered the tension between
the two contemporary Jewish communities. He documented the journey here
and there with a video camera as if retracing the route his family members had
taken between two opposing ways of life—the liberalism of Tunis and the
conservatism of Djerba. He saw that journey represented in a way by the louage
microbuses that plied the highway between the two places, transporting people
and their possessions in a network across the country. They’d been around since
the 1950s; he’d had a relative that drove one weekly on the Djerba-Benghazi
route.

When Chaddad arrived on the island, he was greeted by his cousins
Mordechai, Margalit and Orli, the Chief Rabbi’s children. Natalie, Mordechai’s
wife—whose relatives were among the victims of the terrorist attack outside of

the ancient Al-Ghriba synagogue in Djerba on May 9, 2023—led him to the room
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where he would stay during his weeklong visit. Over a thousand Jews lived on
the island; their language was Arabic, not French, and their way of being
revolved around the community. That Shabbat evening, almost all of them
attended the many synagogues. The excited Chaddad moved between the
Kohanim Synagogue and Rabbi Avraham Synagogue in Chaddad Alley, where his
grandfather had prayed. Men came up to him from all over to shake his hand.
“In Djerba, I'm more Moshe’s son than Rabbi Boaz’s grandson because my father
taught everyone Hebrew in primary school, and everyone knew my maternal
uncle Michael too, who was a framli, some kind of a popular doctor,” Chaddad
says.

In a community that’s both Jewish and Tunisian, kinship relations hold
significant influence over an individual’s capacity to act synchronically with
other members of the community, while simultaneously being imbued with
profound diachronic memories of the past. Chaddad’s father, Moshe, from Hara
Kbira, the large quarter close to the sea, was born in September 1941—the exact
date was decided after some deliberation—to Khamsana and Rabbi Boaz
Chaddad (1910-1998). Rabbi Boaz was a key public figure among the island’s Jews
in the 20th century, and was instrumental in establishing them as a diasporic
community right before the period of emigration. Like most residents of the
large quarter, he originated in the exiles of Spain and Portugal who arrived in
Tunisia in the 15th and 16th centuries.

Moshe’s formative years were spent in the presence of his father, and he
later dedicated himself to teaching Hebrew to children. In his teenage years, he
huddled next to his father and peers, devoted scholars and printing enthusiasts
who aimed to produce a new edition of the Zohar, a central Kabbalistic text. Only
the first volumes were successfully printed in the 1950s by this group, known as
the Circle of Zohar Harakia (The Radiance of the Heavens). As the founder of a
printing house called Bet Ha-otzar Ha-‘ivri (The Hebrew Treasury), which he
managed to reestablish in Jerusalem, and as a community historiographer who
penned several books about the life of the community and its scholars, Rabbi
Boaz Chaddad set a model of conservation awareness for future generations.
This mentality, recast as a political-aesthetic problem, came to characterize his
grandson’s approach as he questioned his bifurcated cultural heritage.

Another duality driving Chaddad’s visual-material research has its
roots in the tension between the two self-identified origins of the island’s Jews,
embodied by the connection and conflict between his parents. Two Jewish
communities flourished in Djerba: The larger was founded by deportees from
Spain, while the second was Kohanim, who made it to the island from Jerusalem
by sea in antiquity. Disputes arose between the two communities, many of

which made it to the Rabbinic court’s doorstep in the 19th century. There’s still
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friction between the two respective diasporas today over differences each side
has clung to.

Chaddad’s mother, Hbiba, whom everyone called ‘Alusha, was born in
April 1950 into a poor Kohanic family from Hara Zghira (the little quarter) while
they were living in Metameur, a village in southern Tunisia close to Medenine,
the provincial capital. In his work “Sand Taking Over” (2022), Chaddad placed a
flouka—a small wooden fishing vessel—in what remains of Metameur’s only
synagogue, long abandoned, now covered in sand. He created an environment to
listen to a forgotten liturgical Hebrew poem rising out of the boat in the space
seeped in his mother’s memories. When Hbiba was twelve years old, her family
moved to Tunis, improving their position as her father received an accountant’s
position in the capital. They lived for a year in El Hafsia, the ancient Jewish
quarter, before moving to an apartment owned by the Commita, the Jewish
community, in the bourgeois French quarter of Lafayette. There, her parents
passed away in quick succession about a decade later, both from diabetes, which
afflicted many from Djerba’s little quarter. Hbiba has two sisters: Esther,
nicknamed Confita, who now lives in Be'er Sheva, and Malka, nicknamed
Sultana, who now lives in Acre. They also had three brothers, two of which have
passed away in recent years: Danny, an Arabic teacher at a Jewish school called
Glatini in Tunis, and Michael, who had lived in Djerba and was, as previously
mentioned, an authority on medical issues. The younger brother, Amram Bugid,
also known as Amir or Didi, currently resides in Netanya. In the aftermath of the
devastating passing of his parents when he was just five years old, he attempted
to jump from the roof of a building in Lafayette. His life was saved by Mabrouka,
a vigilant Muslim neighbour who was the building’s femme de ménage.

Michael was the one who told Moshe, the Hebrew teacher from Djerba,
about his sister who had come of age. Moshe subsequently traveled to Tunis
with a letter for her parents from his father, testifying that he was aql ou mijyan
(smart and handsome), plus some sweets for the intended bride. Hbiba, who
refused to return to the South, initially rejected the offer. It wasn’t easy to leave
dazzling Tunis with its cinemas, vibrant beachfront, fancy cars, and bustling
cafés. But in the end, she relented, and the two wed in Djerba in December 1972.
They then lived at his parents’ house, as was the tradition, until they left
Tunisia.

In The Book of Jewish Djerba (Jerusalem, 1979), a diasporic work by “Island
Resident Boaz Chaddad,” the author, who was also the groom’s father, dedicated
many pages to “the rules and customs of marriage” alongside pseudo-
ethnographic photos to help the reader with visualization (with headings like
“the groom gets a haircut” or “the veiled bride is seated at a table, surrounded

by women holding candles”). It’s no surprise that the photos document the
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actual wedding of Rafram Chaddad’s parents. He was now visiting, for the first
time as an adult, the cultural life he was uprooted from as an infant; the house
where his parents lived, and where he was born in June 1976 with the help of a
Maltese midwife.

Sunday morning, following a Shabbat filled with meeting relatives in
Djerba, Chaddad walked to the large market in Houmt El Souk on the way to the
seashore, sampling here and there from the various brika stands scattered
around. He also spent some time at an internet café, a popular establishment in
the Maghreb at the beginning of the 2000s. Everywhere he went, people asked,
“Wagqtech rjat?”—When did you come back? The next day a man named Hezkia,
the community’s fixer who kept goats and chickens at home, accompanied him
to the baladiya, the municipality, where they issued him a madmoun (birth
certificate). That shortened the path to getting an ID issued, and two days later,
also with Hezkia’s help, Chaddad applied at el-dakhiliyya, the interior ministry, to
get a new passport. At the end of his week-long visit to Tunisia, Chaddad
returned to Italy as a Tunisian with papers to prove it. “You have a Tunisian
passport, right?” was the question that followed him ever since, in every street
conversation where he’d be asked to explain his identity. The prevailing
assumption wherein Tunisian Jews aren’t seen as Tunisian—meaning that they
don’t have a present but rather only a past—unnerved him. That very year he
started to introduce himself and be introduced as a Tunisian artist. Since his
first trip to Tunisia, he longed to return to it. Europe became a convenient base
for increasingly frequent visits until he decided to follow his heart and live and

create in Tunis, which meant living in Tunisia’s political-cultural present.

The Chaddad family, with its three children, Tzemach (known as Tzemach Jr.),
Efrat, and Rafael (Rafram), uprooted itself and made it to Jerusalem in the
summer of 1977. Chaddad’s grandfather had chosen to die and be buried in
Jerusalem, and pulled everyone after him. They arrived in Israel, along with
Chaddad’s paternal aunts and uncles, Danny, Yisrael, and Julie (all single)—and a
stack of blankets. The eldest sister Fortuna, Rabbi Madar’s wife, stayed with her
family in Djerba. Other than Moshe, Chaddad’s father, who visited uncles in the
city of Safed in Galilee a few years prior, none of the family had ever been to
Israel. Hbiba, Chaddad’s mother, carried the burden of cooking for everyone else
as the one who was married. Recently orphaned, she immigrated to Israel to be
closer to her sisters who came before them. Her designation as a member of the
“Dighet” (door) community, a word for gullibility and naivete applied to those
from the little quarter, didn’t do her any favors. She was forced to serve her
husband’s family members in the new country while caring for her children.

After four months at an absorption centre in Ashkelon, Rabbi Boaz
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successfully leveraged his influence to move the family to Gilo, a Jewish
neighbourhood south of Jerusalem founded after the 1967 occupation. The
parents, grandparents and their respective children lived in two tiny and
identical governmental housing units, one on top of another, in a six-unit
building on Aryeh Ben-Eliezer Street. As the years passed, they managed to buy
the apartments from the government. Hbiba and Moshe had three more
children in Jerusalem, Itzhak, Shira, and Lital, called “the Israelis” by their
mother.

After his aunts and uncles married, Chaddad moved in to live with his
grandparents in the apartment below. He would eat with them, listen to them,
and accompany his grandfather to afternoon and evening prayers at the
synagogue. Khamsana, his grandmother, refused to cook on the kitchen’s
stovetop and had a portable gas stove she would lean over while sitting on a
stool, making mlewi or brika and going about her business on the floor. From
time to time, Chaddad’s uncle, Rabbi Chaim Madar, graced the small apartment,
the fragrances of Tunis still clinging lovingly to his attire.

The name Rafram, after an Amoraic sage in Babylon from the fourth
century, was given to Chaddad by his grandfather when he was 16 because he
hated the name Rafi, the common shortening of Rafael, Chaddad’s legal name
alongside Yehoshua and Matzliah, in Israeli Hebrew. A short while later, “when I
was called up to read from the Torah, they called me up as Rafram,” Chaddad
recalls—a testament to what an authoritative figure Rabbi Boaz was in the
community. Everyone lived close to the Rabbi and those in his household, and
frequented the Ish Matzliah synagogue he ran down the street, named after
Rabbi Matzliah Mazouz of Djerba, the founder of the Kise Rahamim (seat of
mercy) Yeshiva in Tunis, who was murdered in Tunis in January 1971. In those
years, many Mizrahi congregations on the outskirts of cities only had temporary
places of worship in public shelters, daycares, or classrooms that sat empty on
Shabbat. Even the Ish Matzliah synagogue, an important gathering place for
members of the Djerbian diaspora (and a centre for gossip) was, and still is,
located in a small shelter. However, the worshippers did receive permission to
make a doorway that opens to the street. Everyone would come for memorials
(called fgida in Tunisian Arabic) that would frequently occur at the synagogue. It
was more or less a given that the table was set with harissa, olives, and beer.

Mostly Mizrahi and poor, the new neighbourhood was Chaddad’s
entire world. Nearby were the caves and olive trees of Beit Safafa, a Palestinian
village that was split in two during the 1948 war and annexed to the
municipality of Jerusalem after 1967. This was where the neighbourhood
children played, and Palestinian women came to his parents’ home with olive

oil, olives, and figs to trade for his mother’s Djerbien Challah each Friday. In this
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setting, the young Chaddad began to learn the fractured history of the land.
During these years Tunis had been the official residence of the Palestine
Liberation Organization after being forced out of Lebanon in the wake of Israel’s
invasion in 1982. Frequently mentioned on the radio during the Hebrew daily
news, the word Tunis resonated through the Chaddad family’s Jerusalem home,

filling it with a sense of solidarity and longing.

The aesthetic culture of the Chaddad family home in Jerusalem was dictated by
the limitations imposed on a six-person family barely surviving off the income
of his father, working as a watchmaker, and his mother, who would take on the
odd sewing or repair job in the neighborhood. When he moved to Israel, his
grandfather Boaz managed to buy two tiny shops next to each other in the
center of Jerusalem that they would visit daily. One of them housed the new
iteration of The Hebrew Treasury, his publishing house that for decades was the
last of its ilk in North Africa. At the same time, brothers Moshe and Danny ran a
small business called Danny’s Jewels. The shops are still running today at the
junction where Agrippas and King George streets meet. The Hebrew Treasury,
now a store selling ceremonial religious objects, has been run by the youngest
son Yisrael since Boaz’s death.

Hbiba, in her resourcefulness, sewed her children’s clothes from
patterns pulled from Burda magazines, and would even hand craft their Purim
costumes. In a family photo from 1980, Chaddad can be seen with a mariner’s
cap while his sisters are dressed up as “Tunisians.” The ethnographic division of
the Israel Museum sent a photographer to document the new immigrants from
Tunisia sitting for Shabbat dinner. It was a reenactment, since the meeting took
place in the middle of the week. Copies of the photos were hung up at home,
next to a clock, arm and leg bracelets hung on a string, and a shefshari (a length
of unstitched cloth worn by women in Tunisia) from Djerba. Hence the family’s
aesthetic biography included snapshots of material culture that survived the
geographic dislocation and were consequently eternalized. Portraits of Rabbi
Kalphon Moshe HaCohen and Rabbi Rahamim Hai Hwita HaCohen, celebrated
Rabbis who led the community during Tunisia’s colonial period, were printed on
oilcloth and hung on the apartment’s walls, next to a picture of the Kise
Rahamim yeshiva from Tunis. When he was ten, Chaddad even bought a large
amulet to ward off the evil eye with the pennies he earned working at Julie’s
corner store, which he hung up on the wall next to the Rabbis. With this
“installation,” Chaddad was naturally channeling Tunisian Jewish iconography.
Still, as an adult and artist, he had to ask: how did talismanic objects—icons,

amulets and clothing—shape and continue to shape diasporic Tunisianess for
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the Jewish immigrant community?

The young Chaddad experienced a profound sense of detachment as he
struggled to fit into the Orthodox Ashkenazi education system. He went from
one institution to another, starting with the neighborhood’s Talmud Torah
school, Yad Asher, during his elementary years, followed by a year at the Ohel
Mo‘ed Yeshiva and a boarding school in the Bait VeGan Neighborhood.
Subsequently, he spent a night at the Kise Rahamim Yeshiva in the Bnei Brak,
where his parents sent him under pressure from the Moroccan Rabbi of Gilo.
From there, he moved on to the Or Torah Neve Shmuel Yeshiva in Judea and
Samaria (occupied West Bank), which belonged to the Religious Zionist
movement, where in practice, he only spent a few months due to endless
absences.

At a certain stage, he signed up for the Air Force Technical School in
Haifa as a means of leaving religious education. In reality, he wandered
Jerusalem aimlessly, with no high school diploma, sleeping at a friend’s place,
until he entered the military, into which he was barely drafted due to his refusal
to hold a weapon. He was later released after two years as an office clerk at the
Military Police base in Eilat.

In the early 2000s, during the days of the Second Intifada, he joined the
art program at Musrara, an art and photography school, after finishing his high
school diploma and a year of studying linguistics and math at the Hebrew
University. “Only in Musrara, the place where I began my journey as an artist,
did I stop escaping,” says Chaddad.

Due to his refusal to do his military reserve duty, Chaddad was sentenced
to terms in military prison three times throughout his art studies. He was
imprisoned for a month at Prison Six and once more at Megido Prison. During
his third imprisonment, in February 2004, it came to the attention of military
authorities that Chaddad intended to mount an exhibit on the prison walls in
support of draft evaders facing lengthy sentences, with the help of dozens of
friends who made artworks on sheets of A4 paper. Thus, Chaddad’s reserve duty
was dismissed. Eighty-five A4 sheets were still smuggled into Prison Six, and the
grand “opening” of the exhibition took place outside the prison walls. Chaddad,
a formerly religious Mizrahi Jerusalemite turned anti-occupation activist about
to finish his studies, escaped into political art circles. But that was no guarantee
that the feeling of foreignness that accompanied him from childhood would
disappear.

Upon graduating from his studies in Jerusalem in the summer of 2004,
Chaddad lived and worked periodically in Mitzpe Ramon, Cairo, Biella, Turin,

Genoa, Berlin, London, Vienna, Zurich, Djerba and Jerusalem, presenting
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varying artworks—objects, photography, video, events, lectures and writing—in
countless public spaces, galleries and museums. During these years, while in
Jerusalem, Chaddad worked as the local liaison for the international slow food
movement and participated in public discussions about sustainable agriculture,
food politics, and culinary memories. His actions were not limited to artistic
border-crossing alone, as he gained recognition for his daring ventures, crossing
the border from Jordan or Egypt into Israel, carrying a basket of tomatoes,
freshly bought fish from the market, or pigeons stuffed with rice, all intended to
prepare a delightful meal for his friends.

Chaddad’s name—as a Tunisian-speaking African Jew who felt at home
in Arab cultural spaces and who created cross-border art—went before him. An
institution in Bat-Yam called Or Shalom, which was dedicated to the
preservation of the heritage of Libyan Jewry and its inheritance, invited him to
travel on their behalf to Libya—which had been completely emptied of Jews
after Muammar Gaddafi came to power in September 1969—to document Jewish
sites, including cemeteries and synagogues, for their archives. Chaddad
accepted, and on March 10, 2010, he boarded a short flight from Tunis-Carthage
airport to Tripoli, the capital of Libya. In Tripoli, he documented the grave of
Rabbi Shimon Lavi, a Sephardi poet, kabbalist, and the author of the famous
Jewish liturgical poem Bar Yochai, who led the Libyan Jews in the years after the
expulsion from Spain. He also visited Benghazi, documenting a synagogue that
became a Coptic church; and Darna, where he filmed the Jewish cemetery that
lies in front of the sea.

After ten days serving as the eyes and ears for the diasporic Libyan
Jewish community, Chaddad was arrested at his hotel by secret police agents as
he was preparing to leave for the airport. He was imprisoned and kept in
solitary confinement for over five months in Abu Salim prison in Tripoli on
charges of espionage. He underwent unbearable torture, unable to communicate
with the outside world, relying only on the calls of the muezzin to tell the
difference between day and night. After being smuggled out of Libya—an affair
which required diplomacy, politics and the resourcefulness of family members
and friends—Chaddad wrote a book in Hebrew called Rafram’s Guide to the Libyan
Prison: How to Survive 170 Days in Gaddafi’s Dungeon (Tel Aviv, 2012), which even
included instructions for recreating food that he ate in prison. Six months after
his escape, a civil war broke out in Libya that changed the course of the country
and put an end to Gaddafi’s regime.

The night before his arrest, a Friday evening, Chaddad found himself on
the way to the Dar Bishi synagogue, an integral Jewish institution built in the
medina of Tripoli at the beginning of the Italian colonial era. Entering through

the back door, he put the cameras aside, leaned against one of the pillars and
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began to sing the 16th century Hebrew Kabalistic poem Lekha Dodi, “in honour of
my grandfather, my father, and of all those who prayed here,” as he wrote in his
post-prison book. He sang loudly, alone, and the echo returned to him from the
walls of the abandoned building. The synagogue, the cemetery, the poetry, and
the memory of the walking and singing bodies would become intergenerational
relay stations which he would turn to in the artworks he would create in Tunisia

within just a few years. It is the work of return.

“The Good Seven Years,” on view at B7L9 Art Station in Bhar Lazreg, and
including the publication of this volume, is a culmination of that work—the
work of return—and a meditation on significant moments and pieces created by
Chaddad in the seven years since he established himself in Tunis.

The seven-year motif holds deep significance in biblical tradition
(Book of Genesis) and Quranic tradition (Surah Yusuf). In these narratives, we
find the story of Pharaoh (“the king” in the Quran) dreaming of seven healthy
cows being swallowed by seven emaciated and unappealing cows. Likewise,
there are seven sheaves of grain described as “full and good” (or “green” in the
Quran) that are followed by seven withered and scorched sheaves (or “dry” in
the Quran). This motif of the seven sheaves also echoes Joseph’s own dream of
the sheaves, which is not explicitly mentioned in the Quran. In both traditions,
Joseph—a righteous man in Jewish tradition and a prophet in Islam—a native of
Padan Aram who migrated to Canaan and then made his way to Egypt, is
portrayed as a dreamer and interpreter of dreams. The narratives depict Joseph
as someone who fulfilled his historical destiny, transitioning from an enslaved
person rescued from a pit to become the national mashbir, responsible for
selling food and alleviating hunger, and ultimately rising to a position second to
the king. The seemingly cyclical phrase “the good seven years” is thus deeply
intertwined with dreams and bread, stories and grain, imagery and communal
survival, riddle and its decipherment—contrasts that serve as fertile ground
from which Chaddad’s creativity flourishes and takes shape.

As someone who, throughout his artistic journey, restlessly traverses
between various places, identities, and affiliations and who was raised, literally,
from the pit, the choice of the phrase “good years” (with its inherent contrast,
“bad years”) can be interpreted as nothing short of irony, especially when
considering Joseph’s character, who is both a beloved son and a rejected brother.
Joseph’s symbolic status as a Hebrew who rises to prominence in the gentile
world further amplifies this irony as he becomes a figure embraced by the
assimilated elite. This layer of irony adds depth to Chaddad’s art, evoking

contemplation and reflection on the complexities of identity, adaptability and
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societal acceptance.

When Jacob left the famine-stricken land of Canaan with his family and
sheep to the land of Goshen in Egypt, he and his son Joseph were able to meet
again after a twenty-two-year separation. Seventeen years later, on his
deathbed, with eyes dim with age, the elderly Jacob said goodbye to his family
members in a grand ceremony, a farewell that included giving blessings and
prophecies to Manasseh and Ephraim, his grandsons, Joseph’s sons, whom he
first met in Egypt. He concluded his blessing with wishes for biological
continuity with political dimensions, while turning the noun fish into a verb of
a new type, “fished,” to indicate growth (“let them grow into a multitude in the
midst of the earth”). In late antiquity, the Jewish interpretation of the verse
associated the possibility of continuity with protection against the evil eye and
thus contributed to the appearance of fish as an apotropaic visual means, a
common concern in the ancient culture of the fertile crescent basin and the
beginning of Christianity (Ichthys) also among Jews. “What are the fish in the
sea, the water covers them, and the eye does not control them, even the seed of
Joseph, the eye does not control them,” said the sages of the Talmud. Fertile and
multiplying, the fish were depicted as unaffected by the evil eye because they
are hidden from human eyes.

Protective measures against the evil eye, such as amulets, rituals, and
prayers are used by the Jews of Djerba, along with paintings on the doorsteps of
the houses. When Hbiba and Moshe, Chaddad’s parents, married in December
1972 at the home of the groom’s parents in Djerba, where he was born, a local
artist was invited to decorate the house from the outside, above the threshold of
the house and on the sides of the door, with a painting designed to ensure
abundance but also to protect the young couple. In the symmetrical image,
recorded in a photograph, a silhouette of a hand is seen, its thumb and index
finger pinch a thread from which five fish dangle. As is customary, the bride’s
hands are decorated with gold bracelets and rings, and gold earrings in her ear
lobes, but she is nevertheless dressed like an urban girl from the north: a wrap-
over skirt and a cardigan.

Since the fall of 2013, Chaddad has been painting with a thin brush, in
“Blue Tunisian 502” (known as blue Sidi Bou Said), on various walls around the
world his version of this anonymous Jewish iconography of Djerba. Chaddad is
careful about the non-useful and non-tradable dimension of the apotropaic
decoration through a unique exchange ritual he invented: fish (painted) in
exchange for fish (edible), an economy that enables the continuity, as it were, of
the artist himself, as someone who is literally nourished by the act of art. Eating
fish is common in the Djerbian cuisine and in the iconography of the island in

general, and it is even associated with various virtues, as evidenced by the
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Maghrebi Jewish saying “He who eats a fish on a fish day [Shabbat] is saved from
a fish.” Also, in “The Fish Smuggler” (2018), a work that was shown for the first
time at the Museum of Civilizations of Europe and the Mediterranean in
Marseille, which was established near the transit camp where the young
Chaddad family stayed, there are fish, in a slide placed in a light box. Upon
thinking through an image about migration, smuggling, (dis)integration,
displacement, and survival, Chaddad passed a small suitcase with, among his
belongings, five dead fish, to the clinic of Dr. Moise Bourguiba in Tunis. Before
performing the scan, the doctor, the grandson of the leader of the Tunisian
national struggle who was the nation’s first president, asked him what the

patient’s name was. “Yosef,” answered Chaddad. Because fish are Joseph.

The influence of Islamic culture on the attire of Jewish women in Southern
Tunisia remained evident until the significant waves of immigration in the
latter half of the 20th century. Their clothing evolved over an extensive period
characterized by trade and migration between Arabia and Ifrigiya, propelled by
the expansion of the Islamic empire. The migration of Jews and Muslims to
North Africa after 1492 further contributed to this development, particularly
during the three hundred years when Tunisia was under Ottoman rule. During
this longue durée, the intermingling of cultures shaped the fashion traditions of
Jewish women in the area. In contrast to the Jews of the North, the Jews of
Djerba steadfastly clung to their distinctive cultural and material traditions
throughout the 75 years of the French Empire’s presence in the region. This
unwavering adherence assumed tremendous significance, transforming into a
powerful expression of anti-colonial resistance. Chaddad’s grandmother,
Khamsana, who sadly passed away in Jerusalem five days before he was
smuggled out of prison in Libya, was known for regularly wearing the colourful
shefshari (or safseri), a traditional garment of southern Tunisian women. Her
choice to wear this attire went beyond merely holding onto tradition; it was a
deliberate act of bringing that tradition to life and making it a living presence.
Until her passing at the age of ninety-two, Khamsana continued to cover her
head with a red silk headscarf, a colour believed to possess magical properties.
She tied it in a unique style, with two braids hanging down to her shoulders on
the sides of her head. This distinctive appearance was immortalized in a portrait
taken by Chaddad in 2005 and could be observed in numerous photographs of
women from the island dating back to the early days of photography.

This photograph, next to a portrait of Halima Trabelsi, a Black woman
of Libyan descent from Sfax in Tunisia’s Central Coast—a frame isolated from a

recent film FIfl bar al-‘abyd (peppers from the slave county, commonly known as
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cayenne peppers), taken by her son Lotfi Ghariani—is at the centre of Chaddad’s
new work. In their ninth decade, the two African women from different
religions were captured at different times and places, yet they were united
through the influence of Muslim material culture. Mosaic artists in El Jem, a
town in the Mahdia district of Tunisia, skillfully handled these portraits. El Jem
had its roots as a Roman colony named Thysdrus, flourishing in the third
century AD. Visually translating a photograph and a film frame into a Roman-
like mosaic reflects an art introduced to the colony and refined there. This act is
a thought-provoking commentary on representation. Through this technique,
the tiny stones, known as “tesserae,” are responsible for representing the skin,
garment folds, fabric types, headdresses, and facial tattoos of two women not
commonly depicted in the contemporary Tunisian cultural landscape.
Chaddad’s connections and cultural interplays prompt contemplation on the
enduring power of embodied traditions shared by two ancient cultures, the
Jewish and the Amazigh, originating from the Maghreb region. This
commitment is articulated through the very tools of representation that

simultaneously have roots in both the conqueror and the conquered.

“In Israel I was Tunisian,” says Chaddad, but asks, “Who am I in Tunisia?” his
question charges the political imagination at the heart of the act and discourse
of returning to the present, and as such it even overpowers the new bodies of
work. There are no ghosts in Chaddad’s Djerbaology, but there are names, voices,
stories, memories, sights, pictures, quotes, objects and smells that are
summoned, through the act of art and its space, to the present moment.
Accepting Chaddad’s political-cultural proposal means understanding that
Tunisian Jewish pastness is not sealed in the past as a fetish object but stirs in
the present, and by its virtue, new possibilities are formulated today.

Therefore, for Chaddad, Cimetiere du Bourgel, the Jewish cemetery in
Tunis, where his maternal grandparents Fortuna and Tsemach Cohen, who died
prematurely of diabetes, are buried at the foot of a fruitful fig tree, is not just a
site where the past is stamped in a thousand ways, and where epitaphs in
Hebrew, and Judeo-Tunisian dominates, but also, literally, a House of Life, a
Hebrew term in an antiphrasis manner that is often accepted in many Jewish
communities to indicate a cemetery. Bourgel burial ground, which was moved
from the city centre at the beginning of the 20th century to its current location
at Ave. Kheireddine Pacha, beyond which lies the Lake of Tunis, where Chaddad
crossed during his first return to Tunisia, is in constant motion. The earth’s
movements are shaking and crushing the tombstones, which look like they are

floating on water, and from among the fragments, tangled vegetation is
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suddenly erupting. Chaddad visits the place often, and with the help of Henda
Haddad, the Black Muslim custodian of the cemetery, who inherited the position
from her mother, he even erected tombstones for the childless elderly.

From this experience the work “Bourgel” (2023) was created, a
meditative installation that includes pieces from the cemetery, Hebrew and
Judeo-Arabic inscribed stone fragments, plants, moss, and soil that Chaddad
placed in a huge birdcage built especially for him in Rafraf. Through a display of
elements and sound Chaddad dramatizes the living space of the house of life in a
kind of terrarium torn from the ground. Neither here nor there, between his
grandparents buried in Jerusalem and those buried in Tunis, Chaddad hangs a
cemetery-in-miniature, a kind of huge decoration whose image will perhaps
remain after the cemetery is swallowed up with its buried, and in it a “holy

dust” made in Tunisia.

August 2023
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