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Let me hear voice; for sweet is the voice.

         Song of Songs 2:14
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Amir Ohebsion / Omid Arabian

for you and clean for you as long as you pay the bills and respect me 

in public even if you hate my guts.

At this point as it is customary in our culture I would like to invite 

anyone who for any reason has an objection to this union to speak 

now or forever hold their peace....

(A man from the audience screams): Sharona!

: Keyvan?

 Sharona!

 KO O OFT!

 And so having taken care of that, and in order 

to continue this wedding in a happy and joyous way, I would like 

to show my respect to the two families and their guests by offering 

a special $2 discount on any hot wash and wax combination at my 

fully automated car wash at the corner of Pico and Robertson.  And 

now, we come to one of the oldest traditions in our culture, which is 

the breaking of the glass.  As you know the glass symbolizes the evil 

eye, and we break this glass to scare away the evil eye which I’m 

sure there are many present in this audience here tonight.

(Jamshid BREAKS the GLASS)

You may kiss the bride...

(Jamshid and Sharona embrace)

 And now by the power INFESTED in me by 

the Board of Realtors of Southern California, and with this leash I 

pronounce you man and his wife.

(He puts the LEASH around Jamshid’s neck and gives the end of the 

leash to Sharona)

MAZAL TOV.



76

Amir Ohebsion / Omid Arabian

from the kosher butcher at the corner of Pico and Robertson across 

the street from my fully automated car wash? And will you mention 

that I sent you?

 I do.

 Jamshid, do you promise to remain faithful to 

your wife...

(An attractive BLONDE passes by and Jamshid follows her with 

his eyes.)

 ... as I was saying, do you promise to remain 

faithful to Sharona, and make love to her at least once a day for the 

-

after so help you God?

 SURE!

: Jamshid, please REPEAT after me 

 (repeats each word after the Rabbi) ANNI, ATTA, 

ANAKHNOO, ATEM, HEM, LE VALIM, HAGHALIM, 

BAGHALIM, AGHOOZIM, IROONI, MEHMOONI, SOOZMOO-

NI, HAVA, NAGILA…

 ...which means, my beloved I will love you 

and cherish you and take you to lots of parties as long as you prom-

ise to watch your weight and WAX your legs at least once a week...  

Sharona, please REPEAT after me: 

 (repeats each word after the Rabbi) ANI, ATTA, 

ANAKHNOO, ATEM, HEM, LEDODI, MELODY, BIGOODI, MAHI 

DOODI, SHEVA OT, MEVA OT, BORE PERI, BERENJEH PARI...

 ... which means, my beloved I promise to cook 
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 (upset, continues) ... as I was saying, 500 

model or above with tinted windows, leather interior, dual air bags, 

chrome wheels, and 5 disc CD changer?

Sure!

Rabbi Manishewitz: Sharona, do you promise to provide Jamshid 

with at least one male child within the next nine to eleven months 

so help you God?

 I do.

Rabbi Manishewitz: Jamshid, do you promise to provide Sharona 

with a housekeeper to raise your children, and teach them Spanish?

 I do.

Rabbi Manishewitz: Sharona, do you promise to understand, love, 

respect and OBEY Jamshid and his MOTHER?

I do.

Rabbi Manishewitz: Jamshid, do you promise to provide Sharona 

with at least three major credit cards with limits of no less than 

$10,000 each...

(interrupts by whispering in Rabbi’s ear)…

 … with limits of up to $5,000 so that she can 

-

chino, Armani, Versace and Gucci?

 I do.

Rabbi Manishewitz: Sharona, do you promise to buy all your meat 
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eryone... as long as they are JEWISH, of course!

And now, having said all that, I think that we should move on to the 

wedding vows because I’m actually getting hungry, and if I’m not 

mistaken, I can even smell the sushi.

Dear congregation, I would like to let you know that Jamshid has 

already demonstrated his true love and affection for Sharona by pur-

ring which (takes out a jeweler’s LOOP and EXAMINES Sharona’s 

RING) I believe is a 3.2 carat, SI QUALITY, G color, and I am sure 

GIA CERTIFIED, with a value of no less than $20,000 retail and 

no less than $13,000 wholesale.  Not to mention that in return for 

Jamshid’s love, Sharona’s father has agreed to purchase for Jamshid 

this incredible Rolex watch…(takes Jamshid’s hand and displays 

his watch to the audience.)…which I believe has a street value of no 

less than $14,000 NEW, and…(examines the watch with his loop) in 

this case, $8,000 USED.

And now, the vows: Jamshid, do you solemnly swear to pur-

chase a condominium on the Wilshire Corridor with square footage 

-

try, doormen, valet parking, and sunken Jacuzzi, so help you God?

I do.

Rabbi Manishewitz: Sharona, do you promise to furnish this mag-

and of course the dining room chandelier?

I do!

 Jamshid, do you promise to buy Sharona a 

Mercedes Benz, 1998, 500 model or above…?

 (interrupts him) I do…
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4 or 5 emergency back-ups, when suddenly your mother’s eyes met 

Sharona’s eyes and it was LOVE AT FIRST SIGHT... and the rest, 

as they say, is history. 

Jamshid and Sharona, it is clear to me that God has played an 

important role in the two of you getting together, because after all, 

you Sharona are from area code “310" and you, Jamshid are all the 

way from area code “818.”

Now the idea of marriage is a very sacred thing in our culture, 

and it must be taken very seriously.  That is why before I accepted 

the holy job of performing this ceremony, I wanted to make abso-

lutely sure that the two of you had plenty of a chance to get to know 

each other in a private way and without the interference of friends 

and family and strangers.  So I took it upon myself to do a little 

bit of investigating work and so I contacted my mother-in-law who 

is in charge of the Iranian Information Superhighway! And I was 

quite happy to be informed that the two of you were spotted at the 

El Rey restaurant engaging in intimate and personal conversations 

and also your were seen by our agents walking hand in hand and 

sharing romantic and personal thoughts on the beach in front of the 

certain that you had plenty of a chance to become familiar with each 

other in privacy.

But more importantly than my concerns about you two, I must 

admit that I was more worried about your families getting along be-

cause after all it is THEM who must live together for all the years to 

come.  I must admit that I was very disturbed by this question: how 

could a family from Kashan ever hope to get along with a family 

from Isfahan? I am not ashamed to tell you that I spent many many 

sleepless nights contemplating this deep and disturbing question... 

until it came to me one night in a dream that after all we have been 

away from the old country for many many many years and it is 

about time that we threw away these old fashioned ideas and these 

divisions by city and country and color and race, and that we should 

learn to overcome our prejudices and embrace one another and hold 

hands and grow together in a loving environment, and respect ev-
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shid, it seems like only yesterday when I personally performed your 

circumcision—when it fact it was over 35 years ago; and sweet little 

Sharona, it seems like only a couple of months ago that you gradu-

ated from high school, and come to think of it, it WAS only a couple 

of months ago!

Over the years, I have attended many many many joyous occa-

sions: weddings, bar mitzvahs, and circumcisions, not to mention 

real estate closings….  But it brings me a special pleasure to be 

here tonight, because I’ve known both your families for many many 

my fully automated car wash at the corner of Pico and Robertson; 

and your father, Jamshid, still owes me the fee for the circumcision 

I performed on you because he claims that I cut it crooked and that 

there was some kind of a LEAK.… God only know how much he 

would owe me today if I added penalties and interest compounded 

over 35 years.…

Now dear guests, this morning I heard a story which is so ro-

mantic and beautiful that I feel I should share it with all 1200 imme-

diate family members and friends who have gathered here tonight.  

It is the story of how these two lovebirds came to know each other 

and fall in love: I am told that it was during the holy day of Rosh Ha-

shanah at the El Rodeo Temple on Wilshire Blvd, across the street 

from Robinson's May department store. 

On that beautiful day, the young had gathered as usual outside 

the temple and were engaged in socializing and gossiping, and there 

was your mother, Jamshid, with her black book and pen in hand, 

searching desperately through the young bachelorettes for a soul 

and from a good family, but also to take into account the much more 

important statistics such as the net worth of each family, their an-

nual income, the exact location of their private residence, the square 

footage of their private residence, the type of business they’re in, 

the kind of car they drive, and so on and so forth...  At any rate, I am 

told that she had collected over 40 phone numbers, not to mention 
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Born in Tehran in 1967, Amir moved to Los Angeles in 1978 just be-

fore the Revolution.  He graduated from UCLA with a degree in philoso-

-

tures and distributes sterling silver jewelry to department stores such as 

Barney’s New York, Banana Republic and Nordstroms.  However, he sees 

his future in writing and directing motion pictures.  To this end, he co-

founded Liquid Productions, an artistic group dedicated to the promotion 

of the arts through theatrical performances, one of which was featured at 

the Second Annual Conference of CIJOH in November 1996.

Omid Arabian

Born in Tehran in 1967, Omid Moved to New York in 1978.  He got 

his BA. in Architecture from Columbia University in 1987, and his MA. 

in Cinema, from New York University in 1990.  Omid wrote and produced 

-

eo which combine interviews of young Iranian-Americans with footage 

from television and movies.

__________

 Dearly beloved, we have gathered here 

in this beautiful place tonight to join in holy matrimony these two 

beautiful young people, Jamshid and Sharona.… You know Jam-

* A play written by Amir Ohebsion and Omid Arabian. This play was written 

for the 

Davoudian played the part of Rabbi Manishewitz.
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Homayoun Shoa presented a classical guitar recital.  Homayoun has 

studying the seh-tar with the Master, Hossein Alizadeh.  Homayoun is an 

engineer by education, and a successful businessman by profession.

 David Jacques Soomekh performed an aria from Mozart’s Don 

Giovani, and one of the scores from The Fiddler on the Roof. David has 

had an extensive singing career, performing as Albert in Bye Bye Birdie 

and Tevye in Fiddler on the Roof.  In college, he was elected president of 

the Knox College Choir, and the Knox College Chamber Choir, both of 

which performed over 60 concerts throughout the U.S. and Europe, in-

cluding Washington D.C., Colorado, Illinois, Missouri, Nebraska, Kansas, 

Pennsylvania, Virginia and Ohio, England.  David is currently a second 

year medical student at the Dr.  William M. Scholl College of Podiatric 

Medicine in Chicago Illinois.  He is an active member of the American and 

Illinois Podiatric Medical Student’s Association (APMSA and IPMSA), 

Foot Care for the Homeless, Student Advisory Board, and Hillel.

The Center would like to thank the young adults, Farshad “Shad” Rab-

bani, Payman Akhlaghi, Homayoun Shoa, Omid Arabian, Maz Makhani, 

David Soomekh, Amir Ohebsion, Actors: Fariborz Davoodian, Mercedes 

Javid and Shahin Moghavem, Shaun Toub whose presence helped make 

the unforgettable evening a huge success.

The evening also featured a play written and directed by Amir Oheb-

sion and Omid Arabian.  Amir graduated from UCLA with a degree in 

-

factures and distributes sterling silver jewelry to department stores such 

as Barney’s New York, Banana Republic and Nordstrom’s.  He is one of 

the co-founders of Liquid Productions; an artistic group dedicated to the 

promotion of the arts through theatrical performances.

Omid Arabian has a BA in architecture from Columbia University and 

a MA in Cinema from New York University.  He has written and pro-

duced , a long-format video documentary 

that combines interviews of young Iranian-Americans living in the United 

States with footage from television and movies.  The documentary in part 

focuses on this group’s experience during the events of the revolution in 

Iran and as immigrants in the US.

Young Adults’ Night



69

On Sunday, November 24, 1996, the Center for Iranian Jewish Oral 

History hosted its second Young Adults’ Night at the Skirball Cultural 

Center and Museum.  The Young Adults’ Night Event was established by 

the Center to showcase the creative young adults in the Jewish Iranian 

community.  An all-new and original Young Adults’ Night program will be 

held each year in conjunction with the Center’s annual conference.

The Center for Iranian Jewish Oral History was honored to have had 

the prominent and very talented actor, Shaun Toub as Master of Ceremony 

during the Second Annual Young Adults’ Night.  Shaun has appeared in 

127 television episodes including: Hunter, The Bold and the Beautiful, Co-

lombo, Louise and Clark, Married with Children, General Hospital, Nash 

Bridges, Walker Texas Ranger, and several movies made for television.  

Bad Boys, Broken Arrow 

and Executive Decision.  In the time since our program, Shaun has gone on 

Path to Paradise, has had a role 

in the NBC hit drama series ER, and stared in several episodes of 

Blue.  He will be featured in Jack Nicholson

The event also featured Farshad “Shad” Rabbani who performed with 

a full orchestra.  As a musician, Farshad focuses on performing, produc-

ing, arranging, and songwriting.  To date, he has worked with several not-

ed artists such as Paula Abdul, Jackie Jackson, and Walter Orange of the 

Commodore’s.  Farshad is currently working on a new album. Payman 

Akhlaghi

 Composer-pianist, Payman Akhlaghi performed two of his own 

compositions, each proceeded by a poem of his.  Payman is currently 

studying composition and piano at UCLA.  He has been the recipient of 

a Design for Sharing Art Scholarship, and in 1997, he became the sole 

recipient of the Hortence Fischbaugh annual award.  Recently his “Secrets 

of the Wind” for symphony orchestra were partially recorded by UCLA 

Philharmonic
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Memory Telling

Born in Tehran, Mr. Mashian was a traditional wrestler.  He re-

members the two traditional Jewish wrestling halls (zurkhaneh): the 

of Ettehad school.  He remembers the Jewish leader (morshed) rea-

recalls the Jewish team being systematically harassed physically by the 

Muslim teams and their supporters whenever the Jewish team would 

win a match.  He recalls Soleiman Haim’s plays, their success, and the 

playwright’s generosity in providing free tickets to those who could not 

afford admission.  Lastly, Mr. Mashian remembers the Yaldai Tehran 

children and the Jewish-Iranian community’s support of them.

Born in Hamedan, Mr. Zargarian speaks about the rituals and 

ceremonies that traditionally preceded a typical wedding night in 

Hamedan.  He discusses the arrangement of marriages and recounts 

in detail his memories of the traditional seven-day and seven-night 

string of ceremonies that lead up to the actual wedding night.

-

grants to Israel.  He recalls the year he spent in a kibbutz in 1946.  

He begins by recounting all of the events that lead to his aliah to 

Palestine, his journey to the kibbutz, a strike at the kibbutz, the daily 

routines and many of the lessons he learned there.
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Memory Telling

mittee for the restoration and renovation of Ester’s tomb.

Mr. Gabay discusses the importance of recording the oral history 

of Iranian Jews.  He argues that because of widespread illiteracy 

in Iran until the mid-twentieth century, most of the Jewish-Iranian 

tradition was orally handed down in various Jewish-Iranian dialects.  

He argues that these oral memories need to be recorded as they are 

retold by their living safe keepers.

Born in Isfahan’s Jewish quarter and a student of the Alliance 

school, Mr. Mohabber received his high-school education at Isfa-

han’s English College (Dabirestan-e Adab).  He later worked at the 

English and American embassies.  He discusses how during the Qa-

religious order (fatva) stating that the two Muslim murderers of two 

Isfahani Jews should pay 13 Tomans each as compensation to the 

victims’ respective families and be set free.

He also recounts an uprising against Jews triggered by the death 

of a Muslim man in Isfahan, and remembers how his mother inter-

vened to get the police involved and save the Jews from the people’s 

wrath.  He further discusses Reza Shah’s encounter with Isfahan’s 

Jew on his way South.  Mr. Mohabber remembers Reza Shah’s re-

spectful interaction with Rabbi Abraham and Rabbi Nissan, and his 

paying respect to the Torah by bowing in prayer in front of it.  Ac-

cording to Mr. Mohabber, this was a tremendous display of respect 

by Reza Shah to the Jews of Isfahan.  Finally, Mr. Mohabber re-

members Rabbi Levy: a Polish Rabbi, and the founder of Otser Ha 

Torah schools in different cities throughout Iran.
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Memory Telling

received a Ph.D. in pharmacology.  She received her degree from Teh-

ran University in 1942.  She is the co-founder of Hatef Organization—a 

in need, helping them continue their educational pursuit.  She has been in-

volved in various academic and social organizations throughout her life, 

such as The Women’s Foundation (Sazman-e Zanan), the Foundation for 

Education and Development (Sazman-e Amuzesh va Parvaresh).

Born in Shiraz circa 1902 and currently residing in Los Angeles, 

Ms. Javaheri retells the events of the Second Program in Shiraz’s 

Jewish quarters in 1910.  She recalls the looting of her house.  She 

remembers how, with the help and intervening of Ghavam and other 

prominent Muslim residents of Shiraz, her family was able to re-

cover some of its stolen properties.

Born in Hamedan, Ms. Soumekh recounts the founding of the 

Young Women’s Committee (Majles-e Dokhtaran) in Hamedan’s 

Alliance school.  She talks about the weekly meetings they held in 

different members’ homes on Saturdays to discuss the Torah and 

other books.  She discusses her joining Hadassah after her marriage, 

and talks about how the organization’s name was changed to Nes-

van’s Women’s Committee (Komiteh-ye Nesvan) during the Pahlavi 

dynasty.  According to Ms. Soumekh, the yearly two-Toman mem-

bership fee was aimed at gathering a fund to help Jewish Iranian 

women in need.  Ms. Soumekh recounts the events leading up to 

Nesvan’s 300-Toman donation to the Historical Preservation Com-
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The project of oral history consists of the compilation of original 

documents and the recording of different individuals’ personal history as 

retold during interviews.  The majority of these individuals were involved, 

to various degrees, whether in federal and governmental decision-making 

processes or in academic, cultural or social organizations.  As such, these 

makes their stories archivally important.  Moreover, these interviews also 

include sociologically valuable information on the artistic, social, and cul-

tural lives of Jews in Iran.  These individuals’ oral memoirs are initially 

recorded during prescheduled interviews and subsequently archived for 

the research use of future scholars.

 Thirty such interviews have taken place in 1997 with the collab-

oration of Shirine Daghighian, Avi Davidi, Faryar Nikbakht, Iraj Safai, 

Robert Saleh-Babbi, Homa Sarshar, Dariush Setareh, Sahar Younai, and 

Minoo Zahabian Koutal.  A copy of all these tapes will be sent to Tel Aviv 

 CIJOH’s goal is to conduct at least one hundred such interviews 

current absence of documented Jewish Iranian oral history in the existing 

body of oral history projects around the world.  CIJOH hopes to establish 

the permanent maintenance and safe keeping of its growing archive.

 Ms. Azizeh Bral, Ms. Tavous Javaheri, Ms. Touba Soumekh, Mr. 

Baroukh Mohabber, Mr. Mansour Mashian, and Mr. Abdollah Zargarian 

took part in the memory telling segment of CIJOH’s second annual con-

ference.  As evidenced by their respective memories, each has played a 

notable role in the course of contemporary Iranian Jewish history.  Mr. 

Nourollah Gabay opened the memory telling segment with a discussion 

on the importance of documenting the oral history of Iranian Jews.  Sub-

sequent to the conference, the Center received a written memoir from Mr. 

Reuben Dokhanian that was appended to the existing list.
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Avi Davidi

 was born in 1969 in Tehran, and immigrated to Isreal in 

1984.  He received his Bachelors degree from Tel Aviv University in Math 

and Middle Eastern Studies.   He later graduated from The University of 

Judaism in 1995 with a degree in International Studies.  He is currently a 

Ph.D. candidate in Political Science at USC.

__________

Davidi’s article discusses the history of the “children of Tehran:” 

a group of 716 Polish children who made their way to then Palestine 

via Tehran at the beginning of the Second World War to escape the 

Nazi invasion.  The article begins with the invasion of Poland; dis-

cusses the migration of Polish Jews to the Soviet Republic; and trac-

es their subsequent settlement in the Southern parts of the USSR. 

The author then elaborates on the events that lead to the migra-

tion of 1,388 Jews—871 of whom were children—to Iran.  Discus-

sions of the political atmosphere in Iran, and descriptions of the Pol-

ish immigrant camp in Tehran follow.  The author then mentions the 

documents the children’s departure from Tehran and their arrival in 

Israel, before presenting his conclusion.
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Yafa Saghian Ghinghis

ketubas are believed to have been written at the time of Jewish cap-

tivity in Babylon.

Saghian argues that the most important ketubas created in the 

Islamic world are Iranian.  The oldest existing ketubas date back to 

the eighteenth century.  These are distinguishable according to their 

decorative styles, each style denoting the ketuba’s town of origin.

The article then divides Iranian ketubas into different stylistic 

categories, and discusses characteristic features of different exam-

ples.
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Yafa Saghian Ghinghis

 was born in Tehran, Iran, and moved 

to Israel after the Iranian Revolution where she lived from 1980-1986.  In 

1986 Yafa moved to Los Angeles.  She received her M.A. in Fine Arts in 

1984 in Jerusalem, Israel where she studied at Bezalel Academy of Fine 

Arts and Design from 1979 to 1983, and Atelier of Artists, in Tehran, Iran 

- 1974 - 1978.

 Currently, she works at Valley Beth Shalom Day School and He-

brew School teaching art.  She is a scenic designer year round and has 

hosted presentations since 1987.  She has had her art exhibited at the Uni-

versity of Judaism, Sephardic Woman's Division, Beverly Hilton, Clare-

mont, California, UCLA, Jerusalem Theater, Israel, Tel-Aviv Israel, Litho-

graphic Show, Bezalel, Jerusalem, Beyt Haomanim, Jerusalem.

 Yafa Saghian Ghinghis has received several distinctions from or-

ganizations such as: Magbit Foundation Award for Gold & Silver Mazal 

Tov Coin-1992, Magbit Foundation Award for Stamp EXODUS - 1992-3, 

Valley Beth Shalom an Award for the Jewish Heroes art project, Outstand-

ing Student Award, from Bezalel, Jerusalem - 1991, Valley Beth Shalom 

scenery placed in many successful plays, and Young Artist Award, from 

Gestetner, Jerusalem - 1984.

__________
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David Yeroushalmi

these concepts and views are derived mainly from the traditional 

sources of Jewish lore and literature (e.g., the Bible, Mishnah, Tal-

mud, Midrash, and Haggadah).  These sources equally play a major 

role in these poets’ respective perception of Iran, its land, and its 

civilization.  On the whole, Iran, with its numerous imperial and 

cultural symbols and institutions, is conceived of as belonging to 

the ancient past.  These poets reveal an admiration towards Iranian 

kings and heroes and toward Cyrus the Great in particular.  They 

further glorify and idealize the mutual respect and bonds that pre-

vailed between the Jewish people and the Iranian Empire.

While in the minds of these poets Iran mainly evokes images 

and memories of a remote and, at times, legendary past, Islam con-

stitutes a living and powerful socio-cultural environment in which 

these poets live and create.  Their writings indeed attest to a very 

and contents of Jewish Iranian poetic composition.  Nonetheless, in 

these works one detects a conscious effort on the part of the poets 

to preserve and cherish Jewish identity while rejecting those Islamic 

tenets and notions that are perceived as threatening or offensive to 

Jewish beliefs and sensibilities.
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David Yeroushalmi

 (formerly Kamran Ourshalimi) was born in Te-

heran on Dec. 4, 1946.  He received his primary and part of his secondary 

education in Teheran.  He immigrated to Israel with the Youth Immigra-

tion Movement of the Zionist Organization in July 1961.  He attended 

the School of Oriental Studies in the Hebrew University; the Department 

of Asian Studies at the University of Wisconsin, Madison; and the De-

partment of Middle East Languages and Cultures at Columbia University, 

New York.  He completed his M.Phil. in 1979 and his Ph.D. in 1985.  His 

doctoral dissertation dealt with Judeo-Persian literature and focused on the 

work of Emrani, the 15th-16th century Iranian poet.

His major work, entitled A Judeo-Persian Book of Wisdom is forth-

coming by the E.J. Brill Publishers of Leiden, the Netherlands.  A second 

work by him, on the Judeo-Persian poet Emrani, will be published in  He-

brew by the Ben-Zvi Institute of Jerusalem.  David Yeroushalmi has been 

honored with various awards.

__________

In the course of the 14th-20th centuries, the Jewish poets of Iran 

produced a large body of literature that represents a unique synthesis 

of Jewish, Persian, and Islamic elements.  This essay explores some 

of these poets’ common perceptions and views concerning Judaism, 

Iran, and Islam.

Despite various nuances found in the writings of Jewish-Iranian 

poets (chief among them: Shahin, Emrani, Amina, Elisha ben Shem-

uel, and Kh(w)aje Bokharai), it appears that these poets share some 

underlying beliefs and views regarding the Jewish faith, and the role 

of Judaism and the Jewish people in history.  It further appears that 
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Sadredin Elahi

 was born on December 4, 1934 in Tehran.  After 

graduating form high school, he went on to university where he studied 

journalism.  He was one of the founding editors of Kayhan-eh Varzeshi.  

While editor of the magazine, he continued to write for various Iranian 

publications.

In 1979 he moved to California and conducted sociological studies in 

San Jose and Berkeley. 

__________

Mr. Elahi recounts memories from his childhood, sharing his 

experiences of growing up as a Muslim young man in Tehran’s Jew-

ish quarters.  He remembers his parents’ respective attitudes towards 

the Jewish neighbors.  He recounts his teenage crush on the young 

Jewish girl next door.  He also recalls the time when he was publicly 

punished in the school courtyard—at the request of his father—for 

having gotten involved with his classmates in beating up a group of 

Jewish kids after the latter won a competition in school.
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argues that this support was provided in hopes of being protected by 

the French and their academic envoys from the prevalent anti-Sem-

itism in Iran.  An elaborate discussion and documentation of vari-

ous anti-Semitic currents and events around the turn of the century 

follow.  The article concludes with a detailed history and statistical 

analysis of Alliance schools in Tehran, Shiraz, Isfahan, Hamedan, 

Saneh, Kermanshah, and some smaller cities up to the Revolution 

of 1979.

Homa Nategh



53

Homa Nategh

 Homa Nategh completed elementary and high school in Iran.  She 

continued her education in France, where she received her Bachelor, Mas-

ter, and Doctorate degrees in history at Sorbonne University, Paris. 

 Nategh was a professor of literature at Tehran University, Iran 

from 1967 - 1981.  From 1995 to present she has been a professor of Irani-

an Literature at Sorbonne University, Paris.  She has written and published 

several books and articles on the history of the Constitutional Revolution 

and women’s liberation in Iran.  Many of her English and French articles 

have appeared in various university publications.  Homa Nategh has also 

translated many European language books into Persian.

__________

1883 in Paris.  Much of the historical data for this section is pro-

vided by the Alliance’s quarterly bulletin.  The author then discusses 

-

-

opened in 1891 by order of Nasser E’din Shah.

-

-

throughout Iran after World War I; the effects of Reza Shah and 

nationalism on the Alliance schools and their curriculum; the wide-
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is currently on the Council of Iranian Studies and the Board of National 

Women's Studies Association.  She is also the director of the community 

based Historical Society of Iranian Women in Chicago.

__________

Both the accomplishments and the shortcomings of the Consti-

tutional Revolution (1906-1911) become clearer when we examine 

that revolution from the point of view of Iran's Jewish community.

Some of the accomplishments of the revolution in this regard are: 

1) The multiethnic Secret Society of 1905, which began the debate on 

political change, and included both Muslims and non-Muslims in its 

membership; 2) the struggles of the constitutionalists to form a Na-

tional Consultative Majlis, rather than the Islamic Consultative Majlis 

suggested by Muzaffar al-Din Shah in August 1906; 3) the persistent 

efforts of Majlis deputies and constitutionalists elsewhere to ratify 

laws that gave equality to Muslim and non-Muslim (male) citizens in 

and its organ Iran-e Now in 1909-1911 to establish a new concept 

of nationality, one that was independent of religious identity; 5) and, 

In contrast, many of the most important shortcomings of the 

revolution become clearer when we examine the attitude of both the 

constitutionalists and the anti-constitutionalists toward Jews of Iran: 

1. the arch-conservative cleric Shaikh Fazlollah Nuri, who opposed 

many new constitutional provisions because they challenged the 

religiously sanctioned legal inequality of non-Muslims; 2. others 

who supported the revolution remained confused over the meaning 

of equality and puzzled over how to end the contradiction between 

the supporters of the revolution, such as the Bakhtiaris, continued to 

rampage and pillage the Jewish communities, even as they moved 

to liberate the capital city of Tehran from the anti-constitutionalist 

Muhammad Ali Shah in July, 1909.

Janet Afary
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Janet Afary

 is Assistant Professor of History and Women's Studies 

at Purdue University, Indiana.  She received her MA in Linguistics from 

Tehran University.   She has a Ph.D. in Modern Middle East History from 

the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor in 1991.  Her dissertation was the 

winner of two awards from the Foundation for Iranian Studies and the 

University of Michigan. 

Some of her academic publications include: The Iranian Constitu-

tional Revolution, 1906-1911: Grassroots Democracy, Social Democra-

cy, and the Origins of Feminism (New York: Columbia University Press, 

1996); "Steering Between Scylla and Charybdis: Shifting Gender Roles 

in 20th Century Iran," National Women's Studies Association NWSA 

Journal 8, no.1 (Spring 1996): 28-49; "The Contentious Historiography 

of the Gilan Republic in Iran: A Critical Exploration," Iranian Studies 28, 

nos. 1-2 (Winter/Spring 1995): 3-24. "Social Democracy and the Iranian 

Constitutional Revolution of 1906-1911," in A Century of Revolution: So-

cial Movements in Iran. Edited by John Foran (University of Minnesota 

Press, 1994), 21-43; "The Debate on Women's Liberation in the Iranian 

Constitutional Revolution, 1906-1911," in Expanding the Boundaries of 

Women's History: Essays on Women in the Third World. Edited by Cheryl 

Johnson-Odim and Margaret Strobel (Indiana University Press, 1992), 

101-121; "Peasant Rebellions of the Caspian Region During the Iranian 

Constitutional Revolution: 1906-1909," International Journal of Middle 

East Studies 23 (1991): 137-161.

She is currently working on a second study entitled "Gender, Politics, 

and Popular Culture in 20th Century Iran." Dr. Afary was a founding mem-

ber of the Iranian Jewish Association of Southern California (SIAMAK) in 

1979 and has been a commentator on Radio Seda-ye Iran since 1994.  She 
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News Agency. 

He began his career in journalism at Iran, Mehr, and Mehregan 

magazines. With the allies invasion of Iran during World War II, he 

joined Dr. Mostafa Mesparzadeh and Abdolrahman Faramarzi in co-

founding Kayhan—Iran’s foremost daily newspaper—becoming its 

editor-in-chief. A few years later, he began publishing Kavian maga-

zine, and became one of Dr. Mohammad Mossadeq’s ardent sup-

porters in the latter’s plan to nationalize Iran’s oil industry; a stance 

that was to cost Hamedani dearly after Mossadeq’s coup in 1953 

(Mordad 28). Kavian’s

imprisoned and eventually banished from Iran. In exile in Rome, he 

language into Persian.

Excluding the hundreds of articles, short stories, and sociopoliti-

in journalism, his other collected writings and translations exceed 

acclaimed writings include Love and Love (Eshq va Eshq), Anxiet-

ies of Youth (Delhoreh ha-ye Javani), and The Educated (Tahsil-

kardeh ha). He has translated The Idiot, The Brothers Karamazov, 

Schiller’s Masterworks, Schopenhauer’s Thoughts, Anna Karinina, 

Stalin, Napoleon, and many other titles in psychology, sociology, 

and philosophy.

Moshfegh Hamedani
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At the start of the evening celebrating Moshfegh Hamedani lifetime 

achiements, Mr. Hamedani was introduced by the celebrated Iranian poet, 

Mr. Nader Naderpour. 

Nader Naderpour was born in Tehran, Iran on June 6, 1929.  He re-

ceived his degree in Italian Language and Literature from the University 

of Peruggia in 1964 and his Bachelor of Arts degree in French from the 

Sorbonne in 1952.

Nader Naderpour is a prominent Iranian poet and has received many 

awards for Best Poetry.  His poetry is translated into many different lan-

guages, such as English, French, Russian and Italian.  He is a member 

of the French: Union des Ecrivains, and has published eight volumes of 

poetry in Persian from 1954 to 1986.

Moshfegh Hamedani.

__________

Moshfegh Hamedani, author, translator, and journalist, was born 

all of his high-school requirements in one year. Before the age of 

twenty, he translated two books of philosophy into Persian and was 

given a teaching position in Darolfonun high school as a French in-

structor. He received his Bachelor’s degree in two years with a major 

-

national Affairs. Shortly thereafter, he became the director of Parse 
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c'est avec beaucoup de plaisir que j'entreprends cette étude laborieuse 

et ce travail de fourmi qui consists à fouillerinlassablement dans les ar-

chives, les livres et à interroger lesgens.

Alain Khosro Chaouli
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de la Perse. Les conversions forcées des "non-croyants", c'est à dire des 

non-Musulmans,commencent à cette période. La persistance de l'attitude 

intolérante contre les non-croyants durera jusqu'au milieu duXIXe siè-

une ouverture vers les idées occidentales améne une amélioration des 

rapports, bien que le fanatisme etl'intransigeance d'une partie de la popu-

lation musulmane de laPerse soient toujours présents.

L'arrivée de l'Alliance Israélite Universelle en Iranpermet une cer-

taine émancipation des Juifs par l'instruction. La révolution Constitu-

-

islation civile. L'avènement de ladynastie des Pahlavi change le cours de 

l'histoire de l'Iran. Eneffet, l'émancipation des Juifs fait partie d'un plan 

d'ensemble,la priorité étant de moderniser le pays, de prendre comme 

référence l'Occident. Le plus remarquable est le retour vers l'histoire an-

cienne de l'Iran, vers l'héritage de la pério de pré-islamique. C'est vers les 

années 1950 que s'établit unealliance de fait entre l'Iran et Israël, unis par 

L'identité des Juifs en Iran a été marquée, sur un plancollectif, par 

leur appartenance à une culture, une civilisation,une religion, une classe 

ainsi que par un courant politique. Puis l'éducation et la sensibilité de 

musiquetraditionnelle implique, dans une certaine mesure, une adhésion 

à la vision du mond Persan.

A travers les soubresauts successifs de l'histoire de l'Iran,les Juifs 

ont réussi à garder intact leur plaisir de la musique. Ilsl'ont pratiqué aussi 

bien par satisfaction personnelle quecomme un métier. Ils ont ainsi par-

ticipé aux cérémonies et auxfêtes. Ils ont donné des concerts et ils ont 

joué de la musiquesavante. Ils ont été des spécialistes de création et de 

fabricationd'instruments.

Les noms les plus connus, que j'ai déjà mentionné, àsavoir Moussa 

Khan Kachi, Rostam Chirazi, Baba Khan,Davoud Chirazi et Ghanouni 

ne sont pas les seuls qui aient joué un rôle important dans la musique 

beaucoupd'autres musiciens Juifs au XIXe et du début de XXe siècle 

enIran. Alors mes recherches ne font que commencer et je doisdire que 

Alain Khosro Chaouli
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Pour les musiciens Iraniens, la manière de jouer estbeaucoup plus 

important que ce que l'on joue. Il s'agit de fairepartager sa sensibilité, son 

état d'ame, son émotion, faire partde son inspiration, bref jouer avec le 

Hâl

de même enanglais. C'est ce que doit transmettre le maître à son élève.

D'où l'importance de la place de celui qui sait et celui quiapprend, qui 

se faire qu'oralement, siné bé siné .L'objectif de la tradition est dans cette 

relation de maître à élève. Le mot employé est tavakkol , une soumis-

unebonne compréhension, donc une bonne connaissance de lalangue. 

Entre maître et élève, la religion semble avoir été oubliée. Par exemple, 

Hossein Qoli, Mirza Abdollah, DarvishKhan, Hossein Khan, Mortâza 

Neydavoud, entre autres, ont représenté une communauté musicale 

avant tout. Leur seulsouci, à tous, a été la transmission d'une musique 

qui ne pouvaitse transmettre que par la parole.

Je dois parler de la profonde intégration de la communauté Juive en 

Iran et pour cela je fais un court rappel historique.

L'origine des Juifs en Iran est à placer dans le contextehistorique 

des années 540-550 av. J.C. Cyrus le Grand offre à lacommunauté Juive 

la possibilité de retourner à Jérusalem. Maisune partie de ces anciens 

exilés, bien intégrés dans les nouvelles région où ils ont été placés, 

préfèrent rester. Ces différentes communautés de Babylone s'éparpillent 

petit à petit vers lesprovinces et les villes de la Perse. Ainsi ils s'installent 

à Chiraz, à Lorestan, à Hammadan et à Isfahan, et ailleurs.

Une grande amitié relie l'Iran et le Pays de Juda. Cetteamitié devi-

ent légendaire. La politique de Darius le Grand, vers500 av. J.C., est 

un équilibrage diplomatique des différents pouvoirs de la région et pour 

cela il s'appuie totalement sur lepays d'Israël. Et c'est ainsi que les Juifs 

ont toujours été lespartisans des monarchies de la Perse. Ces relations 

particulières, entre les Juifs et la dynastie des Achéménides estrapportées 

dans la Bible.

L'intolérance du clergézoroastrien, sous le règne desSassanides, 

d'Etat, détériorent les bonnes relationsentre les différentes communautés 

Alain Khosro Chaouli



43

celaenrichirait d'autant notre histoire collective. En particulier leursdates 

et lieux de naissance, les villes où ils ont vécu, desanecdotes sur leurs 

vies, des appréciations personnelles sur lavaleur de leurs musiques, leurs 

places dans la société Iranienne,des souvenirs personnels, etc... Mon 

nom et adresse sont noté ssur cette liste et nous pourrions correspondre 

ensemble.

En recherchant dans les différentes bibliothèques à Paris,à la Biblio-

thèque Nationale, à la bibliothèque de l'Opéra deParis sur la musique, à 

la Sorbonne, je n'ai pas trouvé beaucoupde titres de livres qui puissent 

m'apporter des informationsutiles. La seule source appréciable a été à 

l'université de laSorbonne à Censier où enseigne Madame Homâ Nâteq. 

J'ai puconsulter quelques documentations intéressantes. Je me suismis 

en rapport avec des étudiants qui voyagent en Iran, je leurai parlé du 

travail de recherche que j'ai entrepris et je leur ai demandé de trouver 

des livres qui seraient susceptibles de mefournir des renseignements. 

Existe-t-il encore en Iran des livresqui parlent réellement de la musique 

traditionnelle?

qui est transmise, le chaîne qui relie leprésent au passé. Sous un certain 

angle, la tradition est laculture. Cette musique doit garder une authen-

ticité dans latradition musicale. La sauvegarde de cette authenticità a été 

l'une des ambitions des groupes de musiciens Juifs. En effet,pour tout 

musicien Iranien, il y a une dimension spirituelle qu'ilfaut préserver. Il y 

a un haut niveau dans cet art qu'il fautconserver.

Les sortes de musiques traditionnelles que l'on peutdistinguer:

Sonnati-radif

Asil

Mazhabi

Mahalli

Melli

Elmi

Toutes ces sortes de musique ne peuvent être jouées qu'en utilisant 

des instruments traditionnels et en évitantl'apport de la technique occi-

dentale.

Alain Khosro Chaouli
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-

ditionnelle Iranienne. Il nous faut démontrer cette existence avec des 

preuves si possible. Parexemple la judéité de Morteza Neydâvoud n'est 

pas évidentepour tout le monde et on a prétendu que ce musicien n'a 

jamais été Juif. D'autre part, j'ai pu lire dans un article de LawrenceLoeb, 

et non-Juives en Iran et l'importance del'apport des Juifs dans la musique 

traditionnelle Iranienne.Donc il y a une vérité à démontrer. A nous de 

cette présence demande des preuves. Je suis en possession de laphoto du 

tableau intitulé "Les musiciens de Nâser-e-Din Chah",peinture de Ka-

malel-Molk, célèbre peintre Iranien. On peutvoir Moussa Kalimi, joueur 

de Kamantché, tenir une place quel'on peut considérer comme historique 

dans la société musicaleIranienne. De même la renommée qu'a eu Ostad 

RostamKalimi Chirazi, à la Cour des Qadjar, reconnue et portée dansles 

livres d'histoire de la musique. A partir de là, on peutadmettre une cer-

-

ment occupé dans la musiqueclassique Persane. Et même remarquer par 

exemple ce qu'a puapporter Moussa Kalimi à la musique instrumentale 

-

e4ème corde à cet instrument et qui l'a ainsi enrichi dans sa musicalité 

et lui a donné de nouvelles possibilités. Cela a été rapporté par Ruhollah 

Qhaleqi dans son livre  Sargozasht-é musiqi-é Iran.

Des auteurs comme Sépantah (Tchéchm andâz-é musiqi-é Iran), 

Behruzi, (Tchéhré-yé musiqi dar Irân), Joeydi, (Zaminé-yé-chenakht-é 

musiqi-é Iran), Khaleghi, etc... parlent des musiciensJuifs mais sans au-

tres formes de précisions. Habib Levy dansson livreTârikhé Yahoud-é 

Irân donne des informations utiles sur le rôle joué par les Juifs dans la 

musique Iranienne mais ilne précise rien de particulier et surtout il ne cite 

aucun nom demusicien Juif.

  J'ai pu àtablir, à travers mes recherches, une liste de 

nomsde musiciens qui semblent avoir été populaires dans la viemusicale 

Iranienne. Je tiens cette liste à votre disposition. Siquelques unes parmi 

vous pouvaient apporter desrenseignements sur n'importe lequel de ces 

musiciens, oud'autres musiciens Juifs que je n'ai pas noté sur cette liste, 
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egrande nostalgie qu'ils se rappelaient Delshad, les frères Bakhchi ou les 

frères Sarkhoche, tous des luthiers renommés. Ilapparaît, d'après ce que 

j'ai pu constater à travers lesdiscussions que j'ai pu avoir avec eux, que 

Neydavoud, cetancien élève de l'Alliance Israëlite Universelle, tenait une 

placeprivilégiée et à part dans la communauté des musiciensIraniens. Os-

ce maître étaient recherchées et que lesjeunes musiciens venaient là pour 

écouter les plus anciens.C'était un foyer de rencontre de la musique tradi-

tionnelle et lesmusiciens venaient là pour échanger des idées et parfaire 

bonnes relations qu'il entretenait avec le milieu musical Juifde Téhéran. 

Des noms reviennent souvent dans les discussions:Younâ Dardachti, 

Dâvoud Chirâzi et ses trois enfants: AghaDjan 1er appelé Chirâzi, le 2e 

Yahyâ Khan Haroun,Ghanouni de Chiraz. Je ne peux pas les citer tous 

car ils sonttrop nombreux et cela prendrait de notre temps.

Une étude rigoureuse sur la contribution des Juifs à lamusique Ira-

nienne demande des références précises, des nomsqui ne prêtent pas à 

confusion. Dans tous les livres que j'ai pu consulté, jusqu'à maintenant, 

noms demusiciens cités sont répertoriés. Comment, sans aucunecontes-

Juifs?

Même parmi les musiciens Iraniens, il n'y a pas unanimité dans 

Agha Djan II par exemple. Je vous parle sur cesujet car j'ai commencé 

à étudier les musiciens par liste alphabétique et je me suis trouvé devant 

ce problème.

D'autre part j'ai appris que lors des conversions forcées à l'Islam, 

beaucoup de Juifs ont préféré changer de noms etprendre des noms 

dans ma liste demusiciens Juifs.

Parmi les intellectuels et les musiciens universitaires enFrance, 

quelques uns, spécialistes de la musique traditionnelle Iranienne, ont été 
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musique par le clergéchiite a ouvert un espace à ces derniers. Les Juifs 

ont toujoursAlain Khosro Chaouli

été attirés par la musique. On a pu dire que cette attiranceprovien-

drait depuis l'époque du roi David, où les fête duTemple étaient servis 

par un ensemble de 4000 chanteurs etmusiciens. La sensibilité juive à 

la musique correspond à un phénoméne de langage. La recherche de 

l'universalité atoujours été une de leur préoccupation. Or la musique pos-

sède précisément cette propriété d'être comprise en dehors de laparole.

Parmi les différents auteurs qui ont écrit sur l'histoire dela mu-

sique en Iran, je considère Ruhollah Khaleghi comme uneréférence 

qui ne devrait pas être contestée. Dans les différentsouvrages que j'ai 

pu consulter, jusqu'à maintenant, Khaleghireprésente incontestablement 

un point de repére dans laconnaissance et le savoir. Il est pris comme 

sourced'information et admis par tous les chercheurs en musique et 

àceux qui s'intéressent à l'histoire musicale Iranienne.

Hassan Machhoun et Habibollah Nassiri Far racontentleurs souve-

nirs personnels. Une multitude d'anecdotes, une incroyable mémoire et 

certainement des notes personnelles, quiont dû les accompagner tout au 

d'ouvrages, très fournies, permettent de constater un nombre important 

demusiciens dans la société Iranienne, ne serait ce qu'au XIX et XXe 

siècle.

Par exemple j'ai lu avec beaucoup d'émotion ce qu'a pu écrire Mach-

houn, dans ses relations d'amitié avec EbrahimSarkhoch. Un profond 

respect et une grande estime réciproqueles ont attachés mutuellement.

De même j'ai été touché par la manière dont s'est conduitNeydavoud 

face à son ancien maître, Darvish Khan. Dans lesdifférents écrits que j'ai 

pu consulté, l'humanisme et lagénérosité de Mortéza ont été remarqués 

par tous. En appelantson école de musique du nom de son maître, il a 

Etant motivé par ce travail de recherche universitaire, j'aicontacté 

tous les musiciens Iraniens que j'ai pu trouvé à Paris.Plusieurs entretiens 

m'ont permis de constater leur gentillesseet leur amabilité Ils ont gardé 

des souvenirs et ils m'ont communiqué sans réticence et avec une grande 

spontanéité ceque leur mémoire avait gardé intact. Parfois, c'est avec un-
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Alain Khosro Chaouli

Alain Khosro Chaouliwas born in 1960 in Tehran. His parents were 

Parisin 1950.

In 1996, Chaouli began working on his doctorate under Professor 

HomaNategh in Paris on Jewish Characteristics in Iranian Folk Songs. 

Chaouli isan optometrist and lives in a suburb of Paris.

Lorsque Madame Homâ Nâteq m'a proposé de fair desrecherches, 

dans le cadre d'une étude universitaire, sur lacontribution des juifs à la 

musique traditionelle Iranienne, je nepensais pas me trouver devant une 

telle réunion decirconstances. D'abord avoir l'honneur d'être parmi vous.

Ensuite le plaisir et l'inquiétude m'ont accompagné dans mesrecherches. 

Le plaisir de me plonger dans une musique qui a bercé ma petite enfance 

lorsque je vivais encore en Iran avecmes parents avant leur émigration 

en France en 1950. Ensuite l'inquiétude, car comment aborder un su-

jet qui n'a jamais été étudié, comment retrouver des musiciens éparpil-

lés à travers lemonde ou bien peut-être morts. Comment les nommer 

ensuite,il n'est pas écrit clairement que Dardachti, Neydâvoud, ouSark-

hoche sont juifs.

les mentalités. Il y a eu, devant l'attitude de l'Islam,un retrait des mu-

siciens chez les musulmans et un plus grandengagement parmi d'autres 

minorités, en particulier chez lesJuifs Iranians. La déconsidération de la 
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been woven by young Iranian or Kurdish Jewish girls at the Bezalel School 

in Jerusalem around 1910. Both artistically and thematically, this rug is one 

of the best of the Bezalel—a most successful composition. The three niches 

here let us see the view as if from a porch or multiple windows, pushing 

back the picture and deepening the view. Almost subliminally, we see the 

Crown of the Torah in the double-arched niche, which echoes the outline of 

the Tablets of the Law. A further subtlety is to be found in the columns—two 

complete and at the edges two vertically bisected—each with the Star of 

David at the base, their columnar form reminiscent of typical 19th century 

Polish Sabbath candlesticks. The rug depicts three of the most evocative 

places in Jewish history. In the right panel is the tamarisk tree of Abraham. 

In the central panel is Mount Sinai, where The Almighty revealed the Ten 

Commandments to Moses. The designer has placed ten palm trees in the 

foreground to act as a thematic link both to the Ten Commandments and 

between the other trees—Abraham’s tamarisk and Herzl’s cedar. In the left 

panel is Herzl’s tree planted by him on his only visit to the Holy Land. All 

the scenes are set against exactly the same barren desert background, always 

the place of spiritual birth and rejuvenation of the Jewish people.

The imagery in this carpet portrays some of the rich threads both of 

the continuity and of the changes in Jewish history; an appropriate carpet 

in which to end this review of Jewish Persian carpets.

I haven’t shown a Jewish carpet from Mashhad but I’d like to quote 

James Fraser, a young Englishman who visited Mashhad in the 1830’s and 

met Mulla Mehdi, the head of the Jewish Quarter.

could introduce me safely among the savages of the desert or ransom me if 

unfortunately taken, it would be Mulla Mehdi." High praise indeed.

Today, we have looked only at Jewish Persian carpets, but wherever 

there were Jews in carpet weaving areas, there were Jewish carpets—in Tur-

key, Afghanistan, Egypt, Spain, Bulgaria, Moldavia, Greece, and Israel.

on Jewish carpets.21  It will be published in 1997 and if anyone has any in-

formation, photographs, stories about Jewish carpets, do please let me know.

21- Published by the Antique Collectors Club Ltd., Market Street Industrial 

Park, Wappingers Falls, NY 12590. Fax: (914) 297-0068.
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150 years ago it would probably have been a treasured substitute for a 

Jewish carpet, and used for devotional and festive purposes by a relatively 

poor Jewish family. I use the word relatively advisedly for the economic 

conditions of most Iranian Jews through most of that long history is of 

miasmal poverty.

Let us now go to Kerman to see this 1920s pictorial rug. It celebrates 

-

scriptions at the bottom allude to Yehuda and Moshe. One of them might 

not know if this implies he had visited Jerusalem rather than Mecca. Take 

a look at the top circular compartment. It took me years to work out its 

English writing. It reads "Sir Herbert Samuel, High Commissioner" - only 

backwards.

Now to Tabriz to see the symbols of the tribes, and of Moses and 

Aaron with a Menorah. But what is particularly interesting about this car-

pet is how little it owes to Islam. Most of the elements are from Jewish and 

Pre-Islamic design and its themes portray the critical moments in Judaism; 

the binding of Isaac, the tribes, the Tablets of the Law, Moses and Aaron, 

the prophet Elijah. It was made in the reign of the last Shah, so tragically 

ended in 1979.

Let’s now look at a couple of great Islamic carpets inscribed by Jews. 

Here’s a Ferahan signed "at the Order of Ismai’l and Aba Yahudi." This fam-

Here's another one signed by the Yahudi’s.

For the last rug, let’s turn to a Bezalel Zionist rug that may well have 
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Patriarchs in the Holy City of Hebron, the tomb of Rachel near Bethlehem, 

the building of Rama, and the tomb of Samuel. At the bottom—here the sides 

differ—are two major synagogues in the Old City of Jerusalem, the House of 

Jacob, and the House of Israel. Along the border are the two pivotal biblical 

scenes of the binding of Isaac and of the discovery, by the Pharaoh’s daughter, 

of Moses in the bulrushes. Between them is the Western Wall.

Let’s look now at another silk Kashan. It’s a little later, perhaps around 

tracked over a dozen of this category in Museums and private collections. 

This one is in the Beth Tzedek Museum in Toronto who tell me that it was 

commissioned by the Shah-Nasser-el-Din (1848-1896) as a special gift to 

his Jewish doctor, Hakim Nour-Mahmood, in celebration of Mahmood's 

survival from an assassination attempt by his jealous rivals.

From the top down we see the symbols of the twelve tribes and the 

Temple with its ornamental gate rather than stone walls. Unusual in orien-

tal carpets is the use of perspective with foreshortening as the view recedes. 

The four pillars indicate the interior with Jachin and Boaz, freestanding 

and barley-sugar shaped according to tradition. In the middle register are 

the snow-capped mountains under the sunburst, and in the lower register 

we see a representation of the Western Wall. The borders introduce us to 

the biblical scenes including the sale of Joseph into slavery and Noah’s 

Ark at the top of Mount Ararat.

the date as Sept./Oct. 1895. This woolen runner was woven in the mountains 

in Sarab, near to the border with Azerbaijan. It is a rough village rug with 

many of the qualities of a rug from Hamadan.  This may have come about 

through substantial movements of the Jewish population in the 18th century.

Let’s go to Isfahan to see a poor Jew’s carpet. It’s not really a carpet 

but a block printed cotton textile with Stars of David in the top cross panel. 
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tury.19 Let’s look at some slides of carpets woven by or for Jews from 

This carpet is a silk Kashan of the 1850s, made up of nearly 2,000,000 

separate knots. It is a religious hanging, expressing both formally and 

emotionally the basic tenets of Judaism. It's called a Mizrach—meaning 

East—as it would be hung on a wall facing Jerusalem both as a directional 

Iranian culture unite in this fascinating silk rug. King Solomon is receiving 

Kings between them. which reads "the Queen of Sheba before Solomon."  

They are seated on their chairs on an elevated platform beneath which is 

written "The Throne of King Solomon."20 Underneath are six steps occu-

pying about half the bottom area of the main panel. On each step there is 

a pair of named animals—a predator and its prey—each facing the other. 

The chairs of Solomon and the Queen of Sheba, as well as the steps lead-

ing up to them are all embedded in a grand throne.

In the main border, the designer summarizes the early history of the 

Jewish people in twenty-nine panels. The twelve tribes of Israel are ex-

pressed through many of the symbols given to them by Jacob (Genesis, 

49): the wolf of Benjamin; the fruitful tree of Joseph; the bowl of plenty 

boat of the seafarers of Zebulun; Issacher, the lion of Judah; the grapes of 

Levi; the sword of Simon; and the trees of Ruben. Some of the symbols 

are repeated in reverse form and the lettering of the lion of Judah in one of 

its panels is also reversed.

Continuing around the panels of the borders are some of the major 

places and events in Jewish history. Down the side are the burial place of the 

19-We get a sense of the huge number of carpets in Tehran alone from the mem-

oirs of Thomas Herbert, an intrepid English voyeur. Tom, peeping at night from 

his roof at the thousands of other roofs, describes “each house top spread with 

carpets, whereon slept a man and his peculiar seraglio, some had three, some 

six, others twelve female beauties sleeping by him.” Thomas Herbert, Travels in 

Persia, 1627-1629, ed. Sir William Foster (Freesport: Books for Libraries Piem, 

1929).

20-Kings, 1:10.
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of the other. The synagogue of the Iraqi community offers various titles 

and honors, but the enticements of the Palestinian synagogues seem supe-

rior. They offered not only shorter services, use of their precious Bible co-

on which the congregation may sit.

Another source of information is in the writings of the great medi-

eval travelers Rabbi Benjamin of Tudela, who reported that by the end 

of the 12th century there were substantial Jewish communities in most of 

the major carpet producing areas of Iran: Hamadan, Isfahan, and Shiraz16. 

Another contemporary report states that the Jewish community of Tustar, 

some 15,000, actually controlled the carpet trade there.17 The whole area 

from Isfahan to Tustar (Sushtar) had been known as Yahudistan.

Still in the 12th century, another notable Jewish traveler, Rabbi Pet-

achia of Ratisbon, marveled both at the Jewish academy in Baghdad and 

at the numerous costly carpets that adorned it. Journeying on to Ezekiel’s 

tomb, he reported that it too was covered with beautiful carpets. Rabbi 

Petachia recorded the communities particularly inspired use of carpets in 

protecting Jewish cemeteries from desecration. Nearby were the tombs 

of some of the great Talmudic rabbis of the 3rd to 5th centuries, each one 

covered by a carpet. He asked why this was? The reply was that under 

each carpet, coiled and waiting to strike at anyone who dared to desecrate 

the tomb, was a snake.18

No Jewish Persian rugs, however, are known from the great oriental 

carpet period of the 16th and early 17th centuries; although there are many 

surviving Jewish Iranian textiles such as embroidered and brocaded Ark 

curtains, Torah mantles and binders. We do know that the great Shah Ab-

bas I (1587-1629), himself an able weaver, brought many Jews to his new 

capital of Isfahan for their high skill in dyeing, and that many of them 

were members of the all-powerful weaving guilds. There they joined the 

original Jewish community in the northern sector Yahudiyya. 

The great tide of Jewish Iranian carpets starts early in the 19th cen-

16- E. N. Adler, Jewish Travellers in the Middle Ages (New York: dover Publica-

tion Inc., 1987).

17-J. Bacon, The Illustrated Atlas of Jewish Civilization (Andre Deutsch, 1969).

18- Adler: 1987.
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songs might have been frivolous or blasphemous.

By the end of the 7th century CE, Islam had conquered the Middle 

East. We do not know what impact this had on any Iranian Jewish weav-

ers, but we do know that in Southern Arabia Jews were taxed by their new 

the quantity and the quality of the carpets they produced. What seems to 

have happened was that Islam protected its own agricultural power base 

by heavily taxing non-Muslim farmers to the result that Jews and Chris-

tians left the land for the towns to join those engaged in crafts such as 

dyeing or weaving.

The Genizah—a semi secret attic in the synagogue in Old Cairo—safe-

guarded a vast treasure trove of letters and documents of the community 

there. The information revealed about the range of Jewish involvement in 

carpets from the 10th to the 13th century is overwhelming. A weaver who 

had been forced to work in the royal factory in Damascus complains that 

"the artisans of this profession are Jews but I am the only Karaite among 

them." The ketuba of a relatively poor bride—she had been married in 

Tyre in the Lebanon in 1054 CE—reveals that she had but one pile carpet 

-

peting as well as to the classic placement of carpets—one large central rug 

framed by two long runners on either side and a smaller "door mat" to the 

front. We read too of complaints against wives who had even stolen their 

husbands’ carpets. A court order of 3 September 1159 CE settles a partner-

ship dispute over a carpet factory. And we learn too of doctors, including 

the great Maimonides, who specially commissioned extra large carpets for 

their waiting rooms to seat the crowds of patients.15 It was Maimonides 

who, in 1176/7 CE, writes about the pride of the synagogues in Muslim 

An 11th century record in the Genizah highlights the importance of 

One synagogue, the Palestinian, had its roots in the Jewish community of 

Byzantium, the other in the community of Iraq. With startling contempo-

rary resonance, both synagogues try to recruit—to poach—the members 

15-S. D. Goiten, A Mediterranean Society (Berkley: University of California 

Press, 1991).
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for his letter-writing and proselytizing than for his weaving skills—was 

St. Paul.11

12

-

ers. This is a wall-painting of Jews weaving a mat in Alexandria in the 2nd 

century CE.

From the 3rd to the 5th centuries CE, the great Talmudic Rabbis wres-

over Shatnes—the prohibition against the intermingling of species—rel-

evant in that cotton and wool are often combined in one carpet. Most of 

the authorities excluded carpets and limited the taboo to items of clothing.

Another problem the Rabbis discussed was the use of carpets in relation 

to corpses and contagion generally. Were carpets barriers between what was 

clean and what was unclean or were they conduits—or both—or neither?13 

A Talmudic judgement of the 3rd century CE brings us close to the 

Jewish artisans of the Sassanian Empire. All the major crafts were separat-

ed into guilds. Each guild had its own work song. In a Talmudic response, 

Rav Huna pronounced that "The songs of the boat hauliers and of the 

ploughmen are permitted, but those of the weavers are forbidden."14 I think 

it possible that these weavers’ songs were the instructions that the master 

weaver would chant to his knotters as he called out the color of each knot 

in sequence. This incredible feat of memory—a carpet can house 250,000 

for the prohibition may be that as the boat hauliers and the ploughmen 

were constantly on the move, their songs did not offend anybody for too 

door you were stuck with their chanting. Eight hundred years later Rashi, 

the great sage and himself a skilled weaver, suggested that the weavers’ 

11-C. G. Jung, Man and his Symbols (New York: Aldous Books, 1964).

12-The editors of the volume were unable to procure a copy of this particular 

Jewish Carpets: A 

History and Guide (Woodbridge: Antique Collectors’ Club, 1997), 11.

13-Onototh, 8:1. Epstein, ed.,  The Babylonian Talmud: Seder Tohotorth (Lon-

don: The Soncino Press, 1948).

14-Sotah 48a, The Talmud; as cited in M. Wischnitzer, A History of Jewish Arts 

and Crafts (London: Jonathan David, 1945).
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The Bible has many references to carpets. In what is my wife’s favor-

ite verse, the Book of Proverbs asks,

She is more precious than rubies"

The verse goes on to describe the very practical skills required of this 

7

The Book of Chronicles tells us of King Solomon, who in the 10th 

century BCE built the First Temple. It was his ally, Hiram, King of Tyre 

who supplied the craftsmen to weave its hanging of blue, purple, crimson 

and off-white.8

But during the 8th to the 6th centuries BCE, Israel is pillaged by the 

Assyrians. The long history of the Jews of Iran begins here with the mass 

deportation of Israelites to Assyria.  

In the 6th century BCE, Cyrus the Great grants freedom to the Jews; 

many had settled in Hamadan and in Shiraz, others had founded Isfahan. 

We know that marvelous carpets were being made at this time, because 

two centuries later Alexander the Great breaks into Cyrus’s Tomb to dis-

cover Cyrus’s golden funeral couch resting upon an exquisite golden car-

pet. But we don’t know about any Iranian Jewish involvement in carpets 

over this period. It is in the nature of Jewish history that so much is forgot-

ten, so much is lost.

But, by the 1st century CE more documentary evidence of Jewish 

weaves is again available. Josephus, the Jewish aristocrat, having helped 

lead the revolt against Rome then changes sides. He joins the Roman con-

querors and survives to write the fullest account we have of the last days of 

ancient Israel. Josephus had been a high priest at the Temple. He saw and 

describes the hangings of the Second Temple as being, "truly wonderful."9

Many Jewish weavers were famous for their skills. One, called Ba-

ruch, was called from Israel to Spain at the request of the Roman Governor 

General there.10 But according to the great psychologist C. G. Jung, the 

most famous Jewish carpet weaver of all—albeit we know of him more 

7-Proverbs, 31: 10-27.

8-Chronicles II, 3: 10.

9-Josephus, Jewish Wares (London: W. Whiston, 1737).

10-L. Freehof and B. King, Fabrics of Synagogues and Homes (New York: Heart-

side Press, 1996).
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5000 years ago, the ancient Egyptians were weaving mats both as 

still see wall paintings of their weavers at work on the looms in the Tombs 

of the Pharaohs3.

4000 years ago, Abraham left Ur with his family and his donkeys to 

become the founding father of the Jewish people4. He left behind a society 

where looms were common and wool was the major export5.  

had a more auspicious start, being described in the Book of Exodus6. Mo-

ses and the Israelites have escaped from Egypt and are now in Sinai. Mo-

ses has received the Tables of the Law. How are these nomads wandering 

in the desert going to protect the Tablets? The Almighty answers by giv-

takes up most of chapters 25, 26 and 27 of Exodus—of exactly how the 

Israelites are to build the Tabernacle to house the Tablets safely in their 

wanderings. Basically, it was to be a huge mobile tent with four types 

of Kelim-type carpets suspended and draped over a frame. The carpets 

must have looked marvelous! They were azure, crimson, vermilion and off 

white. Emblazoned on one side of the hanging carpet that separated off the 

Tablets of the Law were lions, on the other side were eagles. The weave 

itself was similar to that used until recently by the Bedouin of the Sinai. 

But what is a Jewish carpet? The time, the place, the days and the 

knots may all be different but it is the Jewish symbols—the Menorah, the 

Decalogue, the Star of David, the Lion of Judah, Moses and Aaron, Abra-

ham and Isaac, the portraits and the places, and the Hebrew inscriptions 

and the purpose for which they are used—that make Jewish Kelims and 

piled weaves, and give them their enduring and cohesive identity. They 

could be used for religious purposes, or secular purposes, or in rites of pas-

a Jew, I do not think it likely we will do much better.

3-J. Harris, 5000 Years of Textiles (London: British Museum Press, 1993).

4- M. Grunkel, The Legend of Genesis  (New York: Schockin, 1964).

5-H. Ling Ross, Studies in Primitive Looms (Bedford: Ruth Bean, 1977).

6- Exodus, 26: 31-33 and 36-37.
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1960, and has been worrying, studying, and collecting them ever since.  

His book is due to be published in 1997.

__________

Jewish Persian carpets. Then we will look at some slides and discuss some 

typical examples of Jewish Iranian carpets from major centers including 

Kashan, Isfahan, Kerman, Tabriz, and Ferahan.

The History

a sense of the subject without looking at what happened before. So let's start 

right at the beginning.

30,000 years ago, even more important than the invention of the wheel, 

was the invention of thread and string.1

9000 years ago, woven mats—the regular interweaving of weft and 

warp—were being made in what is now the Judean desert. Fragments may still 

be seen today in the wonderful Israel Museum in Jerusalem.2

1- E.J.W. Barber, Prehistoric Textiles (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

1991).

2-Ibid.
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Israel should therefore not be one that measures the extent to which they 

have remained attached to Iranian culture and tradition, but rather one that 

can determine how well they have integrated into Israeli society.  Mea-

sured against such a yardstick, the earlier waves of immigrants have been 

well integrated; and those who have arrived more recently are following 

suit.  Israel does not aim at fully preserving the particular features of each 

of its components, but rather at allowing each group to preserve some 

aspects of its unique features in order to create a mosaic wherein each 

component adds its own particular thread to the fabric of a balanced and 

While becoming Israelis, however, each community should preserve 

distinctive elements of its cultural heritage, encouraging its research and 

preservation for future generations.  It is in this sense that the Iranian com-

munity has not done enough, even compared to Jews from other Middle 

Eastern countries.  There are no enough scholarly books in Hebrew that 

bring the proud history of Iranian Jewry and its rich culture and unique 

facets to the attention of the young Israelis of Iranian and other origins.  

There is an all too obvious absence of efforts to preserve the rich Iranian-

Jewish heritage.  Allow me to conclude by expressing the hope that the 

of the Center for Iranian Jewish Oral History on this path.
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Israeli society, regarding Israel as their home and themselves as Israelis.  

They read Israeli newspapers and gain their information about the world 

from Hebrew media.  There are numerous “mixed-marriages” between 

Iranians and non-Iranians.  (Paradoxically, Israel is the only place in which 

a marriage of two Jews is termed “mixed marriage.”) Few of them fre-

quent Iranian synagogues, fewer even  “consume” Iranian culture.  From 

among the children of the immigrants of the 1950s, few speak Persian, and 

even fewer read and write Persian.

Israelis of Iranian origin occupy some of the most prominent posi-

tions in all spheres of life.  Today, the Deputy Prime Minster of Israel is 

originally from Iran.  There are several members of parliament of Iranian 

origin.  Two of the generals in the Israeli Defense Forces are of Iranian 

origin (one of them was born in Iran).  One of the most popular pop sing-

ers in Israel was born in Iran.  One of the most successful young Israeli 

authors and some of the leading artists in Israel are also of Iranian origin.  

-

Israelis of Iranian origin.

With this said, one might ask whether there is in fact a problem of 

Iranian Jews in Israel? I would certainly tend to think not! But there are 

in Israel Jews who come from Iran who face problems, as much as there 

are such people in other groups in Israel and in any immigrant community.  

One point should be stressed.  While most countries allow only selective 

immigration, Israel is committed (by ideology) and obliged (by law) to 

accept all Jews who wish to make Aliyah.  In fact, they are granted citi-

zenship with all it merits—i.e., social security, health insurance, housing 

loans etc…—as they arrive.  I know of immigrants who arrived in Israel 

after the age of ninety, and others with severe health problems, and others 

yet with empty pockets.  Under such realities, absorption of immigrants is 

likely to continue confronting Israel with sever challenges.  Yet keeping 

the gates of Israel open to all Jews is a basic tenet of Zionism, the chang-

ing of which would be far from appropriate.  What must be done instead is 

to recruit all sources (including more care by Iranian Jews) and help those 

in need.    

The ultimate yardstick to measure the integration of Iranian Jews in 
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at parties, and that of Persian cuisine at weddings.  The immigrants have 

also strengthened the Iranian Jewish organizations.  For one thing, as men-

tioned above, the initiative to establish Irgun Haggag was directly related 

to the Revolution.  They also helped strengthen the Iranian organizations, 

because after all they were the ones most interested in such activities (cul-

tural and other) and therefore became prominent participants in them.  

Eighteen years after the Revolution, those who immigrated after 1979 

-

ing problems; cultural adjustment is another).  But all in all, they are al-

ready well absorbed and their children, at least, are becoming authentic 

community who has become better absorbed in its country of residence 

than the one in Israel has.

Some Concluding Remarks

The Iranian community in Israel today constitutes the largest Iranian-

Jewish community worldwide.  There are possibly more Jews of Iranian 

origin now living in Israel than in all other parts of the world.  Yet, as this 

community is being fully integrated into Israeli society, it is only preserv-

ing some—and progressively diminishing aspects—of its native Iranian-

Jewish culture and tradition.  Yet the success of the Iranian Jews in Israel 

should not be measured by the degree to which they preserve their Iranian 

identity and maintain their distinctive features (linguistic, social, cultural).  

Jews did not come to Israel to become better Iranians, preserving their par-

ticular characteristics.  Zionism was meant to turn immigrants into good 

Israelis, sharing the burden of establishing the Jewish State and making it 

a better place to live, a homeland for the Jews—not to become Iranians, 

Germans, French, or Egyptians living in Israel.

A more appropriate yardstick for assessing their absorption is thus one 

that measures the extent of their emotional, cultural, and practical identi-

Iranian Jews have been well absorbed; those who arrived in the 1950s to 

an even greater degree.  They live with the Israeli rhythm of life, enjoying 

its celebrations and grieving its tragedies.  They have been integrated into 
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facing other immigrants to Israel.  In addition to cultural and social dif-

and employment.  Still, most Iranians managed to purchase housing units 

shortly after their arrival.  All in all, they bought more expensive apart-

ments than Jews from the former Soviet Union or Ethiopia (even though 

the latter receive higher loans), and even compared with many veteran 

Israelis.  In their occupations, too, most of them have found appropriate 

jobs and decent incomes.  Regrettably, although highly educated, many of 

them preferred to go into private business rather than enter professional 

Iranians, the then Minister of Absorption asked me: “Why is it that every 

Iranian engineer ends up opening a boutique in Israel?” In fact, many of 

them moved to other engagements, often far away from the area of their 

expertise.  But most of them ultimately managed to secure incomes, in 

many cases higher than the average Israeli salary.  

Lacking a tradition of political activity, Iranian Jews were less in-

terested, and thus less active in politics.  This, given the Israeli realities, 

proved a disadvantage.  Also, the educated members of the Israeli-Iranian 

community have generally distanced themselves from community life and 

do not volunteer to help the new comers.  On the one hand, there was a 

bright side to this reality: they were forced to become more Israeli.  But 

on the other,  there were not enough people to provide them  with support 

in most cases, a smile, hospitality, and care can prove comparatively more 

important.  Israelis who adore the concept of Aliyah (immigration) should 

do more to absorb the Olim (immigrants).

As elsewhere in immigrant communities, with the new wave of immi-

them in return.  Although recently there is a general trend in Israel to “re-

turn to one’s roots,” this seems much more true in the Iranian commu-

nity.  In many ways, the new immigrants brought their predecessors closer 

to Iranian culture.  Consider just the number of shabha-ye she`r [poetry 

readings], the celebration of Now-Ruz, the prominence of Iranian music 
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notations.  Such sentiments, the study adds, were shared by many students, 

their status of a Jewish minority to be part of the majority in Israel, and 

their sense of transforming from the status of religious to “ethnic” minor-

and its norms of personal conduct (lack of ta`arof was one point men-

tioned; that professors come to university with sandals was another).  They 

felt that people mocked their Persian accent.  Some students even com-

plained that they were treated like people lacking culture and education, 

interested only in material achievements.  Many found the Israeli society 

adjust to.14 But still, this comparative study of Iranian and Latin American 

students found that (with all their differences) the students’ grievances and 

their sense of alienation was generally similar. 15

Israeli approach to new comers did not help either.  In fact, most im-

migrants were mocked and referred to with pejorative terms by earlier im-

migrants.  This was true of the immigrants from Germany (early 1930s), 

Morocco and Romania (early 1950s), as well as Ethiopia and the former 

Soviet Union.  There were many jocks about the Iranians (the main theme 

was to mock their supposed miserliness).  While some responded with 

laughter, many were irritated.  The weakness of the Iranian organizations 

proved another problem.  It was only with the Islamic Revolution that 

some of the leaders of the community, headed by then member of Knesset 

Moshe Katsav, established Irgun Haggag (the roof organization of Iranian 

the new immigrants and the particular circumstances of their immigration.  

Moreover, there was not much awareness of their particular needs.  Un-

like Iranians who arrived in the 1940s and 1950s, those who arrived in the 

1970s (much like the Ethiopian and Russian Jews) found themselves in a 

society that had already crystallized, making their assimilation even more 

into the Israeli society did not seem to care much for them.

of New-Immigrant Students from Iran and Latin America” (in Hebrew; MA 

thesis, Haifa University’s school of Social Work, 1984),  62.

14-  Valfer, 61-65. 

15-Valfer, 144-146.
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The Islamic Revolution was, in many ways, a revolution in the life 

of the Iranian Jewish community.  After years of relative freedom and 

economic progress, they had mostly been part of the Iranian elite.  Many 

of them gained wealth and enjoyed greater freedom than they had in the 

politically secure.  Moreover, they were free (again, relatively speaking) to 

practice their religion, even in the traditionally hostile Shiite environment, 

This has dramatically changed with the Revolution.  Their assets 

turned into a liability12. The regime’s basic concepts, their own share in 

Israel, all worked against them.  Moreover, some of them felt obliged to 

escape the country, often leaving much of their wealth behind.  Needless to 

say, they generally did not come to Israel to satisfy an ideological (Zionist) 

zeal, but rather to escape from the wrath of  (radical Islamic) ideological 

fervor.

With all their long contact with Israel, many of them did not know 

much about life there and were unprepared for the change.  In fact, even 

under the realities of close relations with Iran, Israel and Zionist organi-

zations did not seek the opportunity to explain the essence of Zionism to 

them or to make them familiar with Israel and its problems.  No wonder 

then, that with the Revolution, there was little knowledge about Israel.  

Under such circumstances, their arrival in Israel was a kind of cultural 

shock.  So many of them felt that while in Iran they were a religious mi-

nority, in the Jewish state they were treated as an ethnic minority.  A study 

of the absorption of Iranian students following the Revolution stresses this 

dichotomy: “In Iran,” one student said, “they called me a Jew, here they 

call me Parsi.13” “Parsi,” should be added, carries some derogatory con-

12-For a discussion of the changes in the situation of the Jews in Iran, see my article 

“The Jews of Iran: Between the Shah and Khomeini,” in Sander L. Gilman and Ste-

ven T. Katz, eds., Anti-Semitism in Times of Crisis (New York: New York U.P., 1992), 

353-371; for a comparison of the Islamic regime’s treatment of religious and ethnic 

minorities, see my “Khomeini’s Policy Toward Ethnic and Religious Minorities,” in 

Milton J. Esman and Itamar Rabinovich, eds., Ethnicity, Pluralism and the State in the 

Middle East (Ithaca: Cornell U.P., 1988), 215-229.

13Rivka Valfer, “The Role of Social Support Systems in the Adaptation Process 
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Generally speaking, the Iranians’ immigration has not been a problem-

atic Aliyah.  They have proven to be hard working people, well integrated 

into the society and willing to share the burden of building the new state.  

By the time of the Islamic Revolution, the immigrants of the 1950s had 

mostly integrated into the new Israeli culture, and their links with Iran 

still may have preferred Persian cuisine and were perhaps better accus-

tomed to Iranian music.  And the elderly still spoke Persian.  But they did 

not celebrate Now-Ruz, or organize poetry readings.  Nor did they read 

state, and in line with the governing national spirit, the young generation 

spoke mostly Hebrew, and had virtually no knowledge of Persian.  Israel 

is, in fact, a country where parents learn their ancestral tongue from their 

children.  

This was also the case with the Iranian Jews.  The youngsters, com-

municating with their parents in Hebrew, “forced” the older generation to 

-

dence, efforts ceased and, by the 1970s, there were no Persian newspapers 

being printed in Israel.  Persian books were very rarely bought in Israel.  

The Jews of Iran had become part and parcel of the Israeli society.

There were some changes with the Islamic Revolution and the new 

wave of immigration.  Altogether, some 16,400 Jews immigrated from 

Iran to Israel—roughly a third of the Jews who left Iran after the Revolu-

some irritation, he reminded me that such proportions were still higher 

than in other waves of immigration since the beginning of Zionism (this 

was before the Jews from Ethiopia and the former Soviet Union arrived).  

This time too, the leadership of the community did not immigrate to Is-

rael (many of them ultimately settled in the US). Those who came, how-

ever, were mostly well educated (at least the young generation)—although 

expertise—and were relatively well to do (compared with their predeces-

sors and even to many Israelis).  Yet, they were people who escaped from 

a revolution. 
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Still, the old Yishuv (Jewish settlement in Palestine) on the eve of 

the independence was mostly Ashkenazi.  These settlers were also better 

organized and more politicized8. As in any other immigrants’ community, 

-

ily ties) and the absorbing establishment gave them an added advantage.  

Moreover, the founding fathers of the new state were mostly Ashkenazi, 

as was the governing culture at the time.  Also, Jews from Asia and Af-

rica had larger families than those coming from Europe, which proved 

they faced and forge ahead.  Thus, while all families could move to small 

(usually one bedroom) apartments from the initial tent camps in which 

they were temporarily accommodated in the early 1950s, those with two 

kids (mostly Ashkenazi) were at an advantage compared to families with 

more on providing better education for their children, which in turn led to 

a perpetuation of whatever social gaps that had initially existed.  

The Jews of Iran proved even less organized and their community ac-

tivity less effective. The fact that their leadership did not immigrate along 

with them put them at a further disadvantage.  Even before Israel’s inde-

pendence, one observer lamented that the impact of Iranian Jews was not 

Yishuv.  This, he said, was not because they 

authorities, as well as attempts by leaders of the community visiting from 

Iran, failed to remedy the malaise9. In early 1949, the Iranian Jewish com-

munity was believed to encompass some 30,000 people (more than half of 

them in Jerusalem). They had six different organizations in Jerusalem and 

four in Tel Aviv.  Such divisiveness, one observer noted, further hampered 

attempts to better absorb Iranian Jews who arrived after Israel’s indepen-

dence10. This was less true of the Jews of Mashhad then living in Israel, 

who had been more organized and supported by Jews in Mashhad and 

Europe.11

8-This point is also made by Mostafavi, 160.

9- See a review by Ben-Zion Cohen, in Hed Ha-Mizrah (October 20, 1944): 10-11 See 

also, Hed Ha-Mizrah (April 10, 1943): 10.

10-Hed Ha-Mizrah (April 29, 1949): 11.

11- Hed Ha-Mizrah (March 15, 1946): 14.
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Jews’ Immigration to Palestine; 1921-1951, recently published in Iran7. 

-

cies: orthodox vs.  seculars, rightists vs.  leftists, poor vs. rich, Ashke-

nazi vs. Sephardic.  Engaged in struggle for its independence, Israel failed 

should have been done to narrow these gaps.  But this neglect was not—as 

some wish to present—the result of any deliberate policy.  There were cer-

tainly no discriminating policies, though some disadvantageous realities 

worked against the Sephardic Jews. 

Israel commemorates in 1997 one hundred years of Zionism and will 

-

ities seem much different from the vision of early Zionism and that of the 

founders of Israel.  The social structure, political culture, Jewish character, 

and the basic norms of daily life all seem different now from what they 

-

Jews—unlike what is customary conceived—is much more instrumental 

than had been visualized originally.  In fact, in the present government of 

Israel, some half of the ministers are form Sephardic origin.  Yet Sephardic 

Jews were initially at a disadvantage and currently some still feel discrimi-

nated against.

Evidently, modern Zionism was a European vision led by Europe-

ans who chose European nationalism as their model. Moreover, with the 

emergence of Zionism a hundred years ago, the vast majority of the world 

Jewry lived in Europe and only a small part lived in the Muslim world.  

Things changed considerably by the time of Israel’s independence.  By 

then, many European Jews immigrated to the US, six million were killed, 

and most of the European Jews who had survived the holocaust were left 

behind the Iron Curtain.  By contrast, Jews from the Middle East became 

an important element in the immigration following Israel’s independence 

and—due to higher birth rates—ultimately out-numbered the Europeans 

Jews in Israel.  (Things have changed somewhat with the immigration of 

the Jews from the former Soviet Union in the 1990s.)

7-Marzie Yazdani, ed., Asnad Mohajerat-e Yahudiyan-e Iran be Felestin (Teh-

ran: Sazeman-e Asnad-e Melli, 1996), 38-39 in the editor’s introduction. 
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because of its attraction, but as a result of the Islamic Revolution, which 

-

tion, professional experience, and wealth (though, in many cases, many 

left some of their assets behind).  Third, again, they arrived without their 

leadership, most of whom migrated then to the US (mostly to Los Angeles 

they had to begin anew in Israel.  They had higher expectations, and better 

some common features with immigrants from other Diaspora, while being 

different in some respects—i.e., their background, training, and expecta-

tions—not only from other immigrating groups, but also from different 

waves of Iranian immigration. 

The Israeli Attitude: Immigration and Immigrants

While there has been no discrimination against Jews immigrating 

from Muslim countries in comparison to those immigrating from western 

(Ashkenazi) origins, in many ways the former group has been at a disad-

vantage.  Some observers often overstress the ethnic rifts in the Israeli so-

ciety.  In fact, they blame what they believe to be Zionism’s racist tenden-

cies for this rift.  Arab sources, now also echoed in some Iranian-Islamic 

writings, have made this point repeatedly.  More recently, they viewed the 

Israeli attitude towards the Intifada (the Palestinian uprising) as racist5. 

They also argue that the Ashkenazi attitude towards the Sephardic (orien-

tal) Jews also represents a sort of racism.  In this vein, a recent study on 

Iranian Jews published in Iran says that a clear division was made in Israel 

between oriental Jews who were separated from the Ashkenazi (az lehaz-

e nezamat-e shar`i va moqei`yat-e ejtema`i): “In fact, it can be said that 

national-ethnic boundaries were formed” and oriental Jews have become 

second-rate citizens.  Such gaps, it concludes, are expanding daily6. This 

same point is repeated in a collection of documents, Records on Iranian 

5- For such Iranian attitudes, see my articles on Iran in Tel Aviv University’s publica-

tion by The Project for the Study of Anti-Semitism, Anti-Semitism Worldwide, in each 

of volumes of 1994, 1995 and 1996. 

6-Mostafavi, 159-60.
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available and contributed in professions alien to those they traditionally 

occupied (i.e., agriculture, construction), and rooted themselves in all 

types of settlements (Moshavim, Kibbutzim, immigrants’ townships, and 

large cities).  In this they did not differ from their fellow brethren from 

other countries of the Middle East or, for that matter, the European survi-

vors of the Holocaust.  

Their experience did differ, however, from that of Jews immigrating 

from other Middle Eastern countries in many other respects.  First, the 

Jews of Iran—occasional harassment and persecutions notwithstanding—

were not actually forced out of Iran following the 1948 war4. Second, 

while the Jews from the Arab lands left their countries of residence almost 

entirely and together with their traditional leadership (such as from Iraq or 

Yemen), Iranian Jews (like those of Morocco), left without their leadership 

(the more wealthy and educated class), which continued to live in Iran.  

Third, the links between the Iranian Jews in Israel and those in Iran was 

not subsequently cut (many of them later traveled to Iran and most had 

relatives there).  And fourth, unlike the case with the Arab countries, rela-

tions between Israel and Iran were not marked by hostility.  Rather, they 

between the Iranian Jews and Israel.

The relative freedom and the economic prosperity that many Jews en-

joyed in Iran prior to the Islamic Revolution did not encourage them to 

40,886 additional Iranian Jews migrated to Israel.  For the most part, they 

arrived in small numbers: except in 1958, when 5,685 Jews immigrated 

within the same year, the largest number of immigrants for any given year 

(between 1952 and 1978) was less than 3,000.  

Another relatively large wave of immigration occurred with the Is-

lamic Revolution.  Some 16,400 Jews have made Aliyah to Israel from 

1979 to the end of 1996.  This was in many ways a unique immigration, 

compared with that of their predecessors.  First, they arrived in Israel not 

Iran. They blame the Zionist movement for attempts to force the Jews out of Iran, 

then as well as following the Islamic Revolution. See, for example, `Ali Asghar 

Mostafavi, Iranian-e Yahudi (Tehran: Bamdad, 1990\91),mainly 149, 159-162, 

173-174.
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(what is now) Iraq, to Damascus.  Having lost most of their wealth en 

route, many of them remained there and only a few families made it to 

Palestine.  Most of them settled in the Jewish quarter of Safed (one of the 

four major Jewish centers at the time).

Another group left around 1892 and included more diverse immi-

grants, mostly from major cities such as Shiraz, Kashan, Kerman, and 

Yazd.  Unlike the previous group, most of these immigrants actually made 

it to Palestine, although they too lost much of their property by the time 

they arrived.  They settled mostly in Jerusalem, where they encountered 

many obstacles: they hardly spoke any Arabic, the common language in 

Jerusalem those days, which further alienated them from the local Jewish 

community.  The absence of Persian Jewish community organizations (i.e., 

Housing and employment proved their most crucial immediate challenges.  

members of the local Iranian community, and little or virtually no help 

from the community in Iran or from local Jewish institutions.  Slow im-

migration continued until 1908, when the Association of Lovers of Zion 

was founded.3

It was only in the late mandate era (close to the foundation of Israel) 

-

tively large Zionist immigration occurred.  Though I have not been able to 

thousand.  

The most extensive Iranian Aliyah (literally: transcendence; immigra-

tion) occurred immediately following Israel’s independence (24,822 be-

tween 1948 and 1951, according to available data).   These immigrants 

were mostly unprofessional, with little or virtually no education and 

wealth.  Like newcomers from other countries at the time, they mostly 

settled in temporary tent camps, and gradually moved to permanent hous-

ing units provided by the government.  Given the hard economic realities 

and the ideological fervor in the newly born state, they took up any work 

Ha-Cohen, Avanim Ba-Khoma [Rocks in the Wall] (Jerusalem: 1970).
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from other countries.

This paper does not presume to provide any scholarly analysis of 

the Iranian immigration and their absorption into Israel’s population; nor 

does it claim to prescribe preferred solutions for the questions involved. It 

merely attempts 1) to bring to the attention of this volume’s readers some 

of the dilemmas involved in the attempt to transform the different Dias-

features and similarities of the absorption of Iranian Jews and that of other 

Diaspora.  In so doing, this article will also strive to resolve some of the 

misconceptions that govern popular attitude towards questions regarding 

the absorption of the different Jewish groups in Israel.

Vicissitudes of Iranian Immigration

One of the most ancient Jewish communities worldwide, Iranian Jews 

have always maintained their emotional and cultural ties with Jewish tra-

ditions and continued to yearn for the Land of Israel.  This was evident in 

the writings of Jewish-Iranian commentators, poets, and scholars through-

out the medieval period, and it persisted through the twentieth century.2 It 

is no wonder then, that immigration to Israel, though on a limited scale, 

continued all along and that with the creation of Israel a massive immigra-

tion took place.  

The Iranian Jewish community in Israel—roughly estimated now at 

over 200,000—has been well integrated in all spheres of life, namely the 

government, the parliament, the military, academia, culture, industry, and 

Iranian immigration until the late nineteenth century, much like the 

immigration and settlement in Palestine of other Jewish communities, was 

rather limited.  Obviously, it was mainly motivated by religious belief and 

sentiments, rather than national aspirations.  

One small group arrived in Palestine (then under Ottoman rule) in 

1815.  It consisted mostly of Jews from Shiraz and its surroundings.  They 

traveled from the port of Bushehr and then by camels and mules through 

2- See David Yerushalmi’s essay in this volume.
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ent visions of the Jewish State’s preferred identity.  Yet they all desired to 

live in the homeland of the Jewish people: Israel.  They arrived in different 

“ships,” but realized that they were all in the same “boat”: sharing compat-

ible visions and a common destiny.

Israel’s Jewish population of some 758,000 in May 1948 absorbed a 

population almost equal to its own size by 19511. Most astonishingly, it 

Arab countries, all under devastating social and economic hardships, a 

vital quest for national identity, and the concomitant circumstances of 

the War of Independence, in which some 6000 of the Jewish population 

(roughly one percent) was killed or injured.

Jewish immigration was central to the Zionist vision and constituted 

the main hope for the perpetuation and prosperity of Israel.  Yet the ab-

Some of the questions, relevant to the main theme of this paper, were: 1) 

How could a balance be achieved between the distinctive traditions of 

each entering group and the emerging Israeli culture? 2) How should the 

heritage of the past be preserved while new traditions are formed?  3) How 

The Jews of Iran were one of these groups.  While some of them ar-

rived in Palestine much prior to the Zionist movement, their massive mi-

gration came only in the late-1940s and early-1950s, overlapping with the 

major immigration of Jews from Europe (mainly survivors of the Holo-

caust) and the Arab countries (mostly those who escaped following Israel’s 

independence).  Iranian Jews continued to arrive with varying frequency 

Islamic Revolution (1979), a few years before the more massive immigra-

tion waves from Ethiopia (mid-1980s) and the former Soviet Union (early 

1990s).  The Jews of Iran were thus part of Israel’s historical transforma-

tion; and, as such, the dilemmas concerning them and those with whom 

they were confronted, were essentially similar to the dilemmas of Jews 

1- For statistics of Jewish immigration to Israel between 1948 and the mid-1960s, 

see: State of Israel, Statistical Yearbook, 1966. The date used in this paper for Ira-

nian Jewish immigration is based on Jewish Agency sources. Those of Statistical 

Yearbook are different. Further study is needed, on this issue too.
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Immigration to Israel: Iran and Other Diaspora

The Zionist movement, much like other national struggles in history, 

Jewish state.  Unlike other national movements, however, the creation of 

Israel was not meant only for the Jews who then lived in Eretz Israel (Land 

of Israel): the new state was established as the homeland of the Jews who 

then lived there, as well as for all Jews willing, or might in future wish to 

settle there.  Turning Israel into the homeland for the Jews was a central 

aim of Zionism.  Consequently, immigration of Jews to Israel became a 

major dogma in the Zionist vision and in the politics of the Jewish State.

The perpetual yearning expressed in the saying “Next Year in Jerusa-

lem” has accompanied Jewish history all along.  Since the late nineteenth 

century, the Zionist movement added new dimensions to this old strive and 

marked the actual struggle to make this dream a reality.  The new waves of 

European anti-Semitism; the realities that emerged following World War I 

(including the 1917 Balfour declaration, the disintegration of the Ottoman 

Empire, the growing Jewish immigration and their struggle in Palestine), 

and, last but not least, the devastating consequences of World War II (the 

stimuli to secure a homeland for the Jews. 

Although only part of the world Jewry moved to settle in Israel by the 

time of its independence in 1948, what mattered most was that a Jewish 

state had been established.  What’s more, it was prospering rapidly while 

keeping its gates widely open to absorb Jews who desired, or were forced 

to leave their countries: be it from Arab states (following the 1948 war), 

Iran (late 1970s), Ethiopia (mid-1980s), or the former Soviet Union (early 

1990s).  More than that, the strength of Israel eventually enhanced the 

turn, strengthened Israel.

As a result of this multicultural immigration, Israel has become a melt-

ing pot for people who differed in many respects, even though they share a 

common faith.  All in all, during the initial years of Israel’s independence, 

diverse traditions, distinct cultural heritages and norms of life, and differ-
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sor Menashri, Central Asia Meets the Middle East, will be published this 

year by Frank Cass Publishers, in London.

Professor Menashri is the recipient of numerous grants and awards, 

both in Israel and abroad.  He has received major grants from the Ford 

Foundation, Fulbright and the Ben Gurion Foundation; his theses and 

books on Iran have earned him, several times, the Landau Prize.
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Sunday Evening: Young Adults’ Night

Monday, November 11
Iranian Jews and Music, (In French)

Jewish Persian Carpets, (In English)

Anton Felton, London

The History of Persian Ketubas,

Yafa Saghian, Los Angeles

The Story of Persians,

Israel Television, Jerusalem

Tales from the Past: Memory Telling Panel

-

A Tribute to Yaldai Tehran and their Iranian Rescuers

Yaldai Tehran:

Rescuers:

Mehdizadeh, Nissan Melamed, Habib Moradpour, Ebrahim Rad, 

Rouhollah Sappir, Morteza Senehi, Shemuel Shamil-Zadeh, Morad 

Yaldai Tehran: A Perspective,

Avi Davidi, Los Angeles

Concert,
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SECOND ANNUAL INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE

CENTER FOR IRANIAN JEWISH ORAL HISTORY

NOVEMBER 9-10-11, 1996

AT

SKIRBALL CULTURAL CENTER & MUSEUM

LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA

Saturday, November 9
A Tribute to Moshfegh Hamedani

Moshfegh Hamedani, A Documentary Film,

My Friend Moshfegh and Mr. Dostoevsky,

Nader Naderpour, Los Angeles

Acceptance Speech,

Mosfegh Hamedani, Los Angeles

Traditional Iranian Jewish Music and Humor

Sunday, November 10
Iranian Women and Judaism,

Parvaneh Sarraf, New York

Immigration of Iranian Jews to Israel, (In English)

The Crucial Role of Non-Muslims in the Iranian Constitu-

tional Revolution,

The History of Alliance Israelite in Iran,

Homa Nategh, Paris

The Goy Boy in the Heart of the Mahalleh,

Judaism, Iran, and Islam: The Works of Judeo-Persian Poetry, 



tle 

the end of a far too extended silence surrounding the presence and role 

past is being reevaluated and its history reassessed, the role of reli-

of that past—should not prove an exception to this trend by remaining 

those who experienced and made history passed on without recording 

Though some interpreted our attempt in this vein as a separatist 

agenda, we nevertheless maintain the believe that the ultimate goal 

experiences and positions of minorities and subcultures—be it that 

of women, children, or religious and cultural minorities—during the 

were not as sheltered and enviable as many historians and researchers 

Our goal in founding the oral history project, organizing annual 

conferences, and producing publications is to invite researchers and 

the public at large to use our archives, attend our lectures, and read our 

-

tory can be told from the mouths and perspectives of those who expe-

rienced it, so that its otherwise overlooked details may be brought to 

in that land for over twenty seven hundred years, the Jewish people 

of Iran have long earned the right to speak of their lives and verbalize 

witnessed discrimination and cruelty and also lived through the more 

Foreword



Foreword

The Center for Iranian Jewish Oral History is proud to have re-

interested in helping us conduct interviews, collect photographs and 

documents, and follow through with our goals to document the lives 

proud to announce that in the past year our efforts were met with the 

-

Our collaboration with the SHOAH Foundation made possible 

several additional interviews with Iranian Jews who had helped “The 

We are further proud to announce that our archive now holds more 

Concomitantly, our collection and documentation of shiras and other 

traditional and folk music that represent a considerable part of Iranian 

-

tion of many generous individuals who volunteered their time and tal-

Our project of video documentaries, which has so far produced 

two biographies—“Morteza Khan Neydavood” and “Moshfegh 

Hamedani”—is currently in the process of editing a third feature on 

The Center collaborated with Skirball Cultural Center and Mu-

seum in organizing an exhibition on traditional Iranian Jewish wed-

various decorative and ceremonial objects to the Center for the exhi-

-

-



The Center for Iranian Jewish Oral History

Congratulates

Avi Davidi

Iranian Jewish Studies Award

Of Academic Achievement

Starting this Year, the Center for Iranian Jewish Oral History 

will offer an award every year for the best research paper presented 

-

The Center for Iranian Jewish Oral History is grateful to Sousan 

donation made in loving memory of her late father Ayoub Youse-

The award was presented top Avi Davidi for his article entitled 



Statement of Purpose

The Center for Iranian Jewish Oral History

The Center was created to gather information and interview peo-

ple knowledgeable in the following subjects: Iranian Jewish history, 

These taped interviews, documents, pictures, and lore will be open 

for researchers and the public to use in two different centers in two 

These interviews will build a bridge between the older generation 

-

covering these old and wise people who are walking encyclopedias of 

The Center will host an annual conference to gather experts in 

each conference, a journal will be published to document each lec-

-

dra Delrahim, Roxana Javid, Farah Nourmand, Roxana Rastegar, Yas 
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Iranian Jewish organizations: Anjoman-e Kalimian-e-Tehran, 

Eretz Cultural Center, Eretz Cultural Center Sisterhood, Fariborz 

Organization, Magbit Foundation, Nessah Educational & Cultural 

Donors of photos, documents, ketubas, and books: Jahaguir 

Rahim Cohan, Ruben Dokhanian, Farokh Faezi Ekbatani, Nader 

Haghnazar-Zadeh, Moshfegh Hamedani, Massoud Harounian, 

Lotfollah Hay, Amir Hirmand, Ramin Javaherian, Roxanna 

Mehdizadeh, Shokrollah Mehdizadeh, Soraya Melamed, Salim 

Morad, Faryar Nikbakht, Nimtaj Rafaelzadeh, Rahmat Rahimian, 

York, Sahar Younai, Parvaneh Yousefzadeh, Albert Yousefzadeh, 

Internet Services:
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Production Director:
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