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In one late-night conversation, my mother told me a family story about Rima. Not
much is known about her, only that she traveled the world alone during a time
when it was very dif cult to travel, especially for a religious Jewish woman from
Iraq with seven children.

The women in the family passed down her story with amazement and envy:
Rima, the woman of the world. It is known that she reached India and also
Palestine and was there during the 1929 riots. She survived because she locked
herself in a bathroom. It was also said that the women in the family *“cele-
brated” when she passed away because they all wanted to take the beautiful
fabrics she brought back from her travels around the world. Her story intrigued
me greatly, partly because of the striking contrast between this remarkable
woman and my grandmother, who was always bitter and stubborn. Even on her
last day, my grandmother did not forget the pain of her older brother forcing her
to marry a much older man, preventing her from marrying the love of her life.

Together with my mother, we set out to learn more about her. We didn’t nd
much, but one chilling fact that even my mother did not know, which changed
our perspective on Rima, was that she started traveling the world after her
eldest son was murdered by the family of his lover.

Rotem Tamir
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FOREWORD

| rst met Rotem Tamir in 2021 in her studio in St. Paul, MN, and | was instinctively
drawn by her ability to create work that connects—with and beyond—personal
histories, ancestral knowledge, faraway geographies, and multilayered identities.

As a curator who has worked with immigrant communities, and as an immi-
grant myself, | am passionate about holding welcoming spaces for fundamental
conversations around belonging and cross-cultural exchange. Curated by Sharon
Toval, Tamir’s solo exhibition RIMA: Passages in Sephardic Sculpture is one of these
spaces: a place of exceptional density that engages the senses and blends timelines.

Tamir’s journey to the US started in 2011 when she moved from lIsrael, her
birth country. After relocating several times, she landed in Minnesota in 2020
to work as an assistant professor in sculpture in the Department of Art at the
University of Minnesota. Moving, as an immigrant, a woman, and a descen-
dant of nomadic ancestors, during a pandemic, adds layers of complexity to
the already charged experience of what 2020 was for many. Since being here,
Tamir has grown fast roots: physically, by creating indoor and outdoor sculptures
for major cultural hubs in the region (Franconia Sculpture Park, the Weisman
Art Museum, and the Minnesota Museum of American Art, to mention a few),
and more broadly by contributions that enrich this vibrant artistic landscape
with her innate attitude for collaboration. In Tamir’s process are interwoven
narratives of ancestral nomadic pasts and present concerns; while her use of
mediums celebrates the wisdom, craft, and labor of Middle Eastern and North
African Jewish women, the symbols represented bring up universally relatable
guestions. Can everyday objects be catalysts for exploring the past, the present,
and the future? How do you build a sense of home? Can rituals bring us closer
to ourselves and each other?

Tamir’s artwork Mattress / 2iGkB (Jerayah) (2020) answers these questions
beautifully. To provide a place for rest and reassurance to her young son during
an uncertain time of worldwide isolation, the artist infused her memories of
family rituals into making an object that looks, at rst glance, of common use:
a mattress. This Jerayah,! which has been central to Tamir’s recent exhibitions,
is the result of a long and complex making process, conducted by Tamir through
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Jerayah means mattress in Judeo-
Tripolitanian Arabic, a language spoken
by Jews formerly living in Libya.
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an ethical code that acknowledges all materials, lands, techniques, and the
people involved. Collaborators include the Windswept Hill Farm & Studio, which
contributed many hours of labor and skills in preparing the stuf ng wool, and
Grandmother Wassi, who also made a Jerayah, the one Tamir’s family gathered
on for Passover Seder nights to read the traditional text in the hybrid language
of Jews from Libya.

So when you look at this Jerayah, you are no longer looking at a mattress or a
sculpture. It is a whole universe made of connections: cross-cultural, multigen-
erational, timeless ones, based on care and repetition. To rethink objects like a
mattress under this light of complexity, comfort, and labor, is a gift for the people
of Rochester. In a city where care is at the forefront of many activities, a deeper
connection with the history of an object can hold a unique healing power.

For this gift, the Rochester Art Center thanks the artist, Rotem Tamir, the
curator of the exhibition, Sharon Toval, and the exhibition’s primary sponsor,
the Of ce for Research and Innovation at the University of Minnesota. We also
thank our funding supporters from Rimon: The Minnesota Jewish Arts Council,
an initiative of the Minneapolis Jewish Federation, and the voters of Minnesota
through a Minnesota State Arts Board Operating Support grant. Just as the
making of one Jerayah takes a village but feeds a whole community, this support
makes it possible for us to organize a solo exhibition by an artist whose work
contains multitudes.

Zoe Cinel
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left: Mattress / 2iGKkB (Jerayah), 2020. In collaboration with Wendy Wustenberg
and with project assistance from Martje Oostra. Photo Credit: Rik Sferra

above: Diagram of Action, People, and Places in Mattress / 2(GKB (Jerayah), 2020.





























































































