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IN AND OUT OF THE KITCHEN:

FEMINIST LITERARY NEGOTIATIONS

Wendy Zierler

Spaces can be real and imagined. Spaces can tell stories and unfold histories.

Spaces can be interrupted, appropriated, and transformed through artistic

and literary practice.

bell hooks1

Do women write differently than men? Asked this question in a rare inter-

view published in the 1950s, the Hebrew prose writer Devorah Baron gave
the following answer:

No. [I don't] see a difference between the writing of men and women.
But women may be more capable, perhaps, of describing the life of a
woman from the inside, while male writers see women only from the

outside. Yes, the woman writer is better at recognizing certain aspects of
a woman's life, all that is connected to the kitchen, to foodstuffs, the nur-

sery, and so on.2 [emphasis added]

The kitchen? The nursery? By invoking these stereotypically feminine
"inside" spaces, what did Baron mean to say about the potential dis-
tinctiveness of women's writing? Was she being ironic and flip to her
interviewer, offering a paradoxically simplistic answer to what she con-
sidered a simplistic and irksome question? Or was she honestly delineating
the spaces in which so many women's lives, and hence so many women's
stories, have unfolded? Was she situating her own writing within this
domestic realm?

One way to unpack the meaning of Baron's statement is to consider the
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symbolic importance of the kitchen as a marginal space that can serve, as
bell hooks has described, as a site not just of repression, but also of resis-
tance, a location of "radical openness" and possibility.3 To be sure, the
primary responsibilities traditionally assigned to women for preparing
food, keeping the home, and feeding and raising children have seriously
limited the opportunities of many women to do creative work. And yet, as
anthropologist Carole M. Counihan has noted,

[t]he predominant role of women in feeding is a cultural universal, a
major component of female identity, and an important source of female
connections to and influence over others. Hence, although there are
other components of female identity and other sources of their authori-

ty, the power of women has often derived from the power of food.4

In this sense, Baron's observation about the ability of a woman writer to
depict "all that is connected to the kitchen, foodstuffs, and nursery" might

be interpreted as an effort to acknowledge these traditional areas of female
agency, authority, and power, and to designate them as potential sources of
literary inspiration.

This article will investigate the kitchen- and food-related powers of
Jewish women through an examination of three female-authored works:
(1) "Anaseh akh hapa'am" (Once again I'll try, 1866), a poem by nine-
teenth-century Hebrew poet Rachel Morpurgo about her desire to write
poetry and escape the spiritual limitations of her feminine domestic role;
(2) Breadgivers (1925), a novel by early twentieth-century immigrant Ameri-

can Jewish writer Anzia Yezierska about a young immigrant Jewish woman
who flees her family kitchen and her rabbinical father to pursue her dream

of an American education; and (3) "Mah shehayah" (What once was,
1939), Devorah Baron's novella about the kitchen-based friendship of a
young rabbi's daughter and a female baker named Mina. All three of the
chosen works feature a protagonist or narrator/speaker who is a rabbi's
daughter, a figure who moves in and out of the kitchen in particularly sym-
bolic and powerful ways.

Throughout Jewish history, the rabbi's daughter has occupied a "border-
land" between traditional Jewish gender divisions. Latin American
feminist critic Gloria Anzaldúa explains the notion of the "borderland" in
these terms:
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Borders are set up to define the places that are safe and unsafe, to
distinguish us from them. A border is a dividing line, a narrow strip
along a steep edge. A borderland is a vague undetermined place created
by the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary. It is in a constant
state of transition. The prohibited and forbidden are its inhabitants ...
those who cross over, pass over, or go through the confines of the
normal.5

As a borderland figure, the rabbi's daughter enjoyed a privileged exposure
to the world of Jewish scholarship and ritual leadership, presenting an
alternative to the traditional binary divisions of Jewish gender roles.
Situated in terms of familial affiliation at the center of Jewish learning and

communal responsibility, she often "passed over the confines of the nor-
mal," gaining access to a depth of religious education and involvement
usually denied to women in traditional Jewish circles. In many instances,
the rabbi's daughter was a happy exception to the rule of female religious
illiteracy and Hebrew literary silence. Indeed, of the few women who
attempted to write in Hebrew, from the post-biblical era until the modern
period, virtually all were rabbi's daughters and/or rabbi's wives.6 Still, as a
daughter rather than a son, the rabbi's daughter remained confined in cer-
tain crucial ways to the "women's gallery" or "kitchen-spaces" of Jewish
scholarly and literary activity. At times in her life she might successfully
cross into the male scholarly realm, but at other times this crossing might
be blocked off to her. Hers was a mixed identity and a scholarly potential

that, if actualized, had problematic, even transgressive implications.7
Emblematic of the obstacles placed before the scholarly daughter in her

pursuit of an intellectual or literary life outside the kitchen is the story of
Rachel Luzzato Morpurgo (1790-1871), a member of the scholarly Luzzato
family of Trieste, Italy. Among the scholarly or rabbinic relatives who at
one time lived with her in her family's house were Rabbis David and
Hezekiah Luzatto, as well as her cousin, the scholar and writer Solomon
David Luzatto (1800-1865, known in Hebrew by his acronym of Shadal),
with whom she shared a deep, intellectual friendship. Morpurgo received
an exceptionally rich education in Jewish sources, including study of the
Talmud and the Zohar.8

Like many of the members of her learned family, Morpurgo wrote
occasional verse in Hebrew - rhyming riddles and lyric poems inspired by
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engagements, weddings, births, and deaths. In addition, Morpurgo compos-
ed poems about religious faith, about contemporary political events such as
the Rebellions of 1848, and perhaps more significantly, about her personal
literary aspirations and frustrations. Morpurgo's poetic achievements were
especially remarkable given the conditions under which she worked.
Unlike many of the great British and American women writers of the
nineteenth century, who remained unmarried and thus were left relatively
free to pursue a curriculum of writing and study, Morpurgo's career was
often inhibited by domestic duties and allegiances.

As the Italian rabbi and poet Vittorio (Yitzhak Haim) Castiglioni writes,
while Morpurgo was blessed with a rich education from her parents, she
had little leisure in her adult married life to study and write. She raised
three sons and one daughter - who remained unmarried until the end of
their days - without any domestic help. In contrast to her life before she
married, which was characterized by a strict discipline of study and ready
access to her parents' vast library, there were few books in the house where
she lived with her husband, and with her various domestic responsibilities,
Rachel found little time to read. Only on nights when she could not sleep
and on Rosh Hodesh (the New Moon), when it was customary for women
to refrain from needlework, did she have the opportunity to read and
compose poetry. Her husband, Jacob Morpurgo - whom she loved so
ardently as a young woman that when her parents opposed the match, she
vowed to marry no other man until they relented9 - was less than
encouraging to Rachel the poet; only when he became aware of the
praise she was receiving for her poetry did he countenance her literary
activities.10

Despite these obstacles, Morpurgo continued to write poetry throughout
her life, publishing some fifty poems in the journal Kokhavei Yitzhak (The
stars of Isaac), which were collected after her death into the volume Ugav
Rahel (Rachel's flute, 1890). Morpurgo gained much acclaim among
readers in Germany and Italy, who were astonished to encounter a woman

capable of composing erudite, rhymed, and metered poetry in Hebrew.
This profusion of praise, based almost entirely on her gender, disconcerted
her, as she suggests in several published poems, most notably "Ve'eileh
divrei Rahel bevo le'ozneiha ki shemah nizkar letehilah bemikhtavei 'itim"

(And these are Rachel's words on hearing she has been praised in the
journals, 1847) and "Al mah adoni ram hirbah tzevahot" (Why does my
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exalted Sir shriek so much, 1850).11 Many of Morpurgo's male readers
naively read Morpurgo's disinclination to accept praise for her poetry as
evidence of her feminine qualities of piety and modesty. Indeed, Morpurgo
often signed her poems with such self-effacing epithets as "the lowly and
young," "the tiniest of the tiny," and "RiMaH," (an acronym for her name,
Rachel Morpurgo haketanah - Rachel Morpurgo the Small - yielding a
Hebrew word for "worm"). As Yaffa Berlovitz and Tova Cohen have
pointed out, however, these professions of modesty can also be read as part
of a complex poetics of duplicity, on the one hand satisfying male
expectations of female demureness, while on the other subtly undercutting
this humble stance with accompanying statements of poetic ambition.12
Morpurgo was a scholar and poet with serious aspirations as well as a
protofeminist; she was simply unwilling to accept the sort of praise that
reinforced the general rule of female intellectual inferiority by imagining
her as a wondrous exception to that very rule.

If in her earlier poetry Morpurgo veiled her feminist protest with pro-
fessions of modesty and unworthiness, in her later poetry these elements
are unveiled and overt. In "Anaseh akh hapa'am" (1866), for example,
Morpurgo dramatizes in very stark terms the ongoing conflict between her
feminine domestic role and her spiritual/literary aspirations, seeing a
solution only in her ultimate release from physical existence:

Again 111 try oysn 7N nt^N
To write a poem, ,T\yb !?din on
Tve left the pot *wn t^NB
Behind in anger. : oyt Tin >npm

I'm sick of wealth and vanity !?irn yin mtwo
And long to escape inoo jinì&i
My suffering. ^n uid>
God shall reward me. : >bv i>£P nw

His blessings drizzle down yuwv wirrn
Toward the hidden good yiosn mo 5h
I await my lot to come. t?nnn bN mpN
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The creator of mountains onn w> ron

And freer of slaves oniON n>nn

Will loosen all my bonds. .tnn-bDO >t? Tn>

>nno>vy oi> Min ,>ruvQ ovti

mm rf?>> m>p oipmi
ow wit? o>p\y nuDJii

binoN binn bino tw o>

>ni\m on >\yn>> >d

And the day of my death will be the day of m
In place of a dirge joy and song
And instead of sackcloth finest dress

Even in renunciation I shall surely dance
For my divorce is my marriage.13 [emphasis added]

The poem begins with the speaker's departure from the kitchen in an
effort, once again, to compose poetry. The typographical arrangement of
the poem, wherein the second, third, and fourth lines of the first four
stanzas are set apart from or further ahead than the first, underlines this
idea of spatial dislocation, of attempting to move from one sphere to an-
other. The movement in the third and fourth stanzas from a quatrain form

to a three-line form, as well as the breaking up of the lines in the final
stanza into shorter, choppier units, creates a rhythmic sense of quickening,
a sense of flight or escape.

This conflict at the heart of the poem is made very clear in the rhyme of
sir (pot) and lashir (to sing or compose poetry), two words that sound alike,
but which Morpurgo experiences as antithetical entities.14 By choosing to
represent the kitchen through the metonymic reference to the sir, Mor-
purgo calls to mind a host of negative biblical associations. In Exodus 16:3,
the People of Israel, yearning for food, rue the day they ever left Egypt,
saying, "Would we had died by the hand of the Lord in the land of
Mitzrayim when we sat by the flesh pots [sir habasar], and when we ate our
fill of bread; for you have brought us out into this wilderness to kill the
whole assembly with hunger." In this verse, the sir habasar is associated
with a crass, slavish materialism, a willingness to forego spiritual freedoms
so long as one's basic physical urges are readily satisfied. Elsewhere, the
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image of the sir is associated with the threat of exile (as in Jeremiah 1:13,
where the prophet sees an image of a "boiling pot, its face from the North,"

signifying the menace of military attack by an enemy kingdom from the
North) and with the evils of moral corruption (as in Ezekiel 24:6, where the
prophet depicts a "bloody city, a pot in which there is filth").

In stanza two, the speaker announces that she is tired not simply of pots
and pans, but of all vain material pursuits. Her move away from her pots
and pans thus comes to signify a rejection not simply of the feminine
domestic role, but of a feminine identity grounded in materialism and the
body. Longing for release from this bodily bondage, she yearns for death,
which she envisions as a kind of divine reward, a liturgical dance of sorts,
as indicated by the punned usage in the poem's second line of the word
mahol, which means both "dance" and "foregiveness" or "renunciation."

According to Yaffa Berlovitz,

Morpurgo translates death not only as a liberation from compulsions
and obligations, but also as liberation from her life as a woman (with all
of its attendant degradations) ... her longing for death becomes a
longing not just for freedom but also for poetry, insofar as she describes
death as a completely optimistic celebratory situation.15

According to this reading, however, Morpurgo's poem reinforces the tra-
ditional binary opposition between masculinity and femininity: the poet
speaker's desire to escape bodily materiality into disembodied spirituality
amounts simply to a preference for the traditionally masculine side of the
binarity over the feminine.

I'd like to propose another possible reading, based on another set of in-
tertextual references from chapter 7 in the Book of Kohelet (Eccelesiates).
Consider the following excerpted verses:

4. Wise men are drawn to the house of t?iN nm o>ddh n!? ♦!

mourning, and fools to the house of mirth. .nnmj nm o>!7>od n!n
5. It is better to hear the wise man's rebuke, odd rrwi vnwb mo .n
than to listen to the song [poem] of fools. .o>í»üd "W yaw \y>NO
6. For the levity of the fool is like the Ton nroi onn?n bip >d *1
crackling of nettles under a pot and that .bin m on t»TOn pnw p
too is vanity. [.. J
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25. 1 cast about in my mind to know, and to nyni >n>tn >3N mint? .ro
search, and to seek out wisdom, and the yoww riDDn wpm mnbi
reason of things, and to know the J)ibWii) bw yvin nvi^ì
wickedness of fo//y and foolishness which is .rnbtnn
madness. riN fi)»» io >jn nsibi to

26. Now I find woman more bitter than o>tis& N>n n\yN nvynn

death; she is all traps, her hands are n>i> O>11UN nib o>£-im
fetters and her heart is snares. [...] [...]
27. That which I have sought I have not Nb >vy<u nwp
found. .>tinsb

28. One man in 
but among tho
have I found.16

As indicated by 
excerpts, Morpu
Ecclesiastes 7, inc
and shir - pot an
of the word asiri
would argue, are 
The speaker in K
wise man than t
iterates his ongo
He follows this d
and snares the g
foolishness and c
religious seriousn

In contrast, Mor
that is grounded
God untying her
turgical poetry. B
Kohelet's associati
Morpurgo self-co
her own wise wom
man. Her angry 
rejection not so 
According to thi
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ween man, wisdom, and the solemnity of death, on the one hand, and
woman, levity and foolishness of song or poetry, on the other, Morpurgo
subverts and breaks down this dichotomy, making a song out of death,
mixing levity with gravity, invading the solemn, male, disembodied death
space of Kohelet with her unfettered, femininely foolish song.

Notwithstanding this alternate reading, it is clear that Morpurgo is iden-
tifying a location of "radical openness and possibility" outside rather than
inside the kitchen. The same idea is echoed in Anzia Yezierska's oft-

discussed autobiographical novel, Breadgivers. Like Yezierska herself, Sara
Smolinsky, the protagonist of the novel, leaves the Lower East Side world
of her family to pursue an education and a career as a teacher; like
Yezierska's own father, Reb Smolinsky in the novel is a staunch tradi-
tionalist who carries on a life of rabbinic learning and scholarship even
after the family immigrates from Eastern Europe to America, leaving
economic responsibilities in the hands of his wife and daughters. As
biographer Carole B. Schoen writes,

[Yezierska's] father's unwavering devotion to the demands of religion
prevented the family from joining the mainstream of American life.
However much Anzia resented having to work at such an early age, she
seems to have resented more strongly the continuance of her status as
an immigrant, as someone separate from the "real America" of the
native born. As strong-minded as he, as determined to become a "real
American" as he was to remain an Old World Jew, she must have
equated the minutia of religious practices with all the forces that kept
her out.17

The spatial language in this critical passage - images of being separate
from the mainstream and of being kept out - is particularly apt, given the
emphasis on space and place in Breadgivers. From the very beginning of the
novel, the traditional separation of male and female gender roles is
represented in spatial terms, by the division between the kitchen and the
front room in the Smolinsky's Lower East Side tenement flat. In the
Smolinsky household, the kitchen is the crowded, noisy center of female
work and worry, where Mrs. Smolinsky and her four daughters prepare
food for the rest of the family and fret over where the money will come
from to pay for the next meal. In contrast, the front room, valorized both
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by its anterior location and by its larger size, is a peaceful center of male
scholarship and spiritual activity, presided over by Reb Smolinsky, the sole
male member of the family.

Sara, the youngest daughter in the family, bitterly recalls that "no one
was allowed to put things in Father's room ... . Of course, we all knew that
if God had given Mother a son, Father would have permitted a man child
to share with him his best room in the house."18 Reb Smolinsky's domestic
geography provides a physical mapping of his ideology of separate gender
spheres. In his extreme, perhaps exaggeratedly misogynist re-articulation
of the rabbinic notion of female "lightheadedness,"19

[w]omen had not brains for the study of God's Torah, but they could be
the servants of men who studied the Torah. Only if they cooked for the

men and washed for the men, and didn't nag or curse the men out of
their homes; only if they let the men study their Torah in peace, then,
maybe they could push themselves into Heaven with the men, to wait
on them there, (p. 9)

The reality of life in America, however, eventually encroaches on Reb
Smolinsky's private space and compels a redrawing of this domestic map.
When a number of shops close down and the Smolinsky daughters cannot
find enough work to continue their familial "breadgiving," Reb Smolinsky
is forced to give up his front room so that the space can be rented out to
boarders. He must move his books into the kitchen, representing a blurring

of traditional borderlines that continues throughout the novel.
Significantly, it is when these boundaries are blurred, when the rabbi's

books are moved into the kitchen, that Sara resolves to find her future in
books rather than in marriage. As Sara witnesses the various disappoint-
ments suffered by her older sisters as a result of her father's various
matchmaking schemes, she resolves to set out on an independent course of
American education and autonomous self-improvement. Her educational
zeal, though situated in a different cultural context, replicates the scholarly

idealism of her father; like her father whose scholarly purpose and honor
find spatial representation in the symbol of the front room, Sara leaves
home in search of a room of her own, where she can dwell "with silence
and stillness for her company." (p. 156) Repeatedly in the novel, Sara
acknowledges the paternal course of her scholarly quest:
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Who gave me the fire, the passion, to push myself up from the dirt? If I

grow, if I rise, if I ever amount to something, is it not his spirit burning

in me? (p. 286)

Like Morpurgo's poem, Breadgivers identifies the feminine sphere, as
represented by the kitchen, with bodily rather than spiritual or intellectual
sustenance. When Mrs. Smolinsky attempts to remind her husband about
the need for money to feed the family, Reb Smolinsky responds with a
story about R. Chanina ben Dosa and his nagging wife:

Rabbi Chanina Ben Dosa was a starving, poor man who lived on next to

nothing. Once, his wife complained: "We're so good, so pious, you give
up nights and days in the study of the Holy Torah. Then why don't God
provide for you at least enough to eat?" ... "Riches you want?" said
Rabbi Chanina Ben Dosa. "All right, woman. You shall have your
wish." ... That very evening he went out to the fields to pray. Soon the
heavens opened, and a Hand reached down to him and gave him a big
chunk of gold. He brought it to his wife, and said: "Go buy with this all
the luxuries of the earth." ... She was so happy and she began planning

all that she would buy next day. Then she fell asleep. And in her dream,
she saw herself and her husband sitting with all the saints in heaven.
Each couple had a golden table between themselves. When the Good
Angel put down for them their wine, their table shook so that half of it

spilled. Then she noticed that their table had a leg missing, and that is
why it was so shaky. And the Good Angel explained to her that the
chunk of gold that her husband had given her the night before was the
missing leg of their table. As soon as she woke up, she begged her
husband to pray to God to take back the gold he had given them ... "I'll
be thankful to live in poverty as long as I know our reward will be
complete in Heaven." (p. 11-12)

What Reb Smolinsky offers here is a parable about the evils of feminine
materialism and consumption. The wife of Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa insists
first and foremost on feeding the body; her (spiritually superior) husband
teaches her the primary importance of feeding the soul.

Sara may despise her father for his unwillingness to accept any worldly
or bodily responsibilities for the family, but in her quest for education, she

93



Wendy Zierler

ultimately identifies more with her father than with her mother, more with
the notion of food for the mind than with that of food for the body. Living

apart from her family, with very little money and very little to eat, Sara
hungers for her mother's cooking, but she repeatedly renounces this
hunger. "I hated my stomach," she says. "It was like some clawing wild ani-
mal in me that I had to stop and feed always. I hated my eating." (p. 173)
Sara's mother, against the judgment of her father, comes to visit her all the
way from Elizabeth, New Jersey, bringing her home-cooked food. But when
she asks Sara to take a break from her studies to come home and visit, Sara

clings uncompromisingly to her life of the mind and refuses to enter her
mother's kitchen. Only after six years of study, when she has already
graduated from college and become a teacher, does she return home to
visit her family, but by then it is already too late. Her mother is sick and
dying; gone are her kitchen and the alliances among the Smolinsky
women. When Sara's mother dies, the neighborhood women mourn the
loss of this virtuous, skillful housewife:

"Such a good mother, such a virtuous wife," wailed a shawled woman
with a nursing baby in her arms and two little tots hanging to her skirts.
"Never did she allow herself a bite to eat but left-overs, never a dress

but the rags her daughters had thrown away." "Such a cook! Such a
housewife!" groaned a white-haired old woman wiping her eyes with a
corner of her shawl. "Only two days ago she told me how they cook the
fish in her village sweet and sour - and now, she is dead." (p. 254)

These almost parodie euologies, paying tribute to the memory of Sara's
mother solely in terms of her virtues of self-sacrifice and her skill at food

preparation, demonstrate in no uncertain terms the gap between Sara's
disembodied life of the mind and her mother's material life of the kitchen.

Sara grieves for her mother, but she knows that she cannot and will not
live up to that idealized image of the female "breadgiver."

Sara's departure from family life entails rejecting a feminine identity
grounded not only in slavish domesticity but also in a hunger for material
goods. Indeed, the character of Sara can be seen as Yezierksa's effort to
counter the prevalent stereotypes of the "Ghetto Girl" and the "Young
Jewish Girl in Search of Marriage." According to Riv-Ellen Prell, the Ghet-
to Girl was a stereotype of the financially independent Jewish working
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girl - garish, vulgar, loud, overly conspicuous, and far too interested in her
appearance.20 The equally stereotypical Young Jewish Woman in Search of
Marriage "was defined by nothing so clearly as her [material] desires. ...
She was dangerous to young Jewish men because of what she wanted."21 In
contrast to the latter stereotype, Sara rejects the urging of her more
conventional sisters to marry rich businessman Max Goldstein so as to
reap the consumer benefits of his wealth. Turning down the proposal, she
reaffirms her resolve to seek self-actualization through books rather than

through marriage and money. This is not to say that Sara harbors no hun-
ger for good food and beautiful things. When she returns to New York to
begin her career as a teacher, she relishes the opportunity to order dinner
in the dining car of the Pullman train (p. 237), and later, walking along
Fifth Avenue, she "devours with her eyes the beautiful shop windows" (p.
238). But unlike the Ghetto Girl, who opts for a garish, overdone style and
always wants more, Sara buys a simple blue suit and furnishes her
apartment sparsely: "A table, a bed, a bureau, a few comfortable chairs. No
carpet on the floor. No pictures on the wall. Nothing but a clean, airy
emptiness." (p. 240) All of her desires are in some sense sublimated or
redirected so as to assume a higher, more spiritual aspect.

Eventually Sara does marry, not a businessman, but a public school
principal from an immigrant Jewish background similar to hers. More than
that: Sara and her husband-to-be, Hugo Seelig - whose name, in German,
conjures up images of spiritual or soulful bliss - invite Reb Smolinsky to
come and live with them in their new home, and Hugo asks his future
father-in-law to teach him Hebrew. Sara's move from the kitchen world of

her mother into the male sphere of the mind/spirit is thus rendered
complete. There she is, living with two scholarly men, her rabbinic father,
on one side, representing the scholarship and religiosity of the Old World,
and her American-educated husband, on the other, representing the
intellectual and social commitments of the New World. To be sure, this is

not an entirely happy ending. Sara knows very well of her father's enduring
chauvinism and misogyny; she expresses to Hugo outright her fear that if
her father moves in with them, they will lose their home. Hugo, however,
insists that their home will be spiritually "richer" with her father there. "So

there it was, the problem before us - the problem of Father - still
unsolved" (p. 296). But part of the reason why Sara finds herself once
again overwhelmed by the "problem of [the] Father" is that in all of her life
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choices she has consistently and decidedly valorized the masculine realm
(as conventionally defined): mind over body, spirit over flesh, father over
mother.

Ironically, then, Sara's stubbornly individualistic quest for an education
ultimately lands her in a place where she is compelled to cede her hard-
earned private space to two paternalistic men. Critic Thomas Ferraro also
observes that "Sara's ascent into individualism threatens an older form of

women's strength, that of mutual support."22 The novel ends with Sara
reinstated into a Jewish (patriarchal) family line, but completely without a
female support network.

In contrast to Breadgivers, where the protagonist's self-development
requires her to exchange both the physical space and the female compan-
ionship of the kitchen for the company of men, Devorah Baron's novella,
"Mah shehayah," tells a story of interpersonal growth, resistance, and
creativity that takes place in the kitchen, within the company of women.23

This plot contrasts with the story of Baron's childhood and early adult-
hood, which more often than not found her among boys and men. The
daughter of the rabbi of the town of Uzda in Lithuania, Devorah Baron
received an extraordinarily rich education in Jewish sources, albeit within
a framework that placed her, both literally and figuratively, in the women's

gallery. While her father gave lessons to the boys in the synagogue, young
Devorah sat behind a partition in the women's section, following along
with the lessons, occasionally calling across the partition for an
explanation of a difficult passage. From a very young age, then, Baron was
designated a "borderland figure," one who moved back and forth between
traditional gender spaces and designations. Her presence in the study
house indicated her privileged status, her ability, recalling Anzaldúa's
formulation, "to cross over, pass over, or go through the confines of the
normal." Her spatial location behind the partition, however, was a constant
reminder of the traditional limitations on her movement.

Baron published her first Hebrew stories at the astonishingly young age
of fifteen, around the same time that she left home to study, first in Minsk,

then in Kovno and Mariampol, undertaking a lifestyle that was clearly
atypical for a rabbi's daughter of her day. She settled in Palestine when she
was only twenty-four and became literary editor of Hapo'el hatza% a week-
ly newspaper edited by her husband, Yosef Aharonovitch. In Hebrew and
Zionist literary circles, she was often a lone woman in an overwhelmingly
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male group. But, as Naomi Seidman has aptly observed, "Baron alternated
between transgressing the borders and gendered (and generic) spaces
assigned to women and retreating ... to the generic and stylistic 'women's
section.'"24 "Mah shehayah," a story of self-development and transforma-
tion that occurs specifically within the conventionally female domain of
the kitchen, is one of those occasions of retreat.

The protagonist of the story is an awkward, illiterate young baker named
Mina, whom the narrator befriends and whom she ultimately teaches to
read, thereby helping her to discover inner reserves of strength and self-
respect. Mina, in turn, tells kitchen-spun stories of her life to the narrator,

unknowingly offering lessons about what it means to be a good storyteller.
The kitchen might be an improbable birthplace for literary art, but from
the first paragraph of the novella, Baron's narrator offers aphorisms assert-
ing that beauty often arises from the unlikeliest places. Her best friend
Mina, she tells us,

was hardly what one might call a pretty girl; but, we all know the saying

that it is in the earthenware jar that the best wine is preserved, and have
we not seen the living word of God inscribed in a simple scroll?25

This sentence is a crucial one, for it links food/wine preparation with the

art of (sacred) writing.

In fact, throughout the narrative, stories are told against the background
of kitchen work; images of food, drink, and the preparation thereof are
yoked together with meta-fictional musing. Mina offers a vivid description
of her family's former mansion in the city while she "pounds the
cinnamon with a mortar."26 She tells the sad story about how her family
came to be reduced in its financial circumstances "as she was getting the
cake-tins ready so as to save time for the next morning."27 The harrowing
account of how she came to have such unconventionally short hair (the
result of a painful altercation with her cruel mother) comes out "[o]ne day,
as [they] were sitting together in the kitchen."28 The vivid, realistic, unem-
bellished detail of all these stories impresses the narrator in her role as
writer-in-training, although it takes her several years for these lessons to
crystallize into a poetics. "It was much later," she reflects, "that I realized
that the good narrator does not labour his subject and encumber it with
explanations, which only obscure it."29

97



Wendy Zierler

Indeed, through the story of the narrator's relationship with Mina, Baron

identifies the kitchen as a vital origin of culture. Anthropologist Claude
Lévi-Strauss famously argued that "the conversion of the raw into the
cooked represents a conversion process from nature to culture."30 Building
on the ideas of Lévi-Strauss, Renée Hirschon, in her research about houses
and home life in urban Greece, contends that:

It is woman, who in dealing with the raw "natural" substances of the
"outside" world, acts as the agent in the cultural process, and by exten-
sion, the man is designated to "nature" through his activities outside
the home.31

These ideas are directly expressed in Baron's novella. Mina's role as an
agent of culture, according to Hirschon's formulation, is symbolized
through her eventual marriage to Avraham Itzi Hacohen, a miller from
Libidov. Whereas Avraham Itzi's work situates him within the realm of the

raw - he produces flour - Mina's work situates her within the realm of the
cooked. It is her job to take her husband's raw products and transform
them into cakes and pastry "fit to be served up at religious feasts and to
have benedictions pronounced over them."32

Baron's novella also suggests that the culture-forming function of the
kitchen can serve as a metaphor and/or inspiration for women's writing
and reading. It is from the illiterate Mina that the narrator begins to un-
derstand the principles of fiction writing. And it is from the rabbi's
daughter/narrator that Mina finally learns how to read. In their spare time,
the narrator teaches Mina how to form the various letters of the alphabet.
Before long, they are reading the Bible, which becomes Mina's first
Hebrew textbook.

Significantly, Baron's novel acknowledges the need for women to move
outside, beyond the kitchen, in order to abet their development. The pro-
gress of Mina's reading lessons eventually necessitates a deliberate spatial
relocation:

As we couldn't find a quiet place for ourselves in the house, we moved
to the upper vestibule of the synagogue, and there, in the dim half-
light, the wonders of Creation were gradually unfolded to her: There
was light at God's command, and the heavens were created out of the
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formlessness and the void, and day followed day, and man came to live
on the earth, he and, with him, all that complexity of actions and
struggles that makes up human life.33

Mina's movement beyond the kitchen for these Bible lessons allows her to
contemplate the origins of creativity, as represented by the biblical account
of Divine Creation. Note, however, that this relocation situates Mina not
in a masculine space, but in a kind of communal borderland, the upper
vestibule of the synagogue, presumably leading to the women's gallery. It is
here, in this architecturally liminal space, that the narrator imparts to
Mina the lessons that her rabbi-father gave to her, opening Mina's mind to
the wonders of knowledge and the complexities of human interaction.

In time, the narrator, like Baron herself, also relocates, leaving her home-
town to pursue higher studies and eventually settling in Palestine. At their
parting, she and Mina look back together on their shared experiences:

We recalled our first talks, our strolls together through the fields, how I

had first taught her the letters of the alphabet, which she had then
described as being "like rows of dishes set out along cupboard shelves,"
and from which she had drawn so much spiritual comfort. In the days

preceding my departure we would share our reminiscences as she
busied herself in a corner of the kitchen, or stood over her washing-tub,

and we promised to make a point of letting one another know how we
fared.34

In this scene of reminiscences, Mina's place in the kitchen is repeatedly
confirmed. She recalls her first lessons on the alphabet through the
kitchen-based image of "rows of dishes set along cupboard shelves." They
share their memories as Mina washes clothes or works in another corner of

the kitchen. Baron makes it clear that Mina's familial and domestic obli-

gations limit her mobility; she cannot simply leave home and study in the
city like her beloved friend, for she has responsibilities to others. And yet,
in contrast to Yezierska's depiction of the domestic servitude of Sara's
sisters, Baron's depiction of Mina's life and work is a tribute to the ways in
which women of the shtetl sustained and cared for their families, in good

times and bad. As time goes by, the narrator loses touch with Mina, but
one day, Mina's son Ephraim, named after a younger brother who had
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died in childhood, comes to visit her in Eretz Israel, linking her new world
with the old, offering an image of familial continuity despite the disrup-
tions and dislocations of early twentieth-century Jewish history. In telling
the stories of Mina and her family, the narrator offers her own version of
continuity as well, showing how the raw materials of a kitchen from her
hometown, its fragrances, textures, and tastes, can be preserved and
cooked into great fiction.

Perhaps the greatest paradox about this fictional tribute to the Old World

kitchen is that Baron wrote it during that long period of her life (from
approximately 1922 to her death in 1956) when she lived in self-imposed
isolation with her only daughter, adhering to a strict diet that amounted to
self-starvation. Scholars continue to puzzle over the riddle of Baron's later
life.35 Psychobiographer Amia Lieblich writes that for Baron, "fiction was a

kind of 'monastic creed,' an end to justify all means."36 Israeli feminist
literary critic Lily Rattok similarly asserts that

Baron apparently imprisoned herself in her own house in order to
achieve spiritual freedom at the expense of freedom of movement and
worldly pleasure. This strange way of life was the only way she had to
free herself from the accepted role of a woman in a patriarchal culture.

According to Rattok, Baron's renunciation of food and movement was an
effort to control the one thing left entirely to her own devices, namely, her

body.37 All this recalls our discussion of Morpurgo's poem, in which the
poet speaker, renouncing the kitchen and/or food, asserts a desire to re-
treat entirely from the material world, to embrace spirituality, poetry, and
death.

Clearly, all three writers, Morpurgo, Yezierska, and Baron, recognized
the conflict between pots, pans, and the pen, between a desire to pursue a
life of letters and the social pressures to conform to a predetermined
gender role. Baron's novella offers the most positive portrayal of the femi-
nine space of the kitchen; read with a knowledge of Baron's own life story,
however, "Mah shehayah" also offers us a picture of a writer who
successfully cooked her kitchen experiences into fiction, but literally
starved herself in the process. According to anthropologist Carole Couni-
han, "giving food connects women to close relatives through an extremely
intense emotional channel; women become identified with the food they
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offer."38 In Baron's case, however, this idea found poignant expression in
fiction, but not in life.
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