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Tehila HAKIMI 

 

 

“There was an old woman in Jerusalem, nicer than any-body you have ever seen. She was so good 

and wise and meek and charming. The light in her eyes spoke forbearance and mercy, and the 

wrinkles in her cheeks, blessings and peace.” 

(Tehilla, S.Y. Agnon, translation by I. M. Lask) 

 

A letter to Shmuel Yosef Agnon’s Character Tehilla, Whom I was Named After  

(from His Novella Tehilla) 

 

 

Dear Tehilla, 

 

They named me after you, they hoped I would be as wise, good and meek as you—but this is only 

the tip of the story of myself and you, though this is how it started for me, this is where I found out 

about you first, in the story my parents told me about me, about you, and my name after you – 

Tehila.  

 

Sometimes I think they called me your name because of the la sound at the end of Tehila, or maybe 

because Tehila also means Glory and Fame.  

 

Growing up with your name, you followed me, floating above my head like a cloud, sometimes dark, 

but I learned at some point that every girl is born good and meek.  

 

In the beginning when I read the story, I remember myself thinking, how could they call me after 

you? An old lady, Tehila, sometimes I think I was born one hundred and four years old, like you, 

born old, lonely and pure. On my first read, I did not understand it at all, I started to read and then 

stopped again and again, I resisted learning about you early on, about me, or maybe it was you, who 

asked me to leave it, to go away, and then invited me to come back and read it back and forth like the 

movement of the pendulum. Tehila, your story was one of the first stories I chose to read on my own, 

while they called me by your name, since then we are like this, tied together. I was at the age of ten 

or so, much too early for that kind of a story, some of my writer colleagues say it is the highest point 

of Agnon’s career, some professors might say so, too. Later in my teenage years, in camp, I 

remember someone asked me if I was named after the 80’s TV show Fame (In Hebrew, Tehila), he 

said: My sister was also named after that show! I didn’t want to let him down, he was all in his 

Dancing Mode, and music was playing in the background, so I told him, Yes, of course! But then I 

returned to the story again, thinking about you Tehila—how can I even start to explain? 

At some point, after reading for the 4th or 5th time, I learned all you wished for was to die while 

receiving forgiveness, and I suddenly read all the disasters you have been through and it opened my 

eyes. I found out about them only later—our disasters—while reading you again and again in my 

twenties. Before that, I was afraid to find out about them, I guess, maybe skipping them, maybe 

reading while half-asleep. How did you manage to go through all of these losses, how to go through 

life, how did you all go through life? I asked my grandmothers while they called me by your name – 

Tehila.  
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Now I ask your permission to get closer to the story, to the tone, because after I read it once more, I 

will start to get closer. Now I know that I didn’t meet you, Tehila, till I completely left the story, and 

then returned, and with every leaving, you left me too, to stand on my own. Left me alone – Tehila – 

on my way to my place of thinking, on my way to begin to understand, on my way to writing. After 

each return, I tried to learn as you tried to show the writer in the story, I learned about graciousness, 

that grace will never be deducted with graces in return. And that sometimes you must leave and, on 

the return, you will see what has been missed. Although some might say your character stands for 

Jerusalem, some might say for the writer’s muse, I see you as my teacher, my guardian cloud. Like 

the writer in your story, I am looking for my way inside writing, in an unknown city (not as holy as 

Jerusalem) but like the writer in your story, Tehila, I am in a room far away from home, and as you 

taught me through my reading, I try to leave—and on my return, I try to find that thing that I failed to 

notice before. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shmuel Yosef Agnon (Hebrew: שמואל יוסף עגנון) (July 17, 1888 – February 17, 1970) was a Nobel 

Prize laureate writer and was one of the central figures of modern Hebrew fiction. In Hebrew, he is 

known by the acronym Shai Agnon (ש"י עגנון). In English, his works are published under the name S. 

Y. Agnon.  

Agnon was born in Polish Galicia, then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and later immigrated 

to Mandatory Palestine, and died in Jerusalem, Israel. 
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