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Introduction

This work deals with representations of the Tanakh on the Israeli stage and
considers the potential of theatrical adaptations based on biblical texts to
render and amplify excluded voices and the identities of the social Other.
As such, it links two important cultural arenas in Israeli society: the Tanakh
as a seminal text of Israeli culture and identity, and the domains of artistic
expression that deal with issues of identity and society. What all the instances
to be examined here have in common is their authors’ perception of artistic
creation as an act that is not descriptive in nature but performative; that is, they
see the artistic event not only as an encounter meant to mediate the biblical
text or story through an artistic expression that focuses on there and then, but
also as a topical event whose artistic treatment of the biblical source material
has implications for the present. Hence the creative act and encounter with the
audience acquire the potential to stimulate thought and inspire a perception of
the familiar through new eyes.

No doubt many theatrical works aspire to this sort of effect and relevance;
but plays that turn directly to a source such as the Tanakh embody a duality and
dialectic tension between the biblical text, with which artists and audiences
are very familiar, and the artistic work as a creative and challenging act.
This applies with even greater force in Israeli society, where this duality and
simultaneity create a charged space for the audience that enters the theater to
watch plays based on the Tanakh with advance knowledge and a prior position
not only towards the Tanakh itself but also with regard to its canonic status in
molding Jewish and Israeli identity. This is what distinguishes dramatic works
that relate directly to the Tanakh from most other plays, where the spectators
frequently do not know the plot in advance and certainly do not arrive with a
preconceived cultural stance.

Even though the Bible is a foundational text not only in the Israeli context,
but also for Jews and the world in general, in Israeli culture it functions and

* Translated by Lenn Schramm
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defines identity from historical, religious, mythological, literary, pedagogical,
and linguistic aspects in a unique way. This is why it invites a discussion of
the modes in which it is adapted and translated into art and theater. ' Because
of the special way in which the Tanakh has been defined and perceived as
constituting identity precisely from the perspective of secular Zionism in the
pre-State era, as a bridge to and link with the mythological and historical
past; because of the fact that spoken Hebrew derives its fabric from the
language of the Tanakh; and because Tanakh classes remain part of the
required curriculum for a matriculation certificate in both the secular and
religious school systems in Israel,” one can say that a unique infrastructure of
cultural identity has been created in Israel with regard to the Tanakh. In their
Jews and Words, Amos Oz and Fania Oz-Salzberger propose that we see the
definition of Jewish identity as dependent on the verbal, textual, and cultural
space in which it is lived, both historically and outside time. When they refer
to the Tanakh they demonstrate how biblical idioms have become an intimate
part of our most basic daily life.

In addition, they note how Modern Jews developed a relationship to figures
from their collective past that transcended time. In the nineteenth century,
authors and teachers began quarrying the Tanakh for their new maskilic idiom;
so too, somewhat later, the Zionists who began speaking Hebrew on a daily
basis. The nascent culture in Eretz Israel grew fond of biblical heroes such as
Samson and David, Boaz and Ruth. By contrast, it shunted the talmudic era
to the margins, aside from a strong preference for the violence of the Second
Temple period to its literary and scholarly endeavors: the Maccabees and
Bar Kokhbah, but not the Sages. The plastic arts, too, adopted the cast of
the Bible, as did popular song and the festive culture that emerged on the
agricultural settlements. In the Zionist imagination, the biblical heroes still
strode the expanses of Eretz Israel, worked its soil, fought their enemies, and

1 See, in this context, Anita Shapira, Ha-tanakh ve-zehut yisre elit [The Bible and Jewish
Identity], Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2006, esp. the introduction, pp. 1-36.

2 See the articles collected ibid., which survey the diversity of opinions and the debates about
the teaching of the Tanakh in Israeli schools in the first decades after independence.
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spoke a vital and vibrant Hebrew. Chronology was reversed, and the Judges
and Prophets were assimilated with the Zionist pioneers.

This description of Israeli society brings to mind the use of Greek
mythology as the basis of Athenian tragedy in the fifth century BCE, or,
mutatis mutandis, of the biblical stories that served as the foundation for
religious art and drama in Christian Europe in the later Middle Ages. In
these two periods, for all that they were premodern and deeply religious—
quite unlike Israel in the twentieth century and today—both artists and their
audiences had an intense and primordial link with seminal myths that could
be used as the basis for art that dealt with the historical source but also,
and through it, with identity issues relevant to the present. * In other words,
Israeli theater artists’ and spectators’ deep familiarity with the biblical source
and the importance and even sanctity they assign it produce a charged space
and shared ideological platform, in which and against which the dramatic
works are created.’

In addition to the Hebrew language, the Tanakh curriculum in the schools,
and the strong presence of the Tanakh in religious life in Israel, a broad variety
of public practices reconfirm its status as a molder of identity. These include
the Bible Contest held on Independence Day every year since 1958 (and thus
linked with the symbols of the state) and the gift of Bibles at the graduation
exercises of schools, the military, and other bodies, not as a religious act but

3 Amos Oz and Fania Oz-Salberger produced Jews and Words in English (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2012). The Hebrew translation by Beruriah Ben-Baruch (Jerusalem:
Keter, 2014) actually includes new material that was not in the English. This paragraph
paraphrases such a paragraph in the latter, pp. 167-168.

4 The religious plays of the later Middle Ages, which were based on biblical stories and
intimately linked to the religious culture of the age, are full of references to contemporary
events and personalities alongside the presentation of the Bible stories.

5 It is important that the Israeli secular school system does not teach the Tanakh from a
religious vantage point. Familiarity with biblical Hebrew, the stories, the narrative, and the
conceptual complexity of its stories create a form of knowledge of this text that is unique
to persons who grew up in Israel. By contrast, and by way of example, one cannot assume

that study of the Bible is a part of the curriculum of public schools in the United States.
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as a rite of passage in Israeli society in general.® The Israeli case is unusual
or unique in many dimensions. It is in these circumstances that we must
understand the deep influence that their knowledge of the Tanakh exerts on
authors and artists, whether secular or religious, raised on Israeli culture.

Recently, a web-based project, 929 (www.929.org.il)}—that being the
number of chapters in the Tanakh—was launched, with the goal of encouraging
people to read a chapter from the Book of Books on a daily basis, from diverse
perspectives. The Education Ministry has invested tens of millions of sheqels
in the project, which has spurred lively public discussion. 7 When Israel was
young, and in keeping with David Ben-Gurion’s Zionist outlook, such a
project would almost certainly have been greeted warmly and understood as
a way to construct the collective Israeli identity. Today, though, in a society
that in the interim has gone through processes of maturation and disassembly,
a social and cultural project of this nature is perceived in a more complex
fashion by both secular and religious elements.

But in contrast to a project like 929, whose declared aim is to highlight
the collective cultural common denominator, the main argument advanced by
the present work refers to theatrical works and performances that operate on
two tracks. Their very use of the Tanakh as an inspiration for artistic endeavor
relies on the fact that it is a formative and foundational element that is relevant
for the collective; but they also have the potential to propose a relativist
exegetical position and alternative perspectives on all facets of contemporary
identity, precisely because of the significance accorded the Tanakh by both
theatre creators and audiences. In this sense, the examples discussed here
illuminate an Israeli public space marked by a complex and unconventional
link between the Tanakh and key issues of Israeli identity. In this context I
would note that even though there are theatrical works whose authors have a

6 On this see Don Handelman and Elihu Katz, “State Ceremonies of Israel: Remembrance
Day and Independence Day,” in: Don Handelman (ed.), Models and Mirrors: Towards an
Anthropology of Public Events, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990, pp. 191-233.

7  See Yarden Skop, “The Education Ministry’s Plan to Bring the Bible to the Public: A Daily
Chapter on Facebook and Celebrities Who Offer their Interpretation,” Ha 'aretz, Feb. 17,
2014 [Hebrew].
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religious background and whose plots are based on Jewish religious sources
(such as the Jerusalem Theater Company),® most of the works discussed here
emerged from a secular context. This also explains the stronger focus on the
Tanakh than other Jewish classics, such as the Talmud, which are not studied
in the secular school system. Thanks to artistic freedom, the commitment
to artistic expression, and the diverse influences to which the authors are
exposed, the works discussed here differ from the expressions of the Tanakh
in Israeli culture that reach the public from hegemonic systems. In practice, it
is a bottom-up cultural stance; nevertheless, it is a cultural site whose creators
and consumers (the audience) share the same internal and prior knowledge of
the Tanakh, which they receive from the cultural patterns of Israeli society as
it coalesced in the first decades after independence and largely continue to do
so today, in a top-down fashion.

In addition to the significant presence of the Tanakh in the molding of the
Israeli cultural identity, it is clear that its mythological, literary, ideological,
philosophical, and linguistic wealth, as well as its relevance to fraught issue
and even social taboos, give it great potential for serving as the basis for its
transfer to dramatic and artistic works, as has in fact occurred over the years
in Western culture. This is why it serves as powerful raw material for artists
even without the special local context.” Indeed, despite the uniqueness of the
Israeli case, it is important to remember that in all variants of Western culture,
including the modern and secular throughout the twentieth century and today,
works of art quarry the Bible and religious texts as charged raw material that
can be employed to deal with questions of contemporary identity.

There are indeed modern adaptations of scriptural stories—for stage
and especially screen—that endeavor to be faithful to the original, notably

8  See Aliza Elion-Israeli, Midrash bamah: Kevuzat ha-te’atron ha-yerushalmi [Secret
Stage of Midrash: Theater Company Jerusalem], Tel Aviv: Yedioth Ahronoth, 2009. The
Jerusalem Theater Company’s works are based on many Jewish classics, including the
Tanakh.

9 On the dramatic potential of the Tanakh, see Shimon Levy, The Bible as Theatre, Toronto:
Sussex Academic Press, 2000.
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the many Hollywood epics on biblical themes. Such works share a common
iconography that can be stereotypically summarized as “palm trees, galabias,
sandals, and camels.” But there are also modern dramatic works that draw on
the Bible and other religious texts as part of an experimental conception of
the dramatic art and in a search for a dramatic language that can serve as an
alternative to conventional playwriting and theater. Examples of avant-garde
biblical dramas are the expressionistic plays by the Swede August Strindberg,
Coram Populo (1887) and The Road to Damascus (1898); Vladimir
Mayakovsky’s Mystery-Bouffe (1918/1921), which likens the Bolshevik
Revolution to the biblical deluge; The Serpent, by the experimental Open
Theater group (1969) founded by the American director Joseph Chaikin,
which is based on Genesis and links the biblical story to contemporary
events in the United States; or even the subversive Jerry Springer: The Opera
(2003), by Richard Thomas and Stewart Lee, a modern morality play about
the popular television host who is forced to do a show with biblical characters
as his guests, including God and Jesus.

There are many more examples of this phenomenon. The perpetual
search by artists who identify themselves with the avant-garde for modes
of expression and materials that are not only novel and bold but also
relevant to the fundamental questions of society seems to lead them to the
foundational materials of Western culture, including the Bible. In other
words, it may well be that it is precisely the secular culture of the twentieth
century that brought with it the creative freedom to deal with the religious
source materials of Western culture. The artistic engagement with these
texts creates a contemporary cultural space in which they are re-performed
and acquire diverse new meanings in addition to those attached to them
over the generations. The avant-garde or experimental that is typical of the
modern theater in the twentieth century and today holds to the notion that
artistic experimentation per se and the probing of ideological and aesthetic
boundaries have value in their own right, as part of the attempt to create a
meaningful artistic experience that is relevant for a contemporary audience.

This is important because all of the Israeli theatre artists discussed below
have been influenced not only by the Tanakh, as a molder of Israel identity (as

viii
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already noted), but also by modern global trends and ideas in art, including
the notion of the theater and art as alternative spaces that are in constant
pursuit of novel and relevant forms of artistic expression. In addition, these
authors frequently view the act of artistic creation as marked by an ethical
and social commitment.

This ethical and aesthetic search is also linked to the definition of the
theater not as a medium for entertainment, where the audience sits in the
darkened hall, separate from what is taking place on stage. Instead, the theater
is an arena of action endowed with public meaning. The audience is a partner
in the work itself, whose goal is to stimulate thought and have a real impact
on its perception of reality. In her Utopia in Performance, Jill Dolan surveys
the communitarian potential of alternative performances and theater, even
if only for a time.' Drawing on anthropologist Victor Turner’s concept of
communitas, she describes the possibility of a “performative utopia”—those
brief moments during a dramatic performance when the audience or actors
feel that they are part of the actual event, and a bond and sense of partnership
are forged among the spectators and between them and the artists on stage.
For Dolan, the potential of works that realize this performative and ritualistic
ideal is to encourage the participants to continue to be active, moved by what
they saw on stage, even after the show is over.!!

Theater scholar Erika Fischer-Lichte, following in the footsteps of John
Austin and Judith Butler, has also defined the essence of the performative
event as one that is not a descriptive expression of what happened “there and
then,” but an event whose essence lies in its occurrence in the present and the
meanings it is given now and by its very occurrence:

10  Jill Dolan, Utopia in Performance: Finding Hope at the Theatre, Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 2005.

11 Ibid.p. 11. The concept of “utopian performance” at the center of Dolan’s book refers to the
theater as a utopian space; that is, “another space,” in which one can experience moments
that are “other” from the daily life that constitute spectators’ desire to change and improve
the world. See also: Marvin Carlson, Performance: A Critical Introduction, New York:
Routledge, 2003; Richard Schechner, Performance Studies: An Introduction, New York:
Routledge, 2013 (3™ edition).
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[...] performative acts/performances do not express something that
pre-exists, something given, but [...] they bring forth something that
does not yet exist elsewhere but comes into being only by way of the
performative act/performance that occurs. In this sense, they are self-
referential — i.e. they mean what they bring forth — and, in this way,
constitute reality."

In the Isracli case, and especially in experimental theater that encounters a
charged text like the Tanakh, there is a link among an anchoring tradition,
conceptual and formal innovation, and the perception of the theatrical and
performance space as one intended to raise questions and deal with issues of
cultural and social identity. This creates a cultural space with the potential
to present and express alternative voices and to divert our gaze from the
conventional and doctrinaire to the representation of the cultural and social
Other. Four examples are discussed and analyzed: Moshe Halevi’s stage
adaptation of Yaakov and Rachel at the Ohel Theatre in 1928; Hanoch
Levin’s The Sorrows of Job at the Cameri Theatre in Tel Aviv in 1981; Rina
Yerushalmi and the Itim Ensemble’s Bible Project 1996/1998; and Adi Nes’s
staged photographs “Bible Stories” at the Tel Aviv Museum of Art in 2005.

12 Erika Fischer-Lichte, Theatre, Sacrifice, Ritual: Exploring Forms of Political Theatre,
New York: Routledge, 2005, p. 27.
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