Displaying the Mizrahi Identity in Autobiographical Performance: Body, Food and Document

The autobiographical performance Simply Yossi-Zabari ends when Yossi Zabari sings a a Yemenite Jewish liturgical song a cappela, dances a combined modern and Yemenite step, in this manner transforming his voice and body into a display and celebration of his talents and abilities. Hannah Wosna [?] Greenwald opens her performance Papagina by chopping vegetables to prepare shakshuka – a Jewish Morrocan dish. Preparation of the dish lasts the length of her autobiographical narrative and the appetising smell attends the viewers to the conclusion at which point the dish is served to the audience. In the autobiographical performance Inheriting Son, Shlomo Wosna [?] sits behind a desk and reads with an air of rebuke extracts from an academic paper about the wrongs committed by Israel toward Mizrahi citizens accommodated in public housing, as giant family photographs of his parents and brothers from housing projects are projected behind him. Alongside the autobiographical narrative underlying these three shows, they enhance the experience of their viewers by displaying concrete elements: physical virtuosity, preparation and serving of food and the use of formal documentation and family records in performance. The combination and obfuscation of the line between real and fictional is inherent to the autobiographical performance because the presented events are based, at least in part, on the personal experiences of the authors. I would argue that the acting modes and modes of concrete display in the autobiographical performance create an enhanced experience which puts the viewers in a liminal condition, betwixt and between due to its continual swing between fiction and reality.[footnoteRef:1]  In the Mizrahi autobiographical performance this liminal experience raises questions and intense emotion: from identification and sympathy to anger and denial, which are meant to lead to political discussions of ethnicity and how it is modelled in the performance. [1:  ] 

But before I begin to discuss the theoretical context and analyse the performances I’ll briefly consider what is Mizrahi identity and what the status of Mizrahi Jews is in Israel. Mizrahim are literally Easterners or Orientals, and the term refers to Jews and their descendants originating from the countries of the Middle East. Most of them immigrated to Israel during the 1950s and they make up about half the population of Israel. The Israeli elite is for the most part made up of Ashkenazi-Jews – Jews of European origin for the most part secular and members of the middle class. The Zionist ideology led by this elite forced the Mizrahi Jews to conform to the Sabra role model of the “new Jew” styled to white-Western criteria. The Mizrahi Jews were required to pass through the “Zionist melting-pot” – to detach from the Jewish traditions they’d brought with them from the Middle East and erase every Arab element of the culture and language that comprise their identity.[footnoteRef:2] The disassociation from the Judeo-Arabic identity and its erasure derive from the Orientalist Zionist ideology which views the Mizrahi culture as inferior and primitive due to a prolonged history in the Arab and Muslim world, in addition to everything connected with Arab identity being conceived as part of the enemy culture. Therefore they had to shed this “Arab identity”[footnoteRef:3] and discipline their language, their accent and their bodies and customs, their religious beliefs and their aesthetic taste and becomes “Israelis”. In critical terms, this process is referred to as Ashkenazification, to transform into a new Jew/Israeli means being an Ashkenazi meeting Western norms.[footnoteRef:4] That same Orientalist approach in the Israeli elite drove a social-economic policy which banished Mizrahim to conurbations far from the centre, with no employment and no suitable educational, cultural or health service provision, which is what locked them into an inferior social position throughout the history of the State of Israel, and made them dependant on the welfare system.[footnoteRef:5] These two processes of erasure or cultural dislocation and social-economic banishment created negative stereotypes about Mizrahi Jews in Israeli culture.[footnoteRef:6] Likewise, these elements of the Zionist ideological apparatus stirred feelings of shame, denial and obfuscation among young Mizrahi Jews, but also sowed resistance, protest and struggle among them.[footnoteRef:7] [2:  ]  [3:  ]  [4:  ]  [5:  ]  [6:  ]  [7:  ] 

In the past two decades the Mizrahi autobiographical performance based on the performer’s personal familial and cultural experience has come to the fore. In the autobiographical performance the performer displays their Mizrahi identity and draws attention to it, in a gesture against shame, obfuscation, denial and the processes of Ashkenizafication which have been forced upon this identity. Display of Mizrahi identity means a range of performance possibilities from protest and defiance of the social-economic and cultural oppression to celebration and demonstration of the rich culture which has been repressed and erased. Occasionally the performance contains a meta-theatrical element because the performer’s personal history is connected to the world of stage and screen, and the complex and problematic manner in which this culture addresses the Mizrahi identity of the performer.

In the 1970s at the height of second wave feminism which declared “the personal is political”, feminine autobiographical performance arose in the West to model a feminist-political statement. From the 1980s to 1990s the autobiographical performance trickled out other marginalised groups in the West as a political strategy: African-Americans, Hispanics, Latinos and others, by means of which dominant identities were undermined and alternative identities modelled and established in the performance in contrast.[footnoteRef:8] The Mizrahi autobiographical performance in Israel is in reality part of this global phenomenon, in which Mizrahi artists, as part of a marginalised group, utilize autobiographical elements to shape an ethnic identity and narrative and emphasize their group and oppose the stereotypes and cultural and social oppression of the mainstream. [8:  ] 

					***
The autobiographical performance challenges Eric Bentley’s classic formulation of “A impersonates B while C looks on” [footnoteRef:9] because to all intents and purposes the performer is on stage impersonating himself, recounting and enacting experiences from his own life. This is an assumption regarding the theatrical performer’s ability to reveal an “authentic” self which is stable and coherent and exists in the first place. But autobiography is merely a literary and theatrical genre and nothing more. It is a construction of memories and their subsequent stylisation to aesthetic, political, therapeutic and even commercial ends, and therefore it also contains shamelessly imaginary changes and additions. The autobiographical performance is a construction and modelling of the ‘self’, and in any event has no possibility of authenticity even if what is involved is a performer representing herself. The performance takes precedence over and fine-tunes the “self” of the performer and does not express an existing a priori essence.  [9:  ] 

Following in the wake of Derrida’s differance, Philip Auslander deconstructs the stable “self” underlying conventional acting methods:
Theorists as diverse as Stanislavsky, Brecht and Grotowski all implicitly designate the actor’s self as the logos of performance; all assume that the actor’s self precedes and grounds her performance and that it is the presence of this self in performance that provides the audience with access to human truths.[…] An examination of acting theory through the lens of deconstruction reveals that the self is not an autonomous foundation for acting, but is produced by the performance it supposedly grounds.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Phillip Auslander, "Just Be Your Self: Logocentrism and Difference in Performance Theory", in Acting (Re)considered: A theoretical and Practical Guide, ed. Phillip  Zarilli (London and New York: Routledge, 2002), 53-61, quote on 54.  ] 


He goes on to explain how perceptions and understanding of acting emanate from Derrida’s difference rather than a stable and extant essence:
We arrive at our perception of a performance by implicitly comparing it with other interpretations of the same role (or with the way we feel the role should be played), or with our recollection of the same actor in other roles, or with our knowledge of the stylistic school to which the actor belongs, the actor’s private life, etc. If our perception of the actor’s work derives from this play of differences, how can we claim to be able to read the presence of the actor’s self  back through that performance?[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Ibid.] 

 
Likewise Auslander claims that even the Brechtian actor who deliberately differentiates himself from the character he is portraying and is supposedly non-himself on stage, is merely playing a ‘stage persona’.[footnoteRef:12] Following in the footsteps of this assumption, Marvin Carlson in his discussion of the autobiographical performance argues that there is perforce a difference between the “I” who lived that experience and the “I” that narrates it to an audience.[footnoteRef:13] The character the actor is not portraying even if it is supposedly identified with his own self, is shaped like any other fictional character through imitation and representation. There is no overlap between the physically “present I” of the performer and the “I” the performer was “then and there” in the autobiographical experience. Carlson argues that we’re actually discussing a constructed “stage persona” of the performer and not a direct and authentic expression of their selfhood. The performer rehearses, shapes and constructs their stage persona in a manner similar to working on any other character. [12:  Ibid, 56.]  [13:  ] 

To examine the manner of enacting the stage persona in which Mizrahi identity is displayed in the autobiographical performance, I will utilise the three modes of acting posited by Bert States.[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  ] 

· The self-expressive mode: the performer emphasises the actor’s virtuosity, their charisma and winning and moving presence and their mastery of nuance. Likewise their physical abilities are demonstrated, and their performance aptitude in song and dance and so forth. The crowd’s attention is directed to the performer and less to the character or role he is portraying or filling on the stage. As States puts it:
In the self-expressive mode the actor seems to be performing on his own behalf. He says, in effect, “See what I can do.”[footnoteRef:15] [15:  ] 

· The collaborative mode: the performer turns directly to the audience and transforms them from a passive observer (voyeur) to a collaborator in the event in various manners.
theatre says to the spectator, “Why should we pretend that all this is an illusion. We are in this together. We are doing this for you.”[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Ibid. 33.] 


                    The performer draws the crowd in and sometimes gives them a role in the fictional world and even attempts to turn it into a community. The performer deliberately blurs the borders between themselves and the viewer, which is liable to create intimacy but also liable to provoke thought on the part of the viewer regarding the means of representation itself and the medium of theatre.
· The representational mode: the performer’s emphasis is on a fictional character, and the actor supposedly “disappears” into the character, and the audience’s attention is focused mostly upon that. The stage illusion becomes the focal point of observation and the audience’s experience is influenced mostly by that.
[bookmark: _GoBack]States emphasises that these three modes of acting exist in the same performance to different extents and in different levels of emphasis, so that the audience can be impressed by the actor’s talent and expressiveness, become complicit in the actor’s direct address, and be moved by the actions of the fictional character on the stage. In the Mizrahi autobiographical performance, the stage persona mainly emphasises the expressive mode because the actor displays their body, skills and life experiences in the foreground and not a fictional world far and removed from themselves. Likewise the collaborative mode is highly present in the Mizrahi autobiographical performance because of the direct address to the audience to recount and represent for them his life experiences, and turn them into a collaborator. Also the performer’s address to Mizrahi viewers who are liable to identify and particularly recognise the contents and elements of the performance to transform them into a community. The stage persona enables a display of Mizrahi identity in the sense of “look at me, this is my life, these are my memories and culture, and these are the conflicts that shaped me.” The increasing use of the expressive and collaborative mode over and above the representative one emphasise that autobiography on stage is no more than a metonymy for the story of the many Mizrahi Jews present in the auditorium. In this manner an assertive Mizrahi identity is shaped, which neither succumbs to the “backward” Mizrahi stereotype on the one hand, but on the other is not erased in favour of Ashkenazification which falls in line with the Zionist melting pot which denies any indicator of ethnicity.



