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Introduction
This is a disguised autobiography. The corpus of plays and performances constituting Mizrahi theatre embodies significant junctions that have shaped my identity as a Mizrahi[footnoteRef:1] and as a man of the theatre. As a teenager, I acted in a community-based theatre that took a sensitive approach to issues of ethnicity and social status. In time, the intertwining of the critical-Mizrahi perspective and the theatre became the lens through which I experience the world. I was born in Kfar Shalem, a blue-collar Mizrahi neighborhood on the outskirts of Tel Aviv. My mother is a Kurdish-Iranian Jew and my father, an Iraqi Jew. The story of their immigration to Israel is an inherent part of me. A never-ending story. A story I unravel here through the adventures and struggles of the heroes on stage and through the laughter and tears of the theatre audience.  [1:  A Jew whose origins are in the Middle East or North Africa. ] 

	“How do you make an Iraqi Jew?” theatre director and actor Yossi Alfi asks, cynically protesting against the Mizrahi stereotype. “What does it mean to be authentic?” poet Erez Biton painfully inquires; what does it take to be freed from the racist gaze? Questions concerning the complex ethnic identity of Mizrahim in Israel echo those from elsewhere around the world. “How does it feel to be a ‘problem?’” asked the African American sociologist , W. E. B. Du Bois. In other words, how does one “be” in what Frantz Fanon refers to as a “black skin, white masks” existence. In such knotted situations “Can a subaltern speak?” Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak wonders, can the people of the Third World represent themselves in the West, and her answer is doubtful and pessimistic. However, the focus of this study is on Mizrahi theatre artists who perform “what it is like to feel a problem,” and to propose, with cautious optimism, an alternative way to make Mizrahiness within the boundaries of the theatrical event, in the hope that this experience will transcend these boundaries to infiltrate the social reality itself. 
	The aim of this book is to conceptualize Mizrahi theatre and unfold its performances in the field of Israeli theatre with a critical gaze. Mizrahi theatre is a cultural site for self-representation. It is mainly created by Mizrahi artists dealing with the social experiences, and cultural, religious, and traditional foundations of Mizrahim in Israel, the Middle East, and North Africa, as well as the artistic languages of their social reality and history. Mostly, this theatre developed outside of the mainstream, and only a few plays penetrated the core of repertoire theatre. This definition, Mizrahi theatre, is merely a point of departure. Its boundaries are fluid and it includes various possible manifestations of Mizrahi theatrical self-representation. 
	The focus of critical theatre studies fluctuates between theatre’s history, forms and practices, and genres and languages of the stage, on the one hand, and the cultural politics concerned with the balance of power, hegemony, and political significances of the theatrical field, on the other (Yerushalmi, 2013). The current study both straddles and integrates these two approaches. Therefore, I am not inclined to ask, “What is Mizrahi theatre?” or “How is Mizrahiness reflected in the theatre?” Such questions lead to essentialist answers that obfuscate the dynamics of the theatrical medium, its social linkages, and the historical process involved in its production. I prefer rather to explore how theatre makes Mizrahiness? How does theatre not only construct ethnicity, but also actively facilitate its constitution in the public discourse? What are Mizrahi theatre’s major theatrical forms and in what historical and theatrical contexts were they shaped? How does each theatrical form forge and bring the Mizrahi identity to light? Historically, how, why, and under what circumstances is Mizrahi theatre created? How does it navigate power struggles within the theatrical field and, given its meager material resources, what strategies does it employ to this end? Finally, how does Mizrahi theatre deal with the orientalist discourse, which, while refuting ethnicity altogether, at the same time labels it negative and inferior?
	Dan Urian’s seminal study on Mizrahi representation demonstrates that Israeli theatre’s repertoire is oriented toward the West with a tendency for centralization, while most of its gatekeepers and tastemakers are secular-Ashkenazi Jews who appeal mainly to the hegemonic audience (Urian, 2002). Ninety percent of the public budget is allocated to Israel’s seven largest repertoire theatres, and they dominate the field. The mainstream theatre scarcely deals with the Mizrahi issue, and mostly replicates the hegemonic perspective (Urian, 2001) that pivots around ethnic stereotypes, from Morocco-sakin (Morocco-knife) in the 1950s and chahchah (riffraff) in the 1970s, to ars and freha (cholo and bimbo, respectively) in the 80s, and so on. Orientalist stereotypes were largely associated with violent and primitive figures, on the one hand, and pseudo-positive characteristics, such as warm-heartedness and sentimentality, on the other. Although covering the twentieth to the early twenty-first century, the focus of Urian’s work (2004) is on stereotypic replication and he neglects to address Mizrahi self-representation on the stage over the past twenty years.
	Following the Mizrahi renaissance (a topic I develop later), the last decade has seen a certain shift in mainstream Israeli theatre marked in part by the appointment of artistic directors of Mizrahi origin to Israel’s three repertoire theatres: Moshe Naor at Haifa Theatre; Shmulik Yifrach at Beer-Sheva Theatre; and Ran Gueta at the Cameri Theatre of Tel Aviv. If in the past, the issue of Mizrahi identity was perceived in mainstream theatre as anachronistic and irrelevant, today its commercial potential is recognized and rendered on stage as popular a-political folklore. Thus, despite the fact that critical trends have managed to infiltrate the mainstream theatre, varying doses of Mizrahi stereotypes still appear on its stages. Former artistic director of the Khan Theatre, and a director in her own right with a unique artistic and political approach, Ofira Henig is brazenly critical of the mainstream’s racism:
Israeli theatre favors white Israeliness. It is a generation behind television and cinema. Most of the cultural managers continue to cast according to color, race, religion, and sex, not noticing that Peter Brook had already started the revolution when he cast a black man in the role of Hamlet, and that for quite some time now, even in the English theatre, which is very popular here—actors of African or Indian origin are cast in the role of Henry V—the ultimate English king. In most cases, my casting choices are met with mumbling and hushed opposition if only to avoid accusing me, God forbid, of the very same racism. (Henig, 2013, p. 7).
In addition to Urian’s work, three studies on Mizrahi theatre have been published to date. Shulamith Lev-Aladgen (2010a) explores Mizrahi community-based theatre, one of several forms of Mizrahi theatre in Israel (a topic I elaborate on in Chapter 1). Ofir Mamam’s (2007) study focuses on Telem (transit camp theatre)—an organization founded in the 1950s whose purpose was the production of plays designed to educate Jewish immigrants from the Middle East in Zionist values and the Hebrew language. In her study on the Judeo-Moroccan Arabic theatre established by Moroccan Jews in Israel, Sarit Cofman-Simhon (2013) concluded that it was a celebration of ethnic identity. 
	Recent studies on Jewish theatre (Belkin, 2008; Nahshon, 2009, 2012; Rozik, 2013) predominantly focus on theatrical activities in Europe and the Americas, while neglecting not only Mizrahi theatre, but the histories of Middle Eastern Jewish theatres as well. Yair Lipshitz (2019) points out that, although Mizrahi theatre is a part of Jewish theatre, it nevertheless has yet to receive the academic attention it deserves. Given this scarcity and the fact that scholars so far have neither employed nor conceptualized the “Mizrahi theatre,” this pioneering study strives to charter this untapped terrain. 
	
Mizrahim in Israel: Historical/Theoretical Axes
In literal terms, Mizrahim means ‘Easterners’ or ‘Orientals,’ that is, Jews of Middle Eastern and North African origin and their descendants. Sephardim (literally, Jews from Spain) is a religious term from the Middle Ages—which is dominant among Israeli religious and ultra-orthodox Jews—that distinguishes between Middle Eastern and Ashkenazi (Jews of European origin) liturgical styles and traditions. Coined by the establishment, Edot Ha-Mizrah (literally, the Eastern ethnic communities) was a term purposefully employed to divide the Mizrahim into individual ethnic groups as a means to weaken their ability to fight collectively for equal rights and against their stereotypic labeling. In contrast, the Ashkenazim were recognized as representatives of the nation and therefore were perceived as ethnically transparent (Chetrit, 2010). The term “Mizrahim,” which evolved in the 1980s with the development of a new Mizrahi discourse in Israeli critical sociology, highlights the political-assertive-collective dimension that censures inequality and demands transformation, while paying less attention to ethnic and geographical origins. 
	Emerging in the 1990s, the term ‘Arab-Jews’ underscores the Arabic element in the culture and language of Jews from Arab countries. Historically, Iraqi Jewish intellectuals in the 1920s perceived themselves as Arab-Jews for cultural and national reasons. In the Zionist discourse, Arab-Jew was perceived as an oxymoron that elicits hesitation and anxiety, while its political-academic usage calls attention to a historical possibility erased by Zionism. Ella Shohat (1992) was the first in academia to declare herself an “Arab-Jew”—the daughter of immigrants from Iraq—as a political statement against the de-Arabization that was forced upon the Mizrahim. Yehouda Shenhav and Hanan Hever (2012) argue that the de-Arabization of the Zionist discourse is not absolute and therefore markers of the Mizrahim’s Arabness can always still surface. Today, Arab-Jew is an assertive identity, a form of protest that renders present the erased Arabic element. While few Mizrahim have adopted this identifying expression, Arabic culture (music, cinema, idioms, etc.) is featured in the Mizrahi theatre, and since 2000, Jewish-Arab dialects are spoken, for example, in the Jewish-Moroccan and Jewish-Iraqi theatres. 
	The majority of Mizrahim immigrated to Israel in the 1950s and 60s and they currently constitute half of Israel’s Jewish population. The Israeli hegemony is largely ascribed to Ashkenazi-Jews—Jews of European origin, mostly secular and middle class. Zionist orientalism views Mizrahi culture as inferior, primitive, and associated with the culture of the Arab enemy. Immigrant Mizrahi Jews were forced to conform to the “Sabra” prototype—the model of the “new Jew” fashioned in accordance with white-Western criteria. They were required to take part in the “Zionist melting pot”—to disengage from their Jewish traditions, to erase every Arab element in their identity (Shenhav, 2006), and to discipline their language, accents, bodies, and practices, as well as their religious faith and esthetic tastes, in order to become “Israelis.” The Israeli hegemony structured a social-economic policy that banished Mizrahim to peripheral towns and villages (far from Israel’s cultural and economic epicenter), which lacked opportunities for employment and proper educational, health, and cultural services. This in turn, positioned them as low-class citizens dependent on the establishment—a position perpetuated throughout the history of the State of Israel (Swirski, 1981; Swirski & Bernstein, 1993). These two processes of cultural erasure and detachment, on the one hand, and social-economic exclusion (Shohat, 1988), on the other, brought about the emergence of the negative stereotyping of Mizrahim in Israeli culture (Shohat, 1989).
	This social-economic policy fueled protest and a struggle for change (Chetrit, 2010; Lavie, 2018). Following is a brief overview of the most significant events in the Mizrahi struggle. In 1959, Moroccan Jews residing in Haifa’s Wadi Salib neighborhood, engaged in what were later referred to as the “Wadi Salib riots,” a series of protests led by David Ben Harush against the government’s discriminatory policy which had failed to provide them with adequate housing and employment. While the riots were eventually suppressed, its leaders were framed as criminal offenders. The period following the 1967 war was marked by an economic surge; however, the fruits of this economic growth somehow evaded the Mizrahim. Inspired by the Civil Rights movement in the United States, in 1971, young Mizrahim from Jerusalem’s Musrara neighborhood founded the Black Panthers, a movement that engaged mainly in the organization of heated riots and protests. Although the establishment took a hard hand against them, they managed to raise public consciousness of the oppression of Mizrahim, while demanding full participation in government and just distribution of resources. 
	In the late 1970s, Mizrahim from Jerusalem’s Katamon neighborhood founded the grassroots Ohalim movement. This was a unique movement in that its activists and leaders emerged from the community-based theatre Ohel Yosef, one of the first community-based theatre groups in Israel. The theatre produced protest performances highlighting the social, educational, and cultural repression of Mizrahim, and its actors became activists in Mizrahi neighborhoods throughout Jerusalem. According to Lev-Aladgem (2017), this is a rare historical moment in which community-based theatre successfully transforms the symbolic resistance on the stage into an oppositional political force in the social reality. 
	These and other events led to the 1977 political upheaval. After nearly thirty years in power, the left-wing Labor party lost to the right-wing Likud in the national elections, with Mizrahim constituting one of the most significant forces responsible for the decline in the Labor party’s electoral power. Major changes occurred in the 1980s, including the foundation of Shas, a political party primarily representing the interests of Mizrahi Sephardic Jews, most of whom belonged to the lower social classes, and the rise of a Mizrahi middle class and social advocacy movements led by Mizrahi intellectuals and activists. Shas was founded in 1983 as a party working to rectify the Haredi (ultra-orthodox)-Ashkenazi establishment’s discrimination against Haredi Mizrahim, particularly in Haredi educational institutions. According to Yoav Peled, Shas’s success among underprivileged Mizrahim is due to its integrative and ethno-national platform—the provision of equal rights to all Jews and solutions for both the material and spiritual needs of the Mizrahim (2002). 
	Although, as Uri Cohen and Nissim Leon demonstrate, the emergence and expansion since the 1980s of the Mizrahi middle class—second and third generation Mizrahim—is a consequence of political, economic, and geographical change and revised policies in education, these Mizrahim are “frequently forced to contend with the strategies of isolation, opposition, and obstruction adopted by the hegemonic Ashkenazi middle-class elites” (2008, p. 52). It is not surprising, therefore, that the Ashkenazification phenomenon is quite prevalent among middle class Mizrahim who adopt certain practices in order to “pass” as Ashkenazi. These practices include, for example, speaking “proper” Hebrew, while avoiding slang identified as Mizrahi, and appropriating aesthetic and musical tastes associated with the Ashkenazi middle class (Sasson-Levy & Shoshana, 2013). While such steps toward assimilation are often occluded and these Mizrahim accused of “lacking authenticity,” it is in fact the symbolically violent attitude of the Ashkenazi middle class—as a means to sustain definitive hierarchal ethnic boundaries—that is responsible for the Ashkenazification of middle class Mizrahim (Schwartz, 2016). 
	In response to the multicultural discourse in the West, a new Mizrahi discourse developed in the 1990s, which dealt with a fundamental transformation of Israel, not only with sectorial demands (Yonah, 2005). In 1996, The Mizrahi Democratic Rainbow was established by founders with both a Mizrahi consciousness deeply entrenched in memories of previous struggles and a complex political outlook (Yonah, Naaman, and Machlev, 2007). The movement demanded equal rights and just distribution of resources for the entire Israeli society, and it promoted the Public Housing Law that enabled Mizrahim from low-income urban neighborhoods and development towns to purchase the homes they had lived in since first arriving in Israel. Likewise, the movement claimed the impartial distribution of state-owned lands leased to kibbutzim and moshavim (cooperative settlements). The movement’s substantial impact, however, exceeded such activities in that it created a new, eloquent, multifaceted, and assertive discourse that shaped a new Mizrahi consciousness in the media that could not be ignored. 
	In 2000, Ahoti (literally, my sister), a Mizrahi feminist movement, was founded in opposition to the disregard and patronizing of Mizrahi women by Israel’s predominantly Ashkenazi feminist movement (Dahan-Kalev, 2001). Ahoti aimed to advance and empower disenfranchised women at the bottom rungs of the socio-economic ladder: Mizrahi, Ethiopian, Arab, and others; to fight economic, social, and cultural issues associated with marginalized women; and to challenge the white feminist discourse and its validity mainly in terms of ethnicity and social status (Lir, 2007).
	As a consequence of the burgeoning of the Mizrahi middle class, Yali Hashash (2017) claims, Mizrahim are marginalized and at the same time, socially mobile. Hashash criticizes the Mizrahi discourse that opposes orientalism and race, while blurring the issue of social class in general, and ignoring poverty, in particular. The more the Mizrahi middle class expanded, attention in the research turned toward cultural mobility and the celebration of the Mizrahi renaissance, while the critical debate on women and poverty dwindled. According to Hashash, the postcolonial discourse underscores the oppression of the Mizrahi and is blind to their privileges as middle-class Jews, as opposed to Palestinians, poor Jews (Mizrahim, Ethiopians, Russians), and non-Jewish migrant workers. Thus, she proposes ‘White Trash’ as a theoretical concept for understanding the dynamics of the situation in which the Mizrahi is both a part of, and excluded from, Israeli society. White Trash is a derogatory slur denoting poor white Americans, which signifies vulgar, ostentatious, and boisterous behavior, as opposed to bourgeois restraint. In Israel, similar negative expressions are imposed by Ashkenazim onto Mizrahim, and are employed by Middle class Mizrahim to distinguish themselves from poor Mizrahim who they perceive as idlers in line with the neoliberal principle of “they who want, succeed.” At the same time, there are Mizrahim who appropriate the White Trash image, for example, Mizrahi politicians (Miri Regev) and entrepreneurs (Rami Levy) who present a one-of-the-people image to bolster their public legitimacy.

Mizrahi Theatre: Cultural “Ghetto” or Site of Empowerment 
Research in the Western world on non-hegemonic ethnic and racial groups that struggle against inequality, oppression, and discrimination, is expanding rapidly (Gonzalez and Laplace-Claverie, 2012). The definition of theatre in terms of ethnic/racial categories summons a political-theatrical “catch 22.” To what extent does this category limit artists from the subjugated group so that it becomes a “cultural ghetto,” and to what extent does it empower and facilitate the construction of identity and self-representation on stage. The debate among African American artists regarding the category of Black performance/theatre/play teaches us about the complexity of the dilemma, and can illuminate the difficulty involved in conceptualizing “Mizrahi theatre.” 
	In 2005, Theatre Journal (December 2005) published a discussion held between black artists and scholars surrounding the issue “What is a black player/or what is playing black?” Already in the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s, W. E. B. Du Bois proposed four principles of black theatre:
The plays of a real Negro theatre must be: 1. “about us.” That is, they must have plays which reveal Negro life as it is. 2. “By us.” That is, they must be written by Negro authors who understand from birth and continued association just what it means to be a Negro today. 3. “For us.” That is, the theatre must cater primarily to Negro audiences and be supported and sustained by their entertainment and approval. 4. “Near us.” The theatre must be in a Negro neighborhood near the mass of ordinary Negro peoples. (Du Bois, 1926, p. 135)
This definition echoes the dilemma that the Black play category elicits vis-à-vis the white mainstream. On the one hand, racism undermines the Black artists’ ability to create. Therefore, black theatre may constitute a community-based site for their artistic development and empowerment. On the other hand, Black performance/theatre/play may reduce and flatten the complexity of the Black experience to the point of stereotyping. 
	In “The Color of Art,” James Hatch (2005) writes:  “‘Am I playing White? Is this a White play?’ I have never heard these questions from a white actor. The dominant culture assumes that ‘white’ is universal; hence, its adjective is invisible” (596). In a similar vein, Krasner (2005) argues that the question “What is a Black play?” would not have been asked in a non-racist world. Hatch concludes that “American racism gives art its color” (2005, p. 598), while Harrison (2005) asserts that American culture perceives black and white as binary opposites. Therefore, instead of “Black theatre,” he proposes the term “African theatre in the diaspora,” which, like “German/French/Japanese theatre” emphasizes culture and territory. In her attempt to summarize the debate, Sandra Shannon suggests viewing the dilemma through the approaches of two renowned African American playwrights, Suzan-Lori Parks and August Wilson. Given Park’s concern regarding the potential reduction of the term, she deconstructs it in an attempt to achieve the creative frankness and flexibility of white artists.
	Wilson, on the other hand, argues that both the Blacks’ cultural uniqueness and the mainstream racism obligate the development of a Black theatre. He adopts Du Bois’s approach and adds a principle of a Black aesthetic. Accordingly, Wilson protests against the unjust public funding of Black theatres, and opposes the integration of Black actors in the white mainstream. Integration, he claims, erases the Blacks’ historical and cultural distinctiveness, which, for the most part, can be expressed in a separate independent framework. In the production of his plays, Wilson demanded that all those involved be members of the Black community, claiming that Blacks acquire, through a socialization process unexperienced by Whites, unique cultural sensibilities that are pertinent for a creative process dealing with the world of Black people. 
	Despite the differences between the veteran, multifaceted Black theatre and the still-nascent Mizrahi theatre, Mizrahi artists face similar dilemmas. In contrast to the racial issue in American society, the ethnic issue in Israel is disavowed under the ideological notion that “we are all Israelis” and that ethnicity is irrelevant. As a result, Mizrahi theatre faces many obstacles in navigating its path within the field of Israeli theatre. The mainstream takes a meritocratic approach ostensibly based on capability and talent alone. This attitude deliberately overlooks the fact that the majority of gatekeepers and tastemakers belong to the hegemony, and that the repertoire is of a Western orientation. This intentional disregard constitutes “colorblind racism” (Bonilla-Silva, 2015) in that it refuses to acknowledge the racism exercised against Mizrahi artists both within and outside the theatre domain. Thus, the question arises as to how Mizrahi theatre navigates these challenging circumstances.
	On the one hand, the term Mizrahi Theatre is liable to constitute a “cultural ghetto” that constrains and stigmatizes Mizrahi artists’ versatile and multifaceted work, as opposed to the privileges of other ethnically transparent theatres. On the other hand, Mizrahi theatre is an autonomous site capable of creatively, critically, and sensitively treating various Mizrahi experiences. The past two decades have witnessed the emergence of Mizrahi theatre artists who assertively present political maxims formulated in intricate aesthetic terms. The Mizrahi theatre exists mainly outside the mainstream, is not committed to a particular agenda, and does not represent a single Mizrahi experience. It presents rather, a wide variety of social experiences and different possibilities for action and reaction in the context of the ethnicity issue in Israel. 
	Mizrahi Theatre is not a closed and stable essentialist term. Mizrahi is not a binary opposite of Ashkenazi or Western, but rather there is a complex relationship between them that includes rejection, inclusion, mimicry, and assimilation both within and outside the theatre. Ericka Fischer-Lichte’s (2014) notion of “interweaving performance cultures” bridges between the political and the aesthetic in a theatre performance based on different cultures. The analogy to weaving alludes to the idea that the cultural elements are intertwined in this performance to the point that it is impossible to trace each element’s cultural origin. The theatrical creative process is analogous to weaving—it is not a linear process of connecting two cultures, but rather of trial and error, the weaving and unraveling of different elements. 
	According to Fischer-Lichte, alongside its criticism of the present state of affairs, there is a transformative dimension in each performance. This is an opportunity to form an aesthetic experience between the performers and the audience, which may either reflect or negate the social circumstances outside the theatre and anticipate, in political terms, a different future. In my opinion, this approach is applicable to the Mizrahi theatre whose cultural materials and creative inspirations are sourced from a variety of cultures: Middle Eastern Jewish traditions, Arab culture, Western theatre, and the Israeli environment. Parallel to its critique of current social and political circumstances, Mizrahi theatre offers, within the boundaries of the theatrical event, other options for a better future. 

The Mizrahi Cultural Renaissance 
Mizrahi theatre is a part of a cultural renaissance which began in the early 2000s, of Mizrahi artists and cultural figures whose activities focus on different perspectives of Mizrahi identity and narratives in every cultural field. This renaissance is still flourishing primarily due to the dissemination of the Mizrahi discourse of 1980s and 90s via social networks and its successful circumvention of the institutionalized media. In this manner, information and knowledge flow between cultural agents and the audience who together construct a common Mizrahi cultural consciousness.
	While examples of this phenomenon are many, I will mention but a few, beginning with Ars-Poetica, one of the most prominent contemporary manifestations of Mizrahi culture. Steered by poet Adi Keisari, Ars-Poetica is a poetry reading event featuring acerbic and irreverent poetry written by third generation Mizrahim. As a consequence of the protest poetry that grew out of Ars-Poetica, a public debate developed in the national media and social networks that has resulted in the synonymous usage of Ars-Poetica to denote the Mizrahi renaissance, and vice-versa. 
	Over the past twenty years, Mizrahi music, mainly Mediterranean pop music, which for years was excluded from the media, has managed to infiltrate the mainstream. Classical Mizrahi music performed by Andalusian and Arab orchestras and Jewish Mizrahi cantors and liturgies appear on Israeli stages. Young singers combine Arab music and Mizrahi elements, for instance: Dudu Tassa, who records songs in Iraqi Arabic composed by his grandfather and uncle—the Al-Kuwaity Brothers—who were a household name in the Arab musical world; vocalist Neta Elkayam, who sings in Moroccan; and the A-WA trio that blends Jewish-Yemenite songs traditionally sang by women and contemporary pop music. Non-Hebrew speaking films were produced, such as the Jewish-Farsi speaking Farewell Baghdad (2014)—based on Eli Amir’s novel and directed by Nissim Dayan—which portrays Iraqi Jews prior to their immigration to Israel. Also directed in Farsi, is Yuval Delshad’s Baba Joon (2015), a film that deals with crisis in a Jewish-Persian family in Israel. In 2015, Eyal Sagui Bizawe and Sarah Zafroni directed Arab Movie, a documentary on the Egyptian films broadcasted on Israeli television in the 1970s and 80s, which were viewed by Mizrahim, Ashkenazim, and Arabs alike. In television, Ron Kahlili produced Arsim Ve-frehot: Ha-elitot Ha-hadashot (Cholos and Bimbos: The New Elite) (2014), a documentary series that takes an unapologetic and assertive approach in its deconstruction of the Mizrahi stereotype. That same year, Maor Zaguri directed Zaguri Empire (2014), a series about a Moroccan family in Beer Sheba that portrays Mizrahi characters as multidimensional complex figures immersed in intergenerational struggles. 
	In 2009, members of the Ahoti: Mizrahi feminist movement founded Heart in the East: The Coalition for Equal Distribution of Cultural Funds in Israel, which aimed to procure impartial distribution of public funding for culture and art institutions. Its primary demand was for nondiscriminatory subsidy of Mizrahi artists and others outside the cultural mainstream. The coalition operates on two levels: 1. The publication of reports on the unjust distribution of public subsidies that prioritizes established institutions and artists from the Ashkenazi hegemony (Libi Mizrahi, 2009, 2012), 2. The production of an annual festival featuring Mizrahi artists in all art forms: theatre, music, dance, fine art, and poetry with an emphasis on Mizrahi culture and aesthetics. As part of this renaissance, the Mizrahi theatre’s on-stage thematics and aesthetics correspond with the broader Mizrahi cultural discourse.
	Concurrent with the enthusiasm it aroused, this cultural process also raised questions and reservations among Mizrahi intellectuals and activists regarding the way in which the establishment exploited the Mizrahi renaissance for its own purposes. While, on the one hand, Minister of Culture and Sport, Miri Regev of the Likud party, promotes and funds Mizrahi culture primarily in the periphery, on the other hand, she reinforces nationalist trends to the point of censoring, and even closing cultural institutions, such as the Arabic-speaking Al-Midan Theatre. In a similar vein, Minister of Education, Naftali Bennett, of the Bayit HaYehudi party, appointed the Committee for Empowerment of Sephardi and Mizrahi Jewish Heritage in the Educational System chaired by poet and Israel Prize winner, Erez Biton. The committee’s objective was to integrate the history and culture of Middle Eastern Jewry in the curriculum, however, a budget for the implementation of its recommendations was never authorized. This government policy is perceived as the two-pronged appropriation of the Mizrahi struggle. On the one hand, emphasis is placed on a certain Mizrahi visibility as a means to retain Mizrahi voters’ support of the political right, and on the other hand, the deepening of neoliberal practices in the economy that have a harmful effect on Mizrahim (and other Israelis) from the lower classes (Lavie, 2018). 

Yali Hashash (2018) criticizes elements in the cultural renaissance that celebrate Mizrahi history while rewriting it under the heading of a “return to glory.” As part of this process, artists and scholars bring to light historical figures and Middle Eastern Jewish ideas that are read anew from a post-secular and postcolonial viewpoint. However, as Hashash reveals, this process is blind to feminist and class issues and is often submerged in non-critical patriarchal content. Although the cultural renaissance strives to recreate the sense of honorability and worth that the Mizrahim lost to the Zionist oppression, it often does so precisely by creating and bolstering hierarchies. “The Mizrahi cultural Renaissance resuscitates the male archive more that it resuscitates that of the female. The descendants of the old Mizrahi elites, mainly men, succeed more than others in leveraging the Mizrahi struggle for the benefit of mobility” (Hashash 2017, p. 260)—whether it be Mizrahi magnates (Yizhak Tshuva, Rami Levy), popular Mizrahi singers, politicians, or intellectual academics. This criticism does not aim to negate the entire renaissance, but rather to call attention to those non-critical factors that prefer a narrative of victory over a complex memory encompassing painful issues of social status and feminism in Mizrahi history. 

Seven Forms of Mizrahi Theatre (Chapters of this Book) 
This book is organized around seven theatrical forms (one chapter per form), each of which is explored against its particular historical, social, and theatrical contexts: Community-based Theatre; Performing History; Docudrama and Social Realism; Feminist Theatre; Autobiographical Performance; Poetry Performance; and Jewish Moroccan Theatre. There is partial overlap between the different forms given that a certain play may fit more than one form. In most cases, every play contains a dominant element or aspect according to it is classified. For example, the poetry performance Freha Shem Yafe (Freha – A Beautiful Name) (2012) is also an epic-feminist performance. At the same time, I perceive Mizrahi poetry as the foundation for and most dominant feature of the work, and therefore include it in Chapter 6: Poetry Performances. This, however, without losing sight of its quintessential feminist dimension. The performances’ classification in terms of theatrical forms underscores the medium’s significance and its contribution to the firm establishment of Mizrahiness in the Israeli culture. I have selected conspicuously unique performances, which often marked a shift in the Mizrahi theatre’s thematics and aesthetic. The earliest play in the repertoire is Sa’adia Damari’s Hamevaser (The Herald) of 1957, and the latest is Hannah Vazana Grunwald’s Yoldot (Parturients) first produced in 2017. These are undoubtedly early steps in the study of Mizrahi theatre, and it is my hope that scholars join this endeavor to enrich and expand our knowledge and understanding of it. 
	Community-based theatre (Chapter 1) emerged in the 1970s, and in fact, was the first site at which Mizrahi theatre developed as an artistic, cultural, and social phenomenon. Community-based theatre grows from within the community, and is produced by and for it. This is the cooperative and democratic principle at the basis of community-based theatres in subaltern communities. Lev-Aladgem (2010a) wrote a history of Israeli community-based theatre  from the vantage point of the Mizrahi actors. In contrast, I read the community-based theatre via the prism of “collective directing.” This type of theatre directing requires theatrical skills, a critical-political outlook, a pedagogical capacity to instruct amateur actors, and therapeutic practices designed for group facilitation. Given that in this theatre, the poetic intersects with the political, pedagogical, and therapeutic, I identify and demonstrate three types of Mizrahi directors: the director-leader (Yossi Alfi, Hahezi Hasheni [The Second Half], 1974); the pedagogical director (Zmira Ron, Mei Tehom Vekol Ha-drama Ha-zot [Ground Water and all that Drama],1989); and the director-facilitator (Hannah Vazana Grunwald, Altezahen [Junk], 2000).
	Performing History (Chapter 2) is a form of theatre in which the performances reconstruct the Mizrahi narrative as a means to return it to the historical stage as opposed to the Zionist orientalism that relegates the Mizrahim to the margins of Jewish history and highlights their ostensibly scant contribution to Israeli culture. The performances deal with the pre-Israeli reality in the Middle East and with immigration to Israel, while some go back as far as the Golden Age and Spanish expulsion. The chapter explores four axes of the Mizrahi narrative according to countries of origin. The first deals with the plays of Bimat Kedem, hitherto the only self-declared Mizrahi theatre that deals with Spanish and Portuguese Jews and their descendants (Mayim, Shamayim, Ve-teiva [Water, Sky, and Ark, 1987; Masehot B’venetzia, [Masks in Venice], 1992). The second axis focuses on the immigration of Yemenite Jews to Israel. In this context, we witness a shift from the representation of immigration as distinctly messianic and Zionist (Ha-mevaser [The Herald], 1957) to a more critical approach that bares the difficult, disinheriting, and oppressive attitude of the Zionist establishment toward Yemenite Jews (Ahava Efsharit [Possible Love], 1983; Yesh Li Kinneret [I Have a Kinnerret], 2000). The third axis deals with the Farhud—a pogrom carried out against the Jewish population of Iraq in 1941. This axis fluctuates between the presentation of a complex portrayal of the Jewish-Muslim relationship in Iraq (Shedim Bamartef [Ghosts in the Basement], 1983) and a dichotomic and Zionist depiction of past events (Ha-banot Shel Abba [Father’s Daughters], 2015). Finally, the fourth axis varies between mystic and nostalgic representations of Moroccan Jews (Meleh Marocai [Morrocan King], 1980) and critical representations of the nostalgic (Hazayot Kamot Bamizrah [Illusions Arise in the East], 1986). 
	Docudrama and Social Realism (Chapter 3) are widespread theatrical performances that facilitate the staging of Mizrahi social struggles and activist groups, such as the Black Panthers (Musrara [Musrara], 2013) or the struggle against the demolition of homes (Rishayon Lichyot [License to Live], 1999). These performances do not constitute “one to one” documentation, but rather employ material drawn from reality to create fiction. In this plays, time and place are easily recognized by the Israeli audience. On the one hand, the playwright’s use of documentary material and realism generate a more intimate relationship between the audience and the familiar. On the other hand, the editing of the material and the addition of fictional elements construct a more generalized statement vis-à-vis ethnic relations in Israel, in other words, a political statement that transcends the particular case upon which the play is based. In most instances, the Mizrahi social struggle on stage is intertwined with the characters’ complicated attitude toward their Mizrahi identity (Tikun Hatzot [Midnight Reform], 1996; Hatzama Shel Abba [Father’s Braid], 2004). To what extent do these characters internalize the values of the Ashkenazi middle class in order to be accepted into the dominant group? Or alternatively, to what extent do these characters assert their Mizrahi identity and take a staunch position in face of the hegemonic powers? The Mizrahi theatre demonstrates how this struggle for social-economic equality is invariably contingent on a personal process of liberation from the cultural oppression.
	The Feminist Theatre (Chapter 4) of Mizrahi theatre artists is positioned in most instances on the junction between gender, ethnicity, and social status. These are performances that form a unique Mizrahi-female experience, which is not appended to any one of the previously mentioned categories. This theatrical form is ideologically predicated upon the Mizrahi feminist discourse, which, inspired by Black and postcolonial feminism, began to develop in the 1990s as a critical site of Mizrahi women. The performances discussed in the chapter correspond with three major strategies in feminist theatre: feminist realism (Kriya [Mourning] 1987; Slihot [Atonement], 2001); epic-feminist theatre (Kufsaot Ha-beton [Concrete Boxes], 2015; Yoldot [Parturients], 2017), and female writing (Ish Leish [Man to Man], 1981). Each strategy facilitates a distilled explication of different aspects of the experiences of Mizrahi women. Common to all of these performances is the configuration of a critical view of experience on the intersection between ethnicity, gender, status, and sexuality. 
Autobiographical performance (chapter 5), a theatrical form that has expanded over the past two and half decades, is based on the Mizrahi performer’s personal familial and cultural experience. In this form, the performer displays their Mizrahi identity and draws attention to it in a gesture against shame, concealment, denial, and the processes of Ashkenazification forced upon this identity (Papejeena, 2010). The display of Mizrahi identity involves a range of performance possibilities, from protest and defiance against social-economic and cultural oppression (Ben Mamshih [Inheriting Son], 2002) to the celebration and demonstration of the rich hitherto repressed and erased culture. Likewise, the performance occasionally contains a meta-theatrical dimension in the sense that the performer’s biography is connected to the world of stage and screen and the complex and problematic manner in which these cultural domains address the  performer’s Mizrahi identity (Yossi Zabari. Pashut. [Simply Yossi Zabari], 2004).
Poetry Performance (Chapter 6) is a prominent theatrical mode in Mizrahi theatre as of the 2010s. This form utilizes Mizrahi poetry to construct an inter-medial dialogue and formulate a unique theatre language. On stage, Mizrahi identity is fashioned through the tension between poetics and the bodily, visual, and audible image. The materials of the social reality are doubly processed through the lyrical writing and its theatrical interpretation to form an aesthetic “lens” for the reading of the Mizrahi identity. Hannah Vazana Grunwald and Sally Arkadesh’s Freiha Shem Yafe [Bimbo – A Beautiful Name] (2012) and Ars-Poetica events led by Adi Keisar are prominent and dominant performances that effectively realize this theatrical form upon which I elaborate in this chapter.
Jewish Moroccan Theatre (Chapter 7) emerged in 2001 in the margins of the Israeli theatre field. For the first time, a performance in the Arabic language, which did not deal with the Israeli-Arab conflict, was staged by Jewish actors for a Jewish audience. A theatre group from the northern town of Migdal Ha-emek, produced Molière’s The Miser, which was translated into Judeo-Moroccan Arabic. Crowds of Moroccan Jews and their descendants (second and third generation) came to watch the play. The play’s success generated a significant change in the world of Israeli theatre, and as a result, dozens of plays in Moroccan appealing to this audience were produced. Furthermore, theatres in other languages evolved, such as the Iraqi-Jewish theatre, Bukharin-Jewish theatre, the Ethiopian Jews’ Amharic theatre, etc. The growth of the non-Hebrew speaking Jewish theatre expresses a celebration of Jewish languages, which in the past, had been marginalized in the Israeli culture. My focus in this chapter is solely on the Moroccan theatre because as a pioneering and dominant phenomenon, it paved the way for theatres in the other languages, and established strategies for organization and budgeting, repertoire building, and appealing to Israeli audiences. 
בפרק זה וגם בפרקים הבאים יש מספר מועט של פריטים ביבליוגרפיים בעברית. אנא תרגמו גם אותם לאנגלית! 
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