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Playback Theater in the Orthodox Religious
Community — Opportunities and Challenges

Assael Romanelli

Assael Romanelli (Jerusalem, Israel) is a clinical social worker. He works as a couple
and family therapist, workshop facilitator and a Playback Theater (PT) conductor
in Israel. He is the artistic director of the PT ensemble “Or Chozer”
in Jerusalem, bringing PT to secular, religious and ultra-orthodox Jewish
communities in Israel. He is now pursuing his PHD in Social Work by teaching
therapists improvisation skills. He has published several articles on PT worlwide.
E-mail: info@assaelr.com, website: www.assaelr.com.

This article explores the issues regarding teaching and performing Playback Theater (PT) in
the Religious and Ultra Orthodox (UO) Jewish communities in Israel. A brief description of the
UO is followed by case examples that reflect the complexities of spontaneous performances
in strict religious settings. Practical suggestions for performing and teaching PT is offered
as well.

Introduction

[ am a clinical social worker specializing in Couple and Family Therapy. I work part time in
a public clinic located in the heart of the Jewish Ultra Orthodox (UO) community. I consider my-
self a traditional modern Jew. I regularly give therapy to UO families with sensitivity and respect of
their way of life. As a therapist, [ am usually successful in not having the therapy end prematurely
due to ideological or theological gaps between the family and therapist.

As a Playback Theater (PT) conductor, I perform and teach mostly in the UO and religious
Jewish communities in Israel. My PT company, Or Chozer? (“returning light” in Hebrew) is com-
posed solely of professional male actors, most of whom grew up secular and later turned to a re-
ligious lifestyle. All are religious, some orthodox and some traditional. The PT company is a part
of professional UO theater company that reaches deep into communities where secular theater
does not.

! This article was first published in the Journal of Practical Psychologist (Russia) in Russian in 2013:
Pomanem A. TIneii63k TeaTp B OPTOHOKCAJbHBIX PENMIMO3HBIX COOOLIECTBAX — BO3MOXKHOCTH U
BbI30BbI.// JKypHan npaktuyeckoro ncuxosora, 2013.- Ne5.-c. 97-104.

2 For more on Or Chozer, check out our website: www.orchozer.com
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The Ultra Orthodox

Jewish community
in Israel

In Israel there are ma-
ny communities, streams and
sects of Jewish practice. On
the more observant end are
Ultra Orthodox communi-
ties that have unique features
(Jacobs, 1995). UO com-
munities usually send their
children to segregated ed-
ucational systems that em-

phasize the Halacha (Jewish i
commandments) and have Picture 1. Or Chozer Playback Theater Ensemble performing

in front of a religious audience in Jerusalem.

little “secular” studies such as
English, math, science or art. Usually, entertainment is expected to include a Jewish education-
al element that adheres to the clear ethics and strict moral code of the community. There is little
room for spontaneity and unpredictability for the community leaders when thinking of entertain-
ment in general, and theater specifically. Most of the performance arts seen by these communi-
ties are usually either based on Jewish folklore or values or very general topics (such as a magic,
telepathy, etc).

The UO communities are increasing in Israel given its high birth rate. This presents a num-
ber of challenges for Israeli society. As the UO base grows, it is inevitable that there will be in-
creasing contact and overlap between the different social and religious sectors of Israeli society.
The highly regulated social structures of the UO are already beginning to be altered, although, in
reality, there is still little mix between religious sectors in Israel. It has been my good fortune to be
involved in one of these special meeting points of the UO and the more “secular” streams in Israel.
I am happy that [ have the opportunity to bring PT to these communities and create a meeting
place and dialogue.

PT as an un-orthodox, orthodox ritual

PT has its own ritual: The stage, the actors, the conductor, the musician, the teller (Salas,
1999; Johnston, 2005). One of the core values of the PT ritual is spontaneity and improvisation
(Fox, 1994; Salas, 1999; Lubrani Rolnik, 2009). Together with the value of spontaneity, there is an
emphasis on structure, hence the different short and long forms, the final word of the teller after
the enactment and so on. Thus there can be a tension in the meeting of PT and religious ortho-
doxy: Spontaneity/improvisation versus strict ethics and rituals.

How to resolve this tension?

How can we find the balance between adhering to the PT ritual and at the same time respect
the sensitivities of the UO communities we visit? For example, we once performed in front of
500 members of an ultra orthodox community retreat. When we arrived there was a big wall of
cloth in the middle separating men from women. It was forbidden for women to tell stories during
the performance. So half of the audience wasn’t allowed tell a story. This could hurt the collec-
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tive free-flowing unconscious “red thread” that connects the different stories during the PT ritu-
al (Hoesch, 1999).

Some might see this situation as upsetting or misshaping the PT ritual. I would like to suggest a
different perspective after years of performing, teaching and giving therapy in the UO world. Un-
controlled spontaneity is a bold move by these religious leaders. It is a possible threat, which they
do not underestimate. Yet these leaders are looking for safe way to make better their members,
while maintaining their traditions and safe procedures. They turn to PT because there are some
shared aspects between PT and Orthodox religious practice. As Salas writes when describing her
first Japanese tea ceremony: “there is nothing inherently foolish in participating in the established
rituals of another culture” (Salas, 1999, p. 108).

Commonalities between PT and orthodox religious tradition

We can choose to see these two traditions as having common characteristics. Religions are
usually built through storytelling traditions, often based on stories and myths, some sharing com-
mon archetypes (Campbell, 1949). Jonathan Fox (1994) writes in length about the pre-literary oral
drama based on storytelling traditions that influenced the birth of PT.

The Jewish tradition was based for centuries on the oral “Torah” (body of knowledge), passed
from generation to generation, told in the synagogue and at home. The Bible, like the PT ritual, is
composed of dozens of stories, intertwined with dreams, metaphors and images. For the past cen-
turies, Every Sabbath Jewish congregations around the world, gather to read aloud the different
biblical stories of the past in order to learn from them about the present and future.

A modern day version of the oral teaching biblical stories is through interpretive drama, called
Bibliodrama. Bibliodrama is a form of role-playing in which the roles played are taken from bibli-
cal texts (Pitzele, 1998). Another modern example is a movement within the Jewish world called
StorahTelling in which these biblical stories are acted out for the community as part of the Jewish
ritual. These examples could be seen as an ongoing adaptation of the written text and traditions
toward a live theater based on those stories.

PT as an enrichment and challenge in the UO community

These UO communities are much less exposed to professional performance art. UO rabbis
take great efforts to prevent
“corruption” of the communi-
ty by modernity, secularism,
technology and capitalism.
Seeing theater is always
such a great wonder for
adults as well as children in
these communities. It seems
as if for a moment they are
transposed to a ‘“poten-
tial space” (Winnicott, 1971)
where there is freedom to
imagine their life and reality
in new ways.
By sharing stories pub-
i licly, even if UO tellers prefer
Picture 2. Religious audience enjoying an Or Chozer PT performance ~ to tell more general stories of
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core beliefs and miracles, we breathe into these stories a little potential space (Winnicot, 1971)in-
to these ancient archetypal stories. The encounter between the story and the unconscious of the
actors who once were secular, releases metaphors, ideas and connections that are perhaps new
and surprising to the audience members; a sort of un-conscious communication between the ac-
tors and the audience through the explicit story.

When PT and religious orthodoxy clash — A case example

In a show for an UO community, as the conductor, | was translating live on stage a story by
an UO adult who recently emigrated from the USA to Israel. It wasn’t clear to me that in the USA
there might be less of a taboo about certain words. He told a story about being locked outside his
room in his underwear. I translated the word to Hebrew for the rest of the audience, while hear-
ing from time to time some murmurs in the audience. [ then turned the story over to the actors to
play it back.

They began to play the story while using the Hebrew word for “underwear”. I wasn’t even
aware of any possible offense. The actors, who do live a religious lifestyle perhaps were so en-
gaged in the performance that they also did not notice. The murmurs escalated and I started see-
ing some men leaving the audience while yelling. The women’s side seems more content. I start to
realize that the audience might start to leave altogether so when the enactment ended, | immedi-
ately ended the show, 20 minutes early.

Right after the bows, the whole ensemble realized what happened. The organizers were furi-
ous and demanded an apology. We tried to explain to them that the show is completely improvised
and that we have little if any control of the stories that will be told. It was one of their own who
told the story, what we could do? The organizers immediately said that I (and the actors) should
have substituted the word underwear to something else, more appropriate for the audience. Years
later, I found out that our most orthodox actor later went to the dining room and publicly apolo-
gized for offending the audience.

Would that have made the difference? Substituting the word? I don’t know and we have never
returned to that community again, although the lesson they taught us has been an important one.

But what does work?

But we did return to dozens of other communities, playing back their stories with a touch of
our thoughts, associations and even our values, giving life to stories through a new prism. Today
we are more careful in our preparation for these shows and in the actual performance (see ad-
vice in the end of the article). We have found again and again that PT is a powerful experience
for these audiences. We are invited to perform in UO schools and communal centers, celebra-
tions, conferences and more. Today there are a few all-women orthodox Jewish PT companies and
[ expect that more will follow.

PT training in the orthodox community — a case example

[ have taught many PT classes in the orthodox community, usually to educators, counselors
and therapists. These classes were always for men only. I find that what the participants enjoy
most is the playful atmosphere that PT brings to their story. Suddenly, they cannot only share
personal stories, but they receive a living reflection of that experience, complete with non-verbal,
subconscious undertones. The permission to play releases a lot of positive energy, perhaps from
the weakening of the repressing energy. Perhaps the brotherhood of men allows for a deeper res-
onance among us, even though we might be superficially divided by our external practices.
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I remember that in the middle of such a workshop for UO educational consultants, my
[Phone rang with a MTV pop song ringtone. I was in the middle of conducting a story and felt very
ashamed, but didn’t want to cut the teller in the middle of the story. Before I could react, one of
the participants went to my IPhone and began to try to turn off the ringer. He had never touched
an IPhone, so this process took almost a minute. Once completed, he returned straight to act in
the enactment, not missing a beat and without shame. I learned that [ had to let go of my “other-
ness”, and trust that the deep connection has been made. The archetypal connection between us
was stronger than our religious differences.

Advice for teaching and performing PT for religious and orthodox communi-
ties

Salasremindsusthat “weperformritualsthatarebasedintheimmediateneedsof theeventitself...
with a readily apparent role to play in the purpose for which we are gathered” (Salas, 1999, p. 109).
In that vein, | would like to share lessons learned from our experience for those PT companies who
teach and perform in religious communities and who wish to address the needs of those commu-
nities.

1. Dress appropriately to the community. See what they wear, and whether a head cover-
ing is needed. If the audience feels like the PT ensemble is not a bit similar (or at least
respectful) of them, they might not cooperate.

2. Make sure you have the blessing/cooperation of the religious or spiritual leader of the
community. If possible, have him or her introduce the PT performance, while extending
a warm welcome and mandate to the audience to participate.

3. While preparing for the show, make sure the organizers choose ahead of time one or
two tellers who will tell a real story connected to their lives. Sometimes in these com-
munities there is such a stress on modesty that it is considered arrogant to share sto-
ries about oneself, and you tend to get general stories or fables.

4. Stress again and again to the organizers that the show is improvised and that there can’t
be an imposed conclusion/solution/educational message to the show.

5. Draw the line — if you see that the requests and limitations of the community would pre-
vent a comfortable, respectable PT ritual, perhaps it is best to kindly turn down the offer.

6. Do not ask for conflict or dilemmas too early in show if at all. These communities tend
to publicly stress devotion and not questioning.

7. If possible, use animals, biblical characters or metaphors in the enactment thereby dis-
tancing the portrayal from modern times. This will give the company more freedom to
bring different shades and emotions of the story.

8. Try not to have actors play god in the enactments.

9. As a conductor, remember that some communities do not allow touching people of the
opposite sex, so make sure the teller’s chair is not too close to the conductor’s chair.
Make sure not to hold the microphone for the teller, have him or her hold it themselves
to prevent any accidental physical contact.

10. When performing in religious educational organizations, make sure the opening stories of
the actors, are ones that include the difficulty/challenge of being observant. It is our ex-
perience that the staff in the orthodox educational programs embrace stories of ambiva-
lence and questioning of religious faith and practice as an opening to access their students.
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11. When teaching and performing try not to hold eye contact too long with the teller/par-
ticipant.

12. If you are not sure about what to do, or what a phrase means, ASK! Remember, no mat-
ter how you dress, the audience will immediately know that you are not a full member of
their community. I suspect they don’t really expect you to be a member of their commu-
nity; they just want to know that you respect them and that you are not mocking their
faith or tradition.

Conclusion

Considering all the above, I believe that PT is an important experience for (orthodox) religious
groups. PT is built on ritual and community, which are the basis for many religious congregations.
With the right sensitivity and modesty, we can enrich these guarded communities, with a myriad
of new and diverse images, thoughts and ideas that can help them find change and renewal within
their structure and tradition.
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