Israeli Life

A Disco No-Man’s Land

Orthodox women tend not to let their hair down, but a sertes of discos,
talent shows and plays has provided opportunities to cut loose.

By Sara K. Eisen

One of my favorite disco songs is playing, and T am debating whether to dance with
my son’s English teacher, Rachel, who lives down the road from us; the tall wife of an
ex-coworker: or the woman I spent too much time with in the maternity ward last year
when we were both waiting to go into “real” labor. § Reluctant to approach any of
. them (How can a woman be shy about approaching other women? | wonder to myself

mcredulouslyl, 1 end up danang by

myself: its no big deal—other wom-
en are doing the same, although T am

relieved when the T, starts a bne

dance.

Men are nowhere i sights and
these religious women, most of whom
are married with kids, are enjoying ¢
local commumty center-sponsored
“disca evening” in Ramat Beit She-
mesh, an almost exclusively Ortho-
done and lera-Orthodiox suburh about
halfway berween Jerusalem and Tel
Aviv, Since Orthodox women do
not sing or dance in front of men tor
reasoms of modesty posited in fa-
Lakeha, this dance is a welcome event,
The center’s large gym has been
transtormed. by candles and gauzy,
colorful fabric—more 1001 Nights
than  Saturday Night Fever—and

All She Wants To Do Is Dance Simgle-sex boogie miglies fape becomie meredss
piredy popinedar i Raneat Bet Shemesh, a subwrb between Jernsalem and Tel Avie.

soon enough, a middle-azed, Rubenesque and higud-
limbed belly dancer gathers the women in a large cirgle
ind tries to show us how to move like she does (with vary-
g levels of success).

FAH SADRAS, THE EVENING'S ABLE D3], NOTES THAT

this type of group instruction helps break the ice at

religions all-women’s dance events; she has plaved

more than half a dozen in Ramat Beit Shemesh alone dur-

ing the past couple of yers and has run several in Jeru-
salern as well.

Sadras savs rhat the higgest ditterence berween religious
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women and their secular counterparts, in germs of thewr
participation on the dance floor, is that “there is an issue
of reticence versus freedom,” she explains, That's why the
line dances work sa well o loosen up the maood—rthey
provide a comfortable group structure for a crowd very
much used to structure and groups as salient features of
everyday life.

Sadras, who is secular, happily observes the degree to
which these women are able to eventually let go and the
confidence she sees growing in the room without the pres-
ence of men. There’s a sense of solidariry and a lack of
sexual tension. It is energizing in a whole different way.
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Soowhen the music changes to salsa, the women
whoop, high-five and get into several lings to shimmy to
the Latm bear—the head coverings-and long jean skirts no
impediment to free {very frec) movement, Women of
Valor, cha-cha-cha.

HOS TIME, [ DANCE WTTH THE
wonin from the marerniry
ward (“What else do 1 do for
et she explains), who has come with
a group of her 20something friends,
same of whom have clearly done their
time soaking up MTV, The 13.). cranks
ap to Top 40 pop and the room is ger-
ting louder and darker
[n case there was any doabt, “wom-
en onlv™ does mof mean no showing
off, although s withour the compentive edge; 1t's all
about appreciating vour sisters. Now that things are heat-
ing up a hit, the women with the moves are ready o come
our and play o the crowd. “Where does a religious girl
learn 1o move bke thac?® | ask Danelle Jacobs; a | Lo
lock-alike In chandelier earrings and a bandana-style

Candles and
gauzy fabric
decorate the gym,
where a
liquid-limbed belly
dancer shows us
her moves.

headscarf, who bad just taken the floor by storm with a
Brimey Spears hip-hop number. She later treats us 1o a
Michael Flatley-inspired pg duct with another meredibly
talented voung mather.

It turns our thar Jacobs s a photographer, dance
instructor and choreographer—she's
been dancing, she savs; “from birth.”
As a religions woman, she works a
women-only health clubs, and the pro-
ductions she choreographs are also
byand for women. Cieaa: Olfver with
@ Tawist, her recent hir, was performed
{in Jerusalem, with.a mostly Beir She-
mash cast) to henefit a local religious
ferrilicy clinic.

Jacobs says that productions like
Olivia, and dance evenings like this
ome, are the lite blood for women like her, who have strong
creative and pertormance-based drives, Since transgressing
modesty laws is naran oprion, “ity beautiful that I'm able
o express my God-given talent in tront af women—and
be appreciated.” she admits.

In fact, the phenomenon of women-anly entertainment
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has raken Ramat Beir Shemesh and
its older wister, Beir Shemesh, also a
largely religions and heawily English-
speaking community, by storm. The
community center thar is hosting the
disco also holds women-only karaoke
nights; an annual talent show:and fe
male performers give “salon concerrs”™

tor mothers and daughrers that are
advertised on a community Web site.
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tions, sich as the recent Food-
stepsoan original play written by a lo-
cal woman to benefit an organizarion
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treating people with posrpartum. de-
pression. It seems that Jacobs’s senn-
ments are widely felt—women need o
express themselves artistcally and are
nat tetting religious restrictions stand
in their way, Whao needs men?

Nor that this trend 15 abour bash-
mg men, savs local drama teacher
and theater director Penina Shecher;
rather it 15 about reaffirming women
and giving them a place w be heard.
She abserves thar this s not that dil-
ferent from feminist developments in
theater simee the 1970%, when many
plays had a curtam call consisting of
all women. However, in the Orcho
dox community the issue 1s ane of re-
ligious necessity and self-expression,
not e of sticking it o men. And
Ohthodox men, she nates, ger w per-
form in synagogue; for women, rhe
opportunities are fewer and need o
be created for them.

It was with all this in mind that
Miri Shalem, the Bamar Beir Shemesh
commumity center directon, came up
with the disco nights over rwo years
ago—an wlea that has been enjoving
growing popularity ever singe. She
tries to hold a dance evening every two
manths, “How many Hasidic dances
can you do¥” Shalem reasoned. She
seems to bring religious women (na-
tive Israelis and Western immigrants
show up in representative numbers)
out of their homes to an unself<con-
SCIOUS  COVIFONMENT—1.e., DAL your
neighbor’s danghter’s wedding—to lend
legitimacy to their desire for physical
expression sans men, beyvond, says
Shalem, “dancing m the kitchen,”

Shalem i clearly Modermn Ortho
dox (her shorr-sleeved T-shirt and
pink stretch pants under a skirt give it
away}, but many of the women are
wltra-Orrthodox. There is an eve-carch
ing duo of very pregnant women, clad
headsearf ro sensible shoes i Black,
Loogying with all therr ample curves
tia 1 WAL Survive.”

| enjoved watching them the most. H
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