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ME RAINY FRIDAY MORN-
ing this past winler, in an open
[oft-like space ut the Ramal
Aviv stadios of Keshet TV,
some 20 writers,  producers
and directors toast the debut success of the
e drama series “Imale.”" during 4 break in
the moming’s “Jewish leaming™ session.
Fvervone in the group, whose members
work on a number of different shows, is

in jeans, wrendily designed glasses and commercial
good spirits. broadcaster

O the large square table ane twe bot-
tes of wine. ome 4 pricey impor. the

other o .‘-"l!'liflgl.' bt k{_mhuf domestic  yaimudic

lahel, which is meant primarily for Dov : :
Singer, the rabbi who is present. Singer education, in
i teaching Talmud 1o this group of large- the hope of
Iy secular media people as part of a larg-  enriching

er program meant 1o immerse Israch cul-— gepeenwriters'
ture-miakers in their xrwn repetically and other TV
bestowed mythology, Since st October, \ ;
the group has been meeting every other professlonah
week for sessions of frontal instruction understanding
followed by traditional paired hevrite of Jewish
learming. thinking

Today's topic is the deaths of Rabbis
Akiva and Ehiezer, two 2nd-century
eachers whose storics are replete with
Fuscimating insights inte both their char-
goters and those of their disciples. The
death of the beloved Akiva, at the hands
of the Romans, in Tractate Brakhot 610,
suggests a man who remained opti-
mistic and loyal to his faith even in his
last, toriured moments. Eliezer, un the
other hand, was excommunicated by his
colleagues in reprisal for his stubborn
refusal 1o compromise on matters of
principle, as recounted inSanhedrin
%, When his students de visit him as
he's dying, he rcbukes them for not
taving come earfier, and shares with them a
terrible prophecy about how they will dic.

The subtle Talmudic plays on words,
alongside the oral tradition’s distinctive
bombastic imagery, are not lost on his
class: ulter all, these are people who wrile
and direet for oo living. In fapt, Tamar
Merom, who together with director Bam
Mehar  writes  “lmale”  (“Mommy™),
responds 1o the offerings of congratulations
by telling how her recent expasure to this
new-old literary form, via the workshop
siries, helped shape the way she conceived
the propram’s pilot, in which Efrat {played
by comedian and actress Orna Banai}, @ sin-
gle woman - grappling with an unplanned

Israel's leading

gets into the
business of
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pregnancy, |5 trying to decide if she wants 10
o to the tmuble of testing to ascertain the
identity of the baby's father (her recent
romantic Ffe allows for two possibilities). In
the end, she doesn’t,

“The seoret [of paternity] is the woman’s

power,! explains Merom' to her peers —
something, she reninds them, that they

explored not long ago when they covered the

Tulmudic tractute of Sotah. 1t was from this
classic Talmudie story, of the ordeal intended
10 test the fdelity of the woman whose hus-
hand suspects her of adultery, that Merom
drew her inspiration for her show's plot twist,
in which the proof of paternity is in the
womman's hands alone, and she has the pre-
rogative o reveal it or not, “The workshop
surfaced in my work?” she teld the room, 4
muse that, she later explained in @ phone
interview, only creeps up on her very ran
domby, and never “on demind.”

Still, seminar  co-instructor  Ruth
Culderon, 4 well-known secular educator and
writer on mideash and Talmud. is ﬁeurl:,'
thrilled by Marom's revelation. “This is joy,”
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che says. "when you have these materials in
your hands, and you sec whiat you can do
[with them]... This 15 one of my favorite
aroups: They get it — they are people whi
connect with texts.”

There bas been. for m least a decade, 4 ris-
ing wave of interest ameng secular Bnelis in
exploring the Jewish “bookshelt” m an effon
to deepen their erudition. But these individu-
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als — who include of laruel™s most
promising and prolific scregmwilers ancl
directors — have been assembled as arrisis,
and they are approaching Torah “not in order
o come to Yiddishkei” as Calderon puts i,
“hul mther as material to work with.”

The projeet was initiated jointly by sever-
al individuals and organizations — Keshet,
Alma (the secular “College for Hebrew
Culture” that Calderon founded in Tel Aviv),
the Gesher Film Fund ond the Avi Chi
Foundation (the latter two being organiza-
tions aimed at enriching Jewish identity and
literzcy, as well as bridging the gaps bebween
seeular and religious society) 1ngether with
the Mew York Federatfion — but only got off

SO




Screenwriter Roni Ninio:
‘There are lypes of
characters | hadn't seen
hefore, like the falmid
hakham, or people who in
their essence represent
mercy or sin. How this will
transiate, | don't know yet,
but it enriches me, and my
spiritual world,”
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WIN-WIN SITUATION:
Workshop director Udi
Lion {above) believes that
participants will integrate
Jewish material so
skillfully. into their work
that high ratings will
follow. Bandieader and
novelist Kabi Oz
(opposite) says the
workshop makes him feel
'more whole, part of

a continuum.” Below:

Oma Banai, star of 'Imale;

whose scregnwriter,
Tamar Merom, says it was
studying the tale of

Sotah that inspired her

to come up with the debut
episode’s plot twist

the ground after last vear's reomzaniza-
tion of Channel 2,
commercld TV station,

Udi Lion, director of the screen-
writer workshop senes, as well as the
man in charge of “preferred” program-
ming (that is, the shows that, despite
their aften-low ratings, help the broad-
caster meet ils gquots of Russian- and
Arabic-language, or Jewish, matersal,
and the Tikel at Keshet, explains that
he and others nvelved in the project
are “trying o get people excited about
Judaism by way of prime time.”

Lion's poal 15 to create o “win-win"
sttuation, wherebhy traditional Jewish
material i treated with such skill that
good ratings and guotas need not be at

[srael’s leading

CroSs-purposes.
He mentions, by
way of example,
the popular drama
series “"Me urav
Yerushalmi,”
which  recently
finished its sue-
cessful  second
season. The show,
which s directed
by semipar par-
ticipant  Jacob
Coldwasser,  1s
ceptered on @
national-religious
family's struggle
with the complex-
ities of life in
[srasl.

That show is,

like the workshop, a joint venture with
the Gesher Film Fund, amd s appealing
because it is well written and acted, and
tackles a wide range of issues (workplace
ethics, marital stoife. in-law intrigee) that
affect most families. Many of its protago-
nists wear kippot; observe Sabbath and
laws. of kashrut, speak wvsing religious
idioms, and often grapple with tradition-
based problems such us children whe
fall out of the Fold, or. altermately. tum
ultra-devout — and these become interest-
ing elements that lend depth 1o the clarae-
ters, rather than being o series of heavy-
handed attempts al “understanding the
other”

The hope 15 that with more talented writ-
ers and direeiors able to draw on traditiopal
Jewish sources for idess, heritage-inspired
matter will begin wo surface naturally in their
work. The roots of Jewish thought and the
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cultural notions that shape Jews' essential
identity as a nalion are st the core of the
Talmudic narrative, Calderon, Singer and
Lion are eager for people who work with
text 1o be able to present the human condi
tion throwgh eves familiar with Jewish
mythology.

The second half of the workshop senes,
then, which was to begin this spring, will be
maore clinie, Tess seminar; Pamicipants will be
asked to stam work DR Screen treatments or
ideas in some way inspired by their exposure
to teaditional fexes, Keshet has right of first
refusal on the projects that emerge, and “stu-
dents” who produce material will get mini-
mitl grants of [(LK) shekels each for having
participated in the |0-month-long workshop.

However, for the arists, at least, this is
clearly not aboul the money, or even aboul
the end product. In Faet. most participants,
along the lines of Merom's observation,
neted that they would anbicipate any rab-
binic-inspired insights to surface in their
work only subtly, if ol all, or else bave a
broad creative influence, rather than one that
can he pinpointed.

Yowst Madmony, woter of Keshet co-
licensee Reshet's suveocessful recent mims-
eries: “Melanoms, My Dear™ (which dealt
with 2 young couple’s battle with the wife's
cancer) commoents, “ICs net like vou can
press & button jand produce the desired con-
tent]... Tt is more & process of ennchment,”

Madmony says thal what he especially
enjoys aboul the seminar is being exposed o
new artistic formats and fresh. thoroughly
un-Western ways of thinking about life’s
matenial, The Talmod, he discovered, con-
tains “wonderful self-contradiction, wherein
text and subtext refute each other — and have
the same vadue.” In addition, he remarks, “'the
day-10-day and the political are joined
together in these stories — the macro and the
micre together. Israeli culture hasn't really
joined them ver. It's amazing that the Talmud
can speak on both planes.”

RENDSETTING SINGER  AND

novelist Kbt Oz, whose celebrated

hand, Tea-Packs, melds Middle-
Eastern sounds with modern pop sensibili-
ties, and which is known for its intelligent,
topical lyrics, is probably the most tecogniz-
able face 4t the seminar.

Oz, who had very little Jewish training
when he was growing up in the Southern
town of Sderot, says that he's fell for 2 long
timeé that Torah wus missing from his life, and
that he was scared by the extent to which it
was 2 totafly foreign feld 1o hom “['ve
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always  wanted  abundant  Judaism  than
wiouldn't hargss me,” he says with a charac-
teristic sk, relemng Lo the common secu-
lar onstrust of a religions establishment often
felt to be engaged in persuasion or worse,
Appuarentiy, say orgamizers and nstractors,
the 36-vear-old, an autodidact in a number of
Aefds (including botany, psyvehology and
Japunese culture), is a natural at Jewish leam-
ing, contributing grear insight and humor w
the sessions,

O notes that the sabbis of the Talmud
come m all vareties — skeptical, humorous,
wise, argumentative, odd — and savs he can
identify these types among his contenpo-
raries. T feel more whale, part of a contino-
i he says, “We are still the same people we
always were”

On this conception of rabbinic arche-
1ype. Homi Ninio, @ prominent director in
film. theater and TV, comments that “there

RECLAIMING

A HIDDEN TREASURE:
Both the writer and the
director of 'Catching
the Sky" (whose cast
is pictured here) are
participantsin the
woarkshop: In the show,

are types of charseters that T
hadr't seen before, like the
radmid hakham [great scholar],
or people whe in their essence
represent mercy orsin, How this
will translate |into my work], 1
don't know yet...But it enriches
me,. and my spintual world”
(Minio's awird-winning
“Catching the Skv)” written by anothersem-
inar participant, Shlome Mashiach, is abow
a married couple o which the hushand
becomes religious: W the greal consterma-
tiom of his wife. Tt completed its second -
umphant season on Keshel not long ago,)
Much as one’s appreciation of Shakes-
peare 1% diminished 0 one facks an even
rudimentary knowledge of Greek mytholo-
gy, many of the artisis noted that they felt
bereft, as Jewish creators. of anything dis-
tinctly Jewish 1o draw from, even though
schools an Israel have a1 least basic instruc-

a husband becomes
religious, 1o his wife's
consternation.

tiom in Bible, One such awthor, veteran
seriptwriter it Genl, reveals that ata cer-
tain point, she felt she “couldn’t write any-

more” at the level she demanded of berself

without knowing more about her people's
source texts,

Though she remains, she says. Dercely
secular, Gen, who says she became an
“pddict” when she began Studying Talmuod
and other sources close to o decade ago al
vanous other programs that cater 1o unallili-
ated, intellectually cunous people, had been
advecating for 1hs type of seminar for o long
time among her peers,

“We [the Jewish Pedple] have our own
terminolopy” savs Gerd, "Our heroes are
those who conquer themselves” she clabo-
rates. relerting 1o the Talmudic teaching that
states, “Who is o hero? He who conguers Tus
wrges” “This is the antithesis of the American
here, who [often selfishly] asserts bis indi-
vidualism. .. [ Artasts]
should @ least know what
they are not using.”

Which is, o Ger, no
less than @ hidden treasune
— whose wisdom. she
laments, 15 often the very
thing s0 many creative
Isragli young people, who
hive somehow been shut
out of the tradition, are
hunting for on their pil-
erimages o Indi.

Or in ultra-Orthodoxy,
i the dismay of many a
secular lsraeli who wikes
up 1o find members of his
or her family unrecogniz-
able under a beard and o
dark hat, This is the premise
nol only of “Caiching the
Sky,”" bt also of the docu-
mentary  “My  Brother,”
being made by filmmaker
Yulie' Cohen  {see "My
Lefiest" December 27,
20a), who won international acclaim for
documentary flms like "My Land Zion™ and
My Terrerist” Cohen's new flm will look at
her now ulira-Chithedox brother, with whom
she had had noe contact for many years, until
she decided she wanted to understand what
made him  tick. When he refused her
approaches, she decided she would anl leass
try Lo understand his world, even i she had w
do it without his cooperation.

As in her previous work., Cohen 15 keen
on exploring the chotces her subjects makse
in erder to better pnderstand her own, dand 1o
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reexamine her reactions W those “others”
Assuch, Cohen, like Gen. s enrolled nosev-
cral classes and leaming programs in order
to broaden ber world view, and come 1o
terms with what it is her brother fell in love
with when he entered the yeshiva world,

But as an intense observer of people
above all, Cohen particularly enjoys the
human connections she’s formed in the
Talmud class. most notably that with Rabbi
Dov Singer, and 10 whom Cohen gives credit
for helping her reabize her way out of stereo-
types. “T am coming 1o an inner peace via the
different outlooks here,” Cohén relates, "1
went looking for my  brother, but found
myself.”

After the two mel @l the screenwriters
workshop, Singer, a resident of the Tekou set
tement in Gush Erzion and principal of the
national-religious. Makor Hayim High
School there, brought Coben 1o screen her
fiovie "My Terrorist’” at his schonl,

HE FILM [5 ABOUT COHEN'S

confrontation, and uhimate forgive-

ness, of the PLO perman who shot
her in London ina 1978 attack on EL Al crew
members, and is generally reparded in lsTael,
even by muny centiists, as alammingly left-
wing, [t was surprising, then, that the [2th
grade yeshiva students at Singer's school par-
ticipated in a discussion with Cohen on the
film, which she savs “was of the same depth
Jas the dialogue] when 1 brought the flm to
Hareard."

The stodents; effuses Coher, were -able
o take the film out of s palitical contes
and speak in terms of ideals, Bieliefs and val-
ues — very rare-at all in today’™s politicat!y
polarized climate, und certainly not some-
thing she expected from religious youth
Singer coneurs that his central challenge in
teaching the scrmnar 15 the need (o dwell on
substance gather than relying on the precon-
ceptions thal students with previous Kaowl-
eidoe may have, Torah, he sayvs, Thas o be
about more thian slogans,” This is & message
that his high school students;, apply, sesm
Lo have internalized.

And s more: worldly audience in Tel
Aviy, as well. Because although few of the
seminar's paricipanis are as oplimistic as
Lion as to what will emerge on the journey
from Scriprure to scripi. the artisgs are
without exception thrilled to be expanding
(heir still-small pools of knowiedze about
the sources into oceans of cultural and con-

ceptual references — for centuries wvail-
able to every veshiva student, and now, also
o them, ]

—




