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My last paper here concerned dancers born close to the turn of the 20th century.  
To show their influences, I touched on responses to change brought about by 
the Industrial Revolution.  The Digital Age, like the Industrial, causes and 
facilitates migration, while technology helps, confuses, destroys.  Imbalance 
and brutality persist.  Who and what will guide us?  Very little seems trustworthy 
or real.  What ever did?  There is another look to the past as in art and culture a 
century ago.  Whether it is in the rearview mirror or fully facing back with a 
literalist’s eye, or the gaze inward and beyond of the mystic, there is some 
qualitative difference now.  Two somewhat different words come to mind: the 
Hebrew, “t’shuva” – “return,” and also “reference,” as in a point of reference.

Yet – technology helps to retrieve/save our histories.  The Talmud was the 
back-up disc for the Oral Law.  The Internet is a study house of endless 
information and commentary.  It creates some sense of community, but to 
enact and embody community in the flesh remains vital.  World art and culture 
again influence current mainstream and Jewish art and spiritual practice.  There 
is a growing interest in traditional acts of embodiment for the purpose of 
acknowledging or preserving community and identity.  Dance is one of those 
acts and the Internet is its backup. 

In dance, the instrument of the body gives shape to thought and feeling – 
inscribing, carving in air and time – then vanishing.  Yet we see in the age-old 
attempts to record it, its importance.  People continue to dance however they 
can.  Ritual, theater, ecstatic, even improvisational dance embody the past, 
present and future of the dancer, signifying both identity and change.  Dance 
embodies mystery.  We have the mysterious ability, kinesthesia, to feel the 
movement of others even when we are still.  Perhaps this is what suggests to us 
that there is some connective tissue, something greater than ourselves.  Dance 
is not just moving; it is about being and moving.

In 1992, I publicly danced my Jewishness for the first time.  My psyche got 
snagged on Jewish identity, and of course, I put it into my work in a section of 
The Thirteen Levels of Desire. (PHOTO)  Unofficially called The Identity Section, 
it is the only part with text.).  As it was projected on the entire back of the 
stage, I asked the audience to read it aloud while I danced variations on 
davening. …. So, would you please do that for me now?  Just loudly enough so 
you can hear each other as well as yourself.  And don’t worry about speaking in 
unison, just read in your own way.



(SLIDE ON) On a grant application survey I am asked to check off the 
description of my ethnicity. From the choices, I guess I should check European-
American.  Europe?  Where my people were sheltered, persecuted, expelled, 
ghettoed, exterminated?  Were the shtetls Eurocentric?  I was not a victim, but 
grew up knowing I could be. That too was part of my identity, not to be slighted 
by a check mark in a box. 

In Russia, when my mother’s mother was a baby, they shaved her head of its 
blond hair, hoping it would grow back Jewish brown, not the evidence of past 
intermarriage, or worse.  When my mother, born in Detroit, with blue eyes and 
blond hair, met my olive- skinned, brown-eyed father, it never occurred to him 
she was Jewish.  He asked her out anyway. This was America.

I am their first-born, named for my mother’s mother, Bluma.  Karen is my 
middle name.  At age four, my parents legally reverse the order to avoid the 
teasing this foreign name might bring when I enter kindergarten on the 
outskirts of Des Moines, Iowa.  I walk by a cornfield to get to school, and even 
though I am a dark-haired, dark-eyed little girl, my new Swedish name is as 
blond and American as the corn.  (SLIDE OFF)

I mostly kept my “real” name secret from my Jewish friends.  Bluma?  What a 
weird name.  We were 10 years old with immigrant grandparents and that name 
already so foreign.  No one told me it meant flower, as in bloom.  Maybe to my 
mother it was just her beloved mother’s name, already unmoored from 
meaning. 

Does meaning equal identity?  We can create both with our bare hands.  
SHOW:  Koheyn’s Blessing Hands, Vulcan salute, hip hop hands, shrug. 
This, (Repeat the shrug) however, is still familiar.

It finally dawned on me that I had seen dance from all over the world, but had 
only the vaguest idea of my own roots dance.  In the ongoing process of filling 
that gap, I’ve met some of those in the forefront of retrieving and documenting 
Yiddish dance.  It is the Klezmorim who have chiefly been the keepers of the 
Yiddish dance flame because Klezmer is dance music.  In December 2007, in 
New York, there was the first conference on Yiddish dance and there is now 
list-serve to share new information.  

And the dances I couldn’t find ten years ago except for a few old Yiddish films 
are on the web. There are clips from KlezKamp, KlezKanada, and that recent 
Yiddish dance conference.  I’d read about the Broiges Tanz, but never seen it, 
until the lovely one on Helen Winkler’s yiddishdance.com. “Broiges” means 



unreconciled in Yiddish, and it was the danced lesson at weddings to show the 
new couple how to make up.  

Speaking of weddings, it is astounding to me how much Hasidic wedding dance 
at actual weddings is on YouTube.  The Mitzvah Dance, decreed a positive 
commandment in the Talmud, to honor, praise, entertain and dance for the 
bride, is a very important Hasidic ritual.  It was startling to see countless 
Hasidic Mitzvah Tanzes on YouTube, Satmar, Bobover, Klaus-Sanzberg rebbes 
and leaders of other sects are dancing with daughters, sons, in-laws for my 
laptop ethnography.  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CRAJshdb1GU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AMequ_T-4UQ&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IlWSbopbfTo&feature=related

I was wondering if broadcasting was really ok with the rebbes.  I was doubtful.  
I found a probable answer in a comment from a YouTube viewer.  It reads, 
“Congrats to the person who posted this video... FIRST it is very difficult to slide 
a camera into such a wedding, VERY HARD, and I know from experience. …  
great shot!”

The first clip I showed was posted Aug. 31, 2006 and has had over 241,000 
views since then and 758 comments.  Maybe not viral, but s’iz nisht gehakte 
leyber – that’s not chopped liver.  Other clips number in the thousands or tens 
of thousands of viewers.  This is no longer a world apart, unseen except for the 
identity clothing on public streets.  The camera may still need to be hidden, but 
the photographer is a Hasid, not an outsider.  The comments are from around 
the world, in and out of Judaism.  The clips are a virtual Hasidic Pride Parade, of 
authentic Hasidic dance and ritual.

Here is where the preposition changes.  This is where dance is no longer 
inscribing in air.  It is now inscribing on air, “on-the-air,” broadcast, to 
believers, scoffers, the curious, all engaging, at will, in online commentary and 
conversation.  

Here is an example of more active rabbinic participation:  Jewish Renewal, 
which draws partly from Hasidic approaches to prayer, includes dance in 
worship, and encourages the creation of dances for specific prayers.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BEC8IksjS1M

Newsweek recently listed the 50 most influential American rabbis and 25 most 
vibrant congregations.   L.A.’s Conservative denomination Sinai Temple and its 
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Rabbi David Wolpe are included. “1800 young people come to worship [at the 
monthly Friday Night Live] lured by the euphoric music and dance – and the 
socializing afterward.”  Wolpe’s goal is accessibility for those intimidated by 
Hebrew and rituals they don’t know.  His acknowledged model is Rick Warren’s 
mega-church.  The trend grows in Conservative and Reform congregations, 
with informal group dances in the sanctuary during regular Friday night 
services.
 
I wanted to discuss the general growth of dance in Jewish worship and Jewish 
themed work on stage with a few friends and colleagues, so I created a little 
questionnaire and sent it out to 10 people, who kindly replied with wonderful 
answers, most of which there isn’t time to report here.  They included:

How do you describe your identity?
Are you a practicing Jew?   How do you define “practicing?”
Is there a place for dance in worship at your congregation?
To what do you attribute this?  How did it come about? 
What do you think of it?  What do other congregants think?
 
Having recently seen, at Sinai Temple, a new company called Body Traffic 
premier choreography by Israelis Guy Weizman and Roni Haver, I contacted co-
director and Sinai Temple member, Tina Finkelman Berkett.  They worked from 
Abraham Joshua Heschel’s book, “The Sabbath.”  This is the performance I saw, 
but not the music, switched from Schoenberg’s “Transfigured Night,” also the 
piece’s name, to accommodate the editing. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xu10v0NuxdE

Tina identifies “as a Jewish wife, daughter, sister and community member, with 
a passion to bring dance to Los Angeles.  I believe it is our duty as Jews to help 
our people flourish and so I choose to combine my Judaism with my dance.”  
Regarding dance at her synagogue:  “Rabbi Wolpe has encouraged me to lead 
our congregation back to the days when there was dancing in the temples.  I 
often perform during services.  Rabbi Wolpe’s approval really made it okay 
among the congregation, [especially the]… Older congregants who do not 
necessarily approve.”  To introduce the performance, Rabbi Wolpe talked about 
dance and Jewish physicality or lack of it, calling dance the “deepest expression 
of Jewish spirituality.”  

(SLIDE ON) Or shall I write Middle-Eastern-American?  After all, my people say 
at Passover, “Next year in Jerusalem.”  Or Semitic-American?  How odd that 
sounds without the “anti” in front.  And what about my work?  I am my work, 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xu10v0NuxdE
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xu10v0NuxdE


migrant to that fearsome out-back, The Arts.  Call me Artist-American.  (SLIDE 
OFF)

Census takers!  I await.  So do some of my colleagues:

I contacted my friend, playwright Yehuda Hyman, and that’s when I found out 
he would be here.  Identity?  “I am a Jewish Gay Theater Artist.  I have done 
Jewish themed work for the last 23 years but also work, not specifically Jewish.  
I began doing Jewish work as a choreographer for hire in the play GHETTO in LA 
and once I put my foot in the pool of my ancestors, I found that it was a deep 
source (if not THE source) of fuel for my art.”  Are you a practicing Jew?  “Yes, I 
wrap Tefillin every morning (except Shabbes of course). I pray every morning 
and every night.  I live in a world with a G-d and am aware of his/her presence 
24/7.  Making Jewish practice central to my life was initiated when 
choreographing GHETTO and specifically coming in touch with the great 
Klezmer clarinetist Giora Feidman.  Once I understood the deep connection I 
have to my Jewish ancestry, it became a central part of my life to study, 
understand and do.”  Two of Yehuda’s plays are “The Mad Dancers” based on 
Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav’s tale of “The Seven Beggars” and “David in Shadow 
and Light.” 

I asked Sarah Elgart, now choreographing “Jacob and Rebecca” for Body Traffic.  
How do you describe your identity?  “I don’t.  I just am.”  Are you a practicing 
Jew? “ Only in the cultural sense.  We go to ritual meals to mark the day for the 
sake of our children and to acknowledge our ancestry.  We are not religious.  I 
define ‘practicing’ in terms of my relationship to my work and art in general.  I 
have never done Jewish-themed work before.  It could have been anything.  I 
wanted to work with this company, these dancers.  My creative interests have 
nothing to do with religion.  I am interested in social consciousness, humanism 
and the power of pure gesture and movement.  I am interested in people and 
connecting them to one another.”  Sarah often works within communities 
including recovering substance abusers, transitional homeless women and 
maximum-security inmates.  

Heidi Duckler has a site-specific dance company, doing work at Laundromats, 
gas stations and famous hotels, amongst many others.  Her one clearly Jewish-
related piece was the 2005 “All the World’s a Narrow Bridge,” a name taken 
from a saying by Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav, “All the world is a narrow bridge, 
do not be afraid,” was presented in a former synagogue in East Los Angeles, 
now a Mexican Cultural Center.  “The work focuses on the mingling of the two 
worlds.”  She identifies as “a Jewish woman,” but mainly as a cultural Jew.  Her 
parents came from orthodox families, but she and her sister, a writer, with 
whom she collaborates were raised Unitarian because “[her] father, a WWII vet, 



felt being Jewish was a dangerous liability.”  Her sister, Merridawn Duckler, is 
getting an M.A. in Jewish Studies, so “we often look at our Jewish identity when 
we conceive a new work.  Our latest project is a retelling of Adam and Eve from 
Eve’s point of view.”  This is from “Narrow Bridge.”

http://www.collagedancetheatre.org/repertory/index.html

Rosanna Gamson’s identity:  “choreographer, artist, white, woman, New Yorker, 
Jew, mother, wife, daughter, sister, pain-in-the-ass, lover, educator, advocate, 
Libra, heterosexual (mostly), impatient, ambitious, crazy, romantic, human, … 
opportunistic feeder.”  An atheist like her parents and grandparents, “art and 
creativity were pretty much the only sacred things when I was growing up.”  Her 
2008 work, TOV, for a Polish and American cast is “inspired by the parallel 
histories of my ancestors and the almost-extinct tarpan horse.”  Rosanna is 
reluctant to call this a Jewish piece saying she could only represent herself and 
that “she is desperately trying to communicate the complexity of the world as I 
experience it.”

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1VpiRAAkmTc&feature=channel

(SLIDE ON) If we gather into tribes for definition, comfort and strength in this 
impossible and frightening world, will my tribe have to fight your tribe over 
some half-remembered, half-understood injustice, or the new ones we commit 
on a daily basis?

Who will I be?  Who will you be?  Who will we be?  Who will I be?  Who will you 
be?  Who will we be?  Who will I be?  Who will you be?  Who will we be?  Who will 
I be?  Who will you be?  Who will we be?  Who will I be?  Who will you be?  Who 
will we be?

Who will I be?
Who will you be?
Who will we be?
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