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top: Kibbutz 
Contemporary Dance 
Company. 

bottom: Poster from 
Academy Award nominee 
“Beaufort.”

Cinema
Excerpt taken from Facts About Israel: Culture. Israel’s 
60th Anniversary Edition

Dance
Dance is yet another field that has seen vast changes. 
Prior to 1948, dance in the country was mainly the field 
of enthusiastic practitioners of folk dance, such as the 
Russian-born Rina Nikova, or the Tel Aviv-born Baruch 
Agadati, who were busy creating a local dance idiom from 
a skein of Russian, Balkan, and local Arab influences, and 
meeting at regular folk dance festivals, beginning in 1944 
at Kibbutz Dalia. 

Since then, several professional groups and dance schools 
have come into being, notably the Batsheva and Bat Dor 
groups, the Kibbutz Contemporary Dance Company and 
the Israel Ballet. Of special interest is the Kol Demama 
Company, a modern dance group comprising both deaf 
and hearing dancers, and ethnic dance groups such as 
Inbal (Yemenite) and Eskesta (Ethiopian).

Since its founding in 1964 by Martha Graham and 
Baroness Batsheva de Rothschild, Batsheva Dance 
Company has become one of the most influential cultural 
role models in Israel.  The appointment of award-winning 
Israeli dancer/choreographer Ohad Naharin as Artistic 
Director in 1990 launched Batsheva into a new era. 

Batsheva’s artistic integrity and innovation have earned the 
company its reputation as one of the most inspirational 
and sought after companies—a true champion o the global 
map of performing arts.

Batsheva operates throughout the year with its 2 companies 
and 40 dancers. With 250 annual performances in Israel 
and around the world, the company is considered Israel’s 
leading cultural ambassador. A new tour of the U.S. is 
scheduled to begin in February 2009. ◆

Film-making in Israel has undergone major developments 
since its inception in the 1950s. While the first features 
produced and directed by Israelis such as Hill 24 Does Not 
Answer, and They Were Ten, tended, like literature, to be 
cast in the heroic mold of that period, some recent films are 
deeply rooted in the Israeli experience, such as Holocaust 
survivors and their children (Gila Almagor’s The Summer 
of Aviya and its sequel, Under the Domim Tree) and the 
travails of new immigrants (Sh’hur, directed by Hannah 
Azoulai and Shmuel Hasfari, Coffee with Lemon, directed 
by Leonid Gorivets). Others reflect a more predominant 
trend towards present Israeli reality, whether dealing with 
the Israel-Arab confrontation (Uri Barbash’s Beyond the 
Walls) or set in the context of universalist, somewhat 
alienated and hedonistic society (A Siren’s Song, Life 
According to Agfa, Tel Aviv Stories).

Even in the past five years, Israeli cinema has leapt forward, 
producing movies like Joseph (Yossi) Cedar’s Campfire, 
about a religious-Zionist Jerusalemite family in the 80s 
who struggle to reestablish a family dynamic after the 
death of their father, and Broken Wings, Nir Bergman’s 
award winning film that also deals with the aftermath 
of familial loss and the need for acceptance. Turn Left at 
the End of the World deals with unlikely cross-cultural 
friendships (between Indian and Moroccan Jews) in an 
immigrant desert town, and Aviva My Love garnered 10 
awards in Israel, Shanghai and Tokyo.

Eytan Fox is another noteworthy and popular director. Fox’s 
movies include The Bubble, which explores contemporary 
urban life in Tel Aviv against the backdrop of the Arab 
Israeli conflict, Yossi and Jagger about homosexual love and 
desire in the IDF, and Walk on Water. 

Israeli films garnered more awards abroad in 2007 than 
ever. Joseph Cedar won best director and 11 other prizes 
at the Berlin Film Festival for his movie about the first 
Lebanon war, Beaufort. The film was nominated for an 
Oscar in the foreign language film category. (It did not 
win). Director Dror Shaul’s Sweet Mud (about life on a 
Kibbutz) took the top prize at Sundance for International 
features, and Jellyfish directed by novelist Edgar Keret and 

WEB 
RESOURCEs:

Spielberg Film 
Archive: 
www.spielbergfilmarchive.
org.il

Israel Film Center
www.jer-cin.org.il

➤
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World-class music events which take place in Israel 
include the International Harp Contest and the 
Artur Rubinstein Piano Competition. Local festivals 
such as the Music Festival at Kibbutz Ein Gev, the 
Chamber Music Festival at Kibbutz Kfar Blum and 
the Red Sea Jazz Festival in Eilat, draw appreciative 
audiences, while the Israel Festival, which features 
music, theater and dance performed by groups 
from all over the world, turns Jerusalem into a 
cultural magnet for three weeks each spring.

Israeli Popular Music
Israeli Superstars on the International Stage

Above: Saxophonist 
Peter Wertheimer 
performing at the Tel 
Aviv Jazz Festival.

below left: Idan Raichel 
Project.

below right: Ivri Lider.

David Broza
Israeli composer, guitarist and singer David Broza has 
garnered 16 gold, platinum and multi-platinum releases. 
He transcends national and artistic boundaries by singing 
in English, Hebrew, and Spanish. With his flamenco-
tinged, folk-rock melodies, Broza commands and captivates 
his audience’s heart, mind and soul.

Dav id Broza ,  joined by an Israel i-Pa lest in ian 
children’s choir and soloists, performed his hit song 
In My Heart on King Herod ’s north palace. Aerial 
shots, taken by helicopter, can be viewed online (see 
web resources). This program was a production of PBS 
station WTTW, Chicago.

Noa-Achinoam Nini 
Known in Israel by her given name Achinoam Nini, Noa is 
Israel’s leading international concert and recording artist. 
After serving the mandatory two years in the Israeli Army 
in a military entertainment unit, Noa studied music at the 
Rimon School where she met her long-time partner and 
collaborator Gil Dor. 

Ivri Lider
Ivri Lider is one of the most successful and esteemed 
rock artists of his generation. In less than a decade, 
this bashful young musician has become a superstar 
and the “official” spokesman of a generation he calls 
“the new people”.  Ivri composed original music for the 
soundtracks of the internationally acclaimed films Yossi 

WEB 
RESOURCEs:

For more 
information on 
upcoming tours of 
these and other 
artists please visit 
the Israeli Music 
web site:
www.israel-music.com

Teev Events, Inc.:
www.teev.com

David Broza at 
Masada:
www.wttw.com

Shira Geffen, received the Camera d’Or award at Cannes. 
Among other surprise wins was The Band’s Visit, Eran 
Kolirin’s film about an Egyptian police band visiting Israel 
whose members get lost and see an unexpected side of the 
country. The film won three prizes at Cannes, including 
the International Critics Prize.

Cinema exports are growing, as more Israeli-made films 
become successful abroad and more dollar-earning foreign 
and co-productions are filmed on location in the country. 
The Israel Film Center, a division of the Ministry of Trade 
and Industry, promotes filmmaking in Israel by both local 
and foreign producers and provides services, from arranging 
professional contacts to offering financial incentives.

The recently renovated Jerusalem Cinematheque consists 
of an archive of thousands of films, a research library, 
viewing halls and exhibition space. It presents regular 
screenings, often in thematic cycles in cooperation with 
embassies, cultural institutions or civic organizations and, 
when possible, with the participation of the scriptwriter, 
director or performers. Since 1984, it has mounted a 
yearly, non-competitive film festival which has brought 
many quality films and video productions to the country. 
Educational courses offered for adults are well attended, 
and programs with Jerusalem schoolchildren encourage 
critical analysis of a popular medium.

The Spielberg Film Archive at the Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem is the world’s largest repository of film material 
on Jewish themes as well as on Jewish and Israeli life. 
Run by the university together with the Central Zionist 
Archives, its main activity is collecting, preserving and 
cataloging Jewish films, and making the material available 
to researchers, film and television writers and producers 
throughout the world. ◆
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Hoops in  
the Holy Land
An American in Tel Aviv
Written by Lavon Mercer

Snapshot  
of Israeli Sports
Tennis & Basketball

Tennis
In recent years Israeli tennis players have become a fixture 
at the world’s biggest tournaments. Teenager Shahar Pe’er 
broke into the world’s top 20 in 2006 and performs well 
at WTA-ranked tournaments around the world. Doubles 
pair Andy Ram and Yoni Erlich have also established 
themselves as one of the best in the world, staying in 
the world’s top 10 for the last two years and qualifying 
for the year ending Master’s Cup last season. Ram has 
also excelled in the mixed doubles competitions, twice 
winning Grand Slam events at the French Open with 
Frenchwoman Nathalie Dechy in 2007 and at Wimbledon 
in 2006 with Russian Vera Zvonerava.

Journey One
My first thoughts of Israel came from my grandfather, 
who was a minister. I had to go to church and learn the 
Bible with hopes of being a better person. My first trip to 
Israel was one that I will never forget. I was on a TWA 
flight with maybe 300 people on it with many open seats. 
I found myself wondering where everyone was. Landing in 
Israel on the evening of Yom Kippur with no food or water 
in a hotel with no one working at the front desk made me 
question this journey. To say that it was a learning process 
is to put it mildly. 

Then I discovered that I had not already made the team. 
I was really over there for a try-out (which I learned after 
my arrival). Regardless of that fact, I made the team, I 
was quite happy that I was now a member of Hapoel Tel-
Aviv. We were a novel group. The players really got along 
and worked hard as a unit. I was surrounded by a positive 
group of team members that assisted me with day-to-day 
lessons related to my new environment and home. We 
traveled, which for me was fun since it was my first full 
year abroad. My first trip to Jerusalem was not for a game, 
it was a tour that was arranged with friends. This trip 

and Jagger, Walk on Water, and the new The Bubble 
(featuring a beautiful cameo by Ivri as a bar singer 
performing the classic “The Man I Love”). Ivri is open 
and upfront about his gay lifestyle, an admission that 
has been met with much warmth and support from his 
fan base. 

Idan Raichel Project
While recent headlines are dominated by news of 
conflict and war in the Middle East, an Israeli musical 
collaborative has achieved success by looking beyond 
intercultural differences and celebrating the value of 
diversity. With its blend of traditional Ethiopian folk 
music, Arabic poetry, Yemenite chants, Biblical psalms 
and Caribbean rhythms, The Idan Raichel Project has 
already taken Israel by storm with multiple number 
one hits and triple platinum sales. Recently, Idan was 
interviewed for over an hour on Al-Jazeera Arab cable 
TV- serving as an emissary of Israeli popular music to 
the Arab world. 

Raichel has long been fascinated by the music of Israel ’s 
growing population of Ethiopian Jews, and many songs 
feature members of Israel ’s Ethiopian community. The 
recordings also include Arab musicians, traditional 
Yemenite vocalists, a percussionist from Suriname and 
a South African singer, among others. ◆

Basketball
Soccer just edges basketball as the most popular sport in 
Israel. However basketball is the arena where Israeli teams 
have been most successful on the world stage. In basketball, 
the Maccabi Tel Aviv team is the king of Israel, having 
won the Euroleague championships in 2004 and 2005 and 
reaching the finals again in 2007. Maccabi has won the 
Israeli league every year since 1969 apart from 1993 and 
won five European titles, making it the winningest team 
in Israeli sport. In recognition of that accomplishment, an 
exhibit about Maccabi Tel-Aviv and some of its star players 
opened in May at the Naismith Memorial Basketball 
Hall of Fame in Springfield, Massachusetts that will run 
through the end of December, 2008. One of the American 
stars of Maccabi Tel-Aviv was Levon Mercer, who shares 
his recollections about his Israeli experience below. ◆

above: Lavon Mercer  
in action for Maccabi 
Tel- Aviv.

below: Coach Lavon 
Mercer.
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lavon Mercer

Lavon Mercer is 
head coach of the 
Spelman College 
Jaguar basketball team 
as well as Associate 
Athletics Director and 
Facilities Manager for 
the Spelman athletics 
department. Mercer 
spent fourteen years 
in Israel as a member 
of the European 
Professional Basketball 
Association and also 
played for the Israeli 
national team. Along 
with becoming a star 
on the basketball 
court, Mercer also 
served as a soldier 
in the IDF (Israeli 
Defense Forces). 
During his time in 
Israel, Mercer gained 
Israeli citizenship 
before returning to 
the United States. 
Today, Mercer is the 
Southeast Region’s 
African-American 
Ambassador for the 
State of Israel.

was a gift that was to help me understand the biblical 
relationship I had with my newfound home. 

My First Game
Hapoel Tel-Aviv against Holon Israel was the first contest 
that I participated in. The fans of Holon were great. They 
yelled so loud that I thought the roof was going to fall in, 
and even worse, I had no idea of what they were saying. 
Believe me, I was just trying to win the game so we would 
not have to run out that little gym. Afterwards I was told 
that we had won a big game and that I was to remain with 
the team for the season. My newfound family began to 
grow, and I felt quite well with each new member. My first 
Jewish mother was so wonderful to me. She lived across 
the hall from me, and I never really had much to worry 
about. She was the first to introduce me to the Hebrew 
language from an “Ulpan” point of view. My classes at 
the Ulpan were early in the morning, and once inside, the 
only thing that you heard was Hebrew, not one word of 
English. I never thought I would make it through this 
learning process. However, basketball was there to take me 
away from my classes with the beginning of my travels for 
games out of Israel. I went to Turkey, Belgium, Yugoslavia 
and numerous other locations within a two-week period. 
I also began meeting other Americans who were playing 
for different teams in Israel.

Mercer, Brody, Perry, Williams, Largey, Willis, Silver are 
all names of former players that have contributed to what 
Israeli sports are today. Each of these individuals has a 
unique story to tell of their joy and journey throughout 
Israel and Europe with their basketball talent. My goal 
has always been to be the best individual that life has to 
offer. I would assume that each of the other Americans 
had similar goals. Each of these players had a love for the 
country and a desire to win during their participation as a 
member of the Israeli sports association. Why would these 
players come to Israel and fall in love with the country? 
You see, the truth is not that we just loved the State of 
Israel – Israel was really our inspiration. I say that because 
the people really helped us as much as we made them smile 
on those Thursday nights so many years ago. Yes, the feel 
of an entire country behind us made our adrenaline flow 
faster and harder than I have ever felt anywhere else. 

Fondest Memories
There are several memories that I recall that made my 
Israel experience so very special as I reflect on Israel’s 60th 

anniversary. No, I was not the first African-American 
player to win the European Championship, and neither 
was I the first African-American to play basketball in 
Israel. However, I was the first African-American-Israeli to 
be a part of the Israeli National Team, and I truly enjoyed 
the time spent playing the Russians in Moscow. 

Yes, diplomacy through sports has been an asset to the 
country and an inspiration to many. Oh, we did win the game 
in Russia and shortly afterward began the immigration of 
the Russian Jewish community to Israel. Diplomacy through 
sports was a key for everyone’s development. During my 
era, everyone had something to look up to when Maccabi 
won a game in Europe. Maccabi made sure we understood 
the meaning of each event. Not just a thought of winning 
the game for Maccabi Tel-Aviv. It was stated on numerous 
occasions prior to a game the political ramifications of a win. 
Yes, I loved the change that came over me playing for Maccabi 
or even more for the State of Israel. I do understand that 
Maccabi is not listed as the national team, however, it really 
did not feel that way to me. I traveled to so many different 
locations to find that so many people remember me from 
something related to Maccabi Tel-Aviv rather the number 
of games that I played with Hapoel Tel-Aviv or the national 
team. I really enjoyed that part of my life. Hapoel Tel-Aviv 
was different than any sports organization that I had ever 
worked with in a capacity as an employee. I realized later in 
life that they were involved in their own learning curve. 

Amazingly I was able to play a game that truly teaches love 
and hope. Playing for Maccabi Tel-Aviv made you respect 
the struggle that the people of Israel had to endure. You 
ask why it is that most of us through life are just living and 
not understanding that we can change things. I feel that 
from traveling with security everywhere I went to having 
several of my best friends share their military experiences 
made me realize that one person can really change things. 
These expressions of life from people so close to death 
have given me a meaning and purpose in sharing my 
stories. Understanding life as an Israeli sportsman was 
a meaningful aspect of my personal journey. If you as an 
individual appreciate the true value of life, then everything 
would taste like milk and honey. Buses blowing up or 
having a scud missile land 200 meters from your home 
made every foreign athlete in Israel respect this Holy Land 
experience on a daily and a life-long basis. Yes, these are a 
few of the things that have directed my steps to make the 
world a better place for everyone. ◆

WEB 
RESOURCEs:

Maccabi Tel-Aviv 
Basketball: 
www.maccabi.co.il

Naismith 
Basketball Hall 
of Fame exhibit 
Putting Israel on the 
Map: The Maccabi 
Tel-Aviv Story: 
www.hoophall.com/
genrel/051608aaa.html
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Cuisine
Israel’s Food and Wine Revolution 
Written by Eric Silver

The Wingate 
Institute
The Wingate Institute, Israel ’s National Centre for 
Physical Education and Sport, was inaugurated in 1957 
and is named in honor of Major General Orde Charles 
Wingate “The Friend”.

The State of Israel concentrates at the Institute the 
educational, professional and scientific resources for 
the development of physical education, “sport for all ”, 
and elite sport and sport as a means of social and 
physical rehabilitation.

An important factor in the success and development 
of Israeli sports is the Wingate Institute of Physical 
Education, the national sports center based in its own 
grounds close to the city of Netanya in central Israel. The 
institute includes an elite school for gifted young sports 
students, as well as the Department of Sports Medicine, 
a world leader in the field. The Council for Sporting 
Excellence, which determines which talented athletes will 
receive stipends to train full time, is also based at Wingate. 
Numerous Israeli sportsmen and women who have gone on 
to find success began their careers at Wingate, including 
Pe’er, Ram, and Erlich. ◆ above: Red wine grapes 

from the Chateau  
Golan winery.

left: The barrel and 
tasting room at the 
Chateau Golan winery.

WEB 
RESOURCEs:

For more 
information: 
www.jewishsports.net/
wingate_institute.htm

Earlier this year, German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
hosted Ehud Olmert at her official guest house in 
Meseberg. After dinner, she gave Israel’s Prime Minister 
a tour of the wine cellar. She surprised him by pointing 
out 200 bottles of Castel’s top-of-the-line red Grand Vin 
2004, grown and crafted in a boutique winery in the 
Jerusalem hills. She had quaffed it at a restaurant during 
a visit to Israel and liked it so much that she ordered her 
Tel-Aviv embassy to buy her a few cases.

Castel is part of a revolution in food and drink that more 
and more Israelis are savoring at home and in designer 

restaurants. Adam Montefiore, who has worked for 30 
years in the wine trade in Britain and Israel, testifies: 
“As far as food and wine is concerned, Israel today is 
unrecognizable from the Israel of 20 years ago when I 
moved here.” The country now has 200 wineries, from the 
industrial-scale Carmel and Golan to backyard boutiques 
from Galilee to the Negev, aspiring to compete with the 
best in the world. 

Robert Parker, the American wine guru, tasted Israeli 
wines for the first time last December. He awarded 90 or 
more points to no fewer than 14 of them, putting them 
in a world-class category. Hugh Johnson, Parker’s British 
equivalent, gave two Israeli wines the top-ranking four 
stars in his 2008 guide.

Israel has not become a nation of alcoholics. Wine 
consumption has gone up only slightly. But Israelis are 
drinking better. “For 100 years,” Montefiore says, “Carmel 
was making liquid religion for Jewish communities around 
the globe. The main prerequisite of Israeli wine was that it 
had to be Jewish, cheap and have the right kosher certificate. 
Now we have a very dynamic, technically advanced wine 
industry, producing wines that are gradually getting 
recognized as genuine world-class wines.”

Goat cheese, without which no gourmet menu is complete, 
is another growth industry. Amos Oz wrote in his haunting 
memoir A Tale of Love and Darkness that, the first time 
he went to Paris as a young author, the French refused to 
believe him when he said that Israel had only two kinds 
of cheese, white cheese and yellow cheese. 

Four decades later, Basher 
the Cheese King’s stall in 
Jerusalem’s Machaneh 
Yehuda market stocks 
900 different cheeses from 
eight European countries 
and Israel, which boasts 
150 goat farms making 
cheese of every shape, size 
and pungency.

Israeli cuisine has gone 
global, though kebabs 
and falafel remain staples, 
Arabic dishes are making 
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right: A coffee shop on 
trendy Sheinkin Street  
in Tel Aviv.

below: A goat dairy farm in 
the Judean Hills.

inroads and kosher is staging a 
comeback. Pasta competes with tapas, 
sushi with rogan josh, Thai stir-fried 
with boeuf bourguignon. 

Shalom Macharovsky, the chef of the 
Moul Yam restaurant in the old Tel-
Aviv port, flies in lobsters, oysters and 
exotic seafood daily from as far away 
as Sri Lanka, South Africa and Nova 
Scotia. Half a dozen others have 
followed suit. “Israelis are willing 
to try things,” he says. “There’s a big 
curiosity, a big openness. Israelis are 
globetrotters by nature. They see 
what other people are eating, and 
they want to have it here, too.”

Jerusalem’s Inbal Hotel recently 
advertised a business lunch featuring 
salmon carpaccio with beetroot in 
ginger marinade, steamed fillet of 
trout with cherry tomatoes and capers 
in white wine sauce, followed by ginger 
ice cream with zabaglione. Even 20 
years ago, you would more likely have 
been offered avocado vinaigrette, 
turkey schnitzel and stewed fruit.

Ra’anan Sivan, a government official 
in the dog days of the British mandate 
and the first three decades of the 
Jewish state, remembers Norwegian 
fish fillets as the height of luxury in 
the ’50s. “Meat was only available if 
you paid black-market prices,” Sivan 
says. “Eggs were rationed. There was 
more poultry than meat, but even 
that was not plentiful.”

In Jerusalem, if you wanted a night out, 
says the 87-year-old retired ambassador, 
you went to Hess’s, whose owner had 
been a chef on German cruise ships. 
“You paid 12 piasters, which was a 
lot of money. For something cheaper, 
you went to Mitbach Hapoalim (the 
Workers’ Kitchen), where you could get 

a three-course meal for two-and-a-half piasters, a few cents. 
If you wanted a really good meal, there were a few decent 
restaurants, though they looked pretty miserable. They gave 
you a plate of rice. If you looked under the rice, you could find 
a piece of meat. You didn’t ask where it came from.”

In later, less austere years, Israelis tended to eat the kind of 
ethnic foods they had brought with them, from couscous 
to goulash, gefilte fish to kubehs. “They used to be the 
most popular foods in restaurants,” recalls Daniel Rogov, 
Ha’aretz’s food and wine critic, “but today we’re going in 
a more international direction.”

In the heady ’90s some of the more pretentious restaurants 
commanded Le Bernardin prices. A tourist once complained 
to the Jerusalem Post that he had been charged hundreds of 
shekels for a mixed salad. “Yes,” my host replied, “but look 
how many different kinds of leaves there are.”

Happily, those days are passing, Rogov says. “We’re 
going to high-quality, very adventurous food at more 
reasonable prices in more reasonable settings.” Bête’ 
Avon, bon appétit. ◆

eric silver

Eric Silver, a British-born 
Israeli, was a senior 
writer for the weekly 
magazine The Jerusalem 
Report. He covered the 
Middle East for more 
than three decades.
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