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THE "MODESTY" DILEMMA OF ISRAELI RELIGIOUSLY OBSERVANT ACTRESSES:

"Onstage be peacocks and offstage be modest?"

Abstract
          If most actors view the stage as the locus of a "willing suspension of disbelief" and aim to engage the audience in generating new meanings from observing their “malleable body” (Fischer-Lichte, 2008, 81),
 it is no wonder that this art has really never developed within Orthodox Jewish circles. There, “modesty,” especially on the part of women, and most particularly in the public sphere, has always demanded a subdued manner of behavior that amounts to the fact that, from their point of view, performance is not invested with the necessary transformative power, as Erika Fischer-Lichte defines it:

For hermeneutic and for semiotic aesthetics, a clear distinction between subject and object is fundamental. The artist, subject 1, creates a distinct, fixed and transferable artifact that exists independently of its creator. This condition allows the beholder, subject 2, to make it the subject of their perception and interpretation. (ibid., 17(
       In contrast to secular performers, Orthodox Jewish actresses disregard the assumption of aesthetic distance between the performer and the character, between the artifact and its creator. They do not accept the possibility of acting like "peacocks on stage and modest offstage" (as one non-religious actress has put it). The manifestation of modesty draws a necessary relationship between the norm of modesty and the bodily form it takes onstage, as in life. 
       Yet, for over a decade, Israeli Orthodox women have been creating theater despite the traditional reservations against it, and despite the fact that theater demands a certain degree of exhibitionism rather than "modesty." This article highlights the unresolved, inherent contradiction between theater and "modesty" underlying the "modest" theater created by Orthodox women. It focuses on two case-studies of Orthodox actresses who performed before mixed audiences (men and women), thus pushing the dilemma of "modesty" to its extreme. It shows how this choice informed their acting and particularly addresses the issue of manipulating "modesty" in various ways, running the gamut from being stricter than the rabbis to overlooking "modesty" in order to perform ideological activism.

       We see a two-fold consideration of modesty among Orthodox actresses: concern for their own personal modesty, and for that of the audience. Even when they are willing to renounce restrictions intended to guard their own modesty, they remain preoccupied with the audience's. Many Orthodox women actresses, by their very choice of performing in theater, know that they are engaging in a behavior which some consider as potentially transgressive. However, by complying with rabbinical decisions, even on artistic matters, the theater practitioners assume the role of protectors of the audience’s modesty as well as their own. Hence, despite their audacious decision to engage in this type of non-normative cultural activity, these women automatically restrict themselves as artists. Unconsciously, even the most daring Orthodox actresses have reinforced the traditional, conservative male perception of gender. 

      On the other hand, the option of being less "liberal" than the rabbis indicates, surprisingly enough, a dimension of "freedom" of choice. Their productions, consistent with the all-encompassing male hegemonic modesty rules, are stifled movement-wise and limited in the range of topics they are willing to deal with. For example they refrain from dealing with topics engaging with intimate relationships between the sexes. It is evident that in this artistic medium, theater, Orthodox actresses "mediate their own relationship with their bodies by seeing their bodies as they are seen by others and by worrying about what they and these (largely invisible) others are seeing as they are acting" (Weiss, 1999, 50).
  Even the more liberal actresses act modestly and protect their audiences from going "after your own heart and your own eyes, in pursuit of which you used to go astray: that ye may remember and do all my commandments and be holy unto your G-d."  
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