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Author’s Note


The first of my visits to the Middle East was inspired and organized by Elyse Dodgson from the international department at the Royal Court Theatre. I owe particular thanks to Keith Lawrence, Sigal Cohen, Muna Khleifi, Susannah Pickering, George Ibrahim and Eran Baniel. The play dramatizes only a very few of the many, many meetings I had. But my special debt is to those who, then and later, took a personal risk by speaking to me anonymously.





 




Via Dolorosa is a monologue, ideally to be performed by its author. At the outset, the lights go up and the author is found on the stage. He begins to speak.


Author   Partly, of course, I just want to see what it’s like. That’s what I’m doing here. If you’re wondering. The last time I acted was when I was fifteen, and played Thomas Cromwell in the school production of A Man For All Seasons. Christopher Hampton played Richard Rich and the film critic of the Financial Times – as now is – played Thomas More. The experience taught me all I needed to know. Since then, I’ve always tried to get Judi Dench to do this sort of thing.


And it’s a preference, a long-held preference, what you might call a ‘habit of mind’ – putting words into other people’s mouths. And those people are played by people whose profession is to pretend to be other people. For which purpose, they adopt gestures, voices, intonations, even sexual attitudes not their own. On stage, they affect to be ravished and amused by someone whom they will, afterwards, run a mile to avoid having dinner with. Likewise, they spit torrents of abuse against an actor who later, later, in the softness of the night, they will share their bed with. These: the elaborate conventions of theatre, so loved – by me at least – so treasured. So much the very heart of my life.


And yet. Asked to go to Israel, I think ‘And what? Go to Israel and write a play?’


The girl at Gatwick asks me where I am going. ‘Tel Aviv,’ I say and at once she laughs. ‘Lucky you,’ she says and roars with laughter. Why? What is she laughing at? Am I missing something here? What is the joke? What is the joke exactly?


People always say that in England we lead shallow lives. Our lives must be shallow because we live in a country where nobody believes in anything any more. My whole life, I’ve been told: ‘Western civilization? An old bitch gone in the teeth.’ And so people say, go to Israel. Because in Israel at least people are fighting. In Israel, they’re fighting for something they believe in.


Israel is, first and foremost, a cause; the cause being a patch of land, north to south on the eastern shore of the Mediterranean, lying like a small brown anchovy set down on a school atlas, to which the most persecuted people of modern times – perhaps the most persecuted people of all times – after the matchless catastrophe of the Holocaust rushed in the perfectly reasonable belief that they would never be safe until they had a country of their own. ‘We appealed to the conscience of the world. The world has no conscience. We have no one but ourselves.’


The fight. The struggle. The historic destiny. The return of the people. The cause: life therefore having a meaning and shape that eludes the rest of us in the endless wash of ‘What the hell are we doing here?’ In a single day, says an Israeli friend, he experiences events and emotions that would keep a Swede going for a year.


And this tone, my friend’s tone, being a tone we will come to know, a tone we will come to recognize in the next ninety minutes, a tone, let us say, of necessary dramatization: ‘We, the Jews. We, the Jewish people. This, the Jewish homeland.’


Zionism itself being a movement with only a short history, and distinguished from other political movements of our time by the fact that it was invented by a playwright. Yes, Theodor Herzl, in 1894 takes a mere three weeks to write his play Das Neue Ghetto, in which the Jewish hero, struck down by his enemy, dies at curtain-fall, his last words ringing out through the darkened theatre: ‘I want to get out! Out of the ghetto!’


It is Herzl again who is Chairman of the World Zionist Congress when Lord Lansdowne, on behalf of the magnanimous British Empire, is generous enough to offer a small chunk of Uganda as a suitable place for the Jews to ‘live and observe their national customs’. Incredibly, a fair number of delegates are hotly in favour – a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush, and Africa, after all, is better than nothing – but the option is finally rejected on the grounds that Uganda does not have the spiritual quality the Jews require. From this moment on, the central argument is foreshadowed. Is this a Biblical mission? Or is it a secular state?


Throughout the eighties organizations like the Friends of Israel offer to pay for writers to visit their country. Later, my friend Philip Roth goes off his own bat and returns home inspired by his meeting with the settlers, those religious Jews who have turned their whole lives into an act of political defiance by establishing Jewish townships on hitherto Arab land. ‘You’ve got to go, David. You’ve got to go and see it for yourself. These people are absolute lunatics. They’re the maddest people I’ve ever met in my life. For any writer of fiction, they’re the most wonderful material.’ ‘But surely,’ I say to Philip, one of America’s most gifted comic novelists, ‘they’re your material, not mine.’ ‘Oh no,’ says Philip. ‘You have no idea. These people are so crazy there’s room enough for all of us.’


On both occasions I refuse. It is only now, it is only ten years later, that I realize, almost without noticing, that for some time my subject as a playwright has been faith. My subject is belief. And so it comes to seem appropriate – no, more than that, it comes to seem urgent – that the fifty-year-old British playwright should finally visit the fifty-year-old state.


The week before, the Israeli novelist, David Grossman, comes to my house in Hampstead. He tells me that whenever he comes to London he makes sure to walk on Hampstead Heath. ‘I have some sort of mineral reaction to the place I don’t get anywhere else in the world. Just to breathe the air makes me feel happy.’ Obscurely, I feel proud when he says this, as if somehow Grossman’s happiness in Hampstead reflects credit on me, as if it were part of the glory of happening to be British to be able, rather casually, to offer foreigners the wonderfulness of Hampstead Heath. But ‘mineral reaction’?


Grossman has thought so deeply about Israel and has lived so long with people like me asking questions that he can’t help wincing at my clumsiness.


‘What you call the major problems of Israel can one day be solved. There will be a Palestinian state. When I said this ten years ago, everyone told me I was crazy. Now in their hearts people know it will happen. There are huge issues. But they are essentially soluble. What is less soluble is the underlying moral question: how does a majority which itself has been historically unloved now deal fairly with an unloved Palestinian minority in their own midst? Are we mature enough, are we courageous enough to internalize the idea of equality?


I say, surely there’s a problem at the heart of Zionism. Israel is effectively a religious state. It now admits immigrants of only one faith. Won’t it one day have to become a modern country, multicultural, like any other?


Grossman smiles. ‘Yes, but for us that’s very difficult. I don’t see it the way you do. I don’t think you have to be religious to be a Jew. There is no God in my life, and I’m as Jewish as it’s possible to be. If you want to understand Israel, look to the Six Day War. That war changed everything. Myself, I feel we were much more Jewish before 1967. That war destroyed our essential Jewishness, because up till then places and buildings and stones didn’t mean anything to us. They weren’t important. What mattered to us were ideas.


‘Something very profound happened to Israel during the Six Day War. For the first time we seized land, we took land by conquest and suddenly the religious Jew saw the Bible not as an historical story, but as a contemporary operations manual. Yes, of course, I want Israelis to have access to the Wailing Wall, but I don’t need to own it. Nor do I need to own any of these holy places. It’s new, this idea. That you have to own things. It’s new and it’s profoundly un-Jewish.’


People have warned me that Israelis are loud and argumentative. But David Grossman, to the contrary, sits on my white sofa in Hampstead. Just an hour in his thoughtful company makes me realize that my planned visit is laughably incomplete. You cannot visit Israel unless you also visit its twin, its underside. What is the point of going unless you walk through the mirror into the occupied land – even the language is contentious – into what, since the 1993 Oslo Agreement, we have called the Palestinian territory, but which one day – in another people’s dream, for this is the Middle East and everyone is dreaming – which one day may be called the state of Palestine?


On arrival in Tel Aviv I am rushed along Californian highways in the company of Sigal Cohen, the young and humorous translator who will accompany me wherever I go. I had expected massive security precautions and I boast to Sigal of the ease with which I have sailed through immigration. ‘Yes,’ she says. ‘Israel is an easy country to get into but it’s an impossible country to get out of.’


At my nasty Western-style downtown hotel, my chief host, Keith Lawrence, is waiting. He is very thin, like a Teddy boy with tapered trousers and a collarless jacket. Give him a cappuccino and this could be Old Compton Street. He is the modern face of the British Council. No whiskered old buffer he. He is the man who is bringing stuff like Shopping and Fucking to Tel Aviv. He has been here three months and is very excited. He keeps saying Tel Aviv is sexy and a happening kind of place, especially for a beach bunny, and sometimes he talks, rather unexpectedly, about the ‘buzz’. We get into a long discussion about mobile phones. I try to find out exactly what the buzz consists of, but everyone tells me it has mostly to do with sitting in cafés and fucking. Someone says to me later that Tel Aviv is the fucking capital of the world.


No chance to observe, because I am off to eat baked sea bream, in a stunning waterside restaurant in the nearby port of Jaffa, with the Israeli theatre director Eran Baniel. Eran is a fine-looking man in his early fifties, bearded, articulate, in a black corduroy suit. Now we drink Rothschild’s Red Merlot and talk about the profound divisions which have emerged in Israel between the secular and religious ways of life.


At the foundation of the state, the religious orthodox were guaranteed a special status. Anyone who entered a yeshiva to study the Talmud was exempted from the army, and given a public salary. At the time there were just 500 students, but by the early 1990s there were over 100,000, says Eran, ‘effectively living off the state for life’.


‘For years, the Jew believed that when the goy persecuted you, it gave you the right to short-change him. Hence the racial stereotype of the Jew who smiles while he swindles you. Well, now we are the goy. Israel is the goy. And the religious orthodox have become the thieving Jew. They go to whoever wants to be Prime Minister and say, yes, you can have our votes but only if you promise to give us our money. They smile and smile, and rob the country blind. They don’t serve in the army. They don’t work. They do nothing. It’s like Chekhov. There are fifty-year-olds who’ve been so-called studying all their lives.’


Eran, it is clear, is a secular Jew. His life was changed by his famous co-production of Romeo and Juliet. This was presented in the middle of Jerusalem. The Palestinians played the Capulets and the Jews played the Montagues. The project took eight years to achieve. There were five months of rehearsal, with the Palestinian producer George Ibrahim in charge of the Capulets and Eran directing the Montagues. The whole experience opened his eyes. Any Palestinian who wanted to see the play in Jerusalem had to be vetted by the Israeli Ministry of Culture, the Prime Minister’s Office and the Ministry of Defence. For an Arab, even to see a play became a privilege, not a right.


In this production the Capulets really hated the Montagues. It was not a production about love, but about hate. Neither side needed the rhetoric at the beginning. ‘You know that bit’, says Eran, ‘where the two sides line up and sort of say “Fuck you, Montague” and “Fuck you, Capulet”. We cut all that. Because Israelis and Palestinians go straight to the emotion: you pick up a stone and throw it straight away.’


From the very start the Palestinians said: ‘We’re not going to have all that nonsense at the end where the families kiss and make up and say everything’s going to be all right.’ In the present context, what would that mean? ‘Like a stupid Israeli, I took it personally. I was insulted. I said Rabin and Arafat had shaken hands, why couldn’t the characters in the play? Of course, it’s only when you begin to see yourself as the occupier and them as the occupied – and all that means – that you stop taking things personally, as personal insults.’


Eran says he never really understood the occupation until he did this job. ‘Most Israelis don’t even notice the Palestinians. They don’t see them. Have you seen how Israelis drive? They don’t drive. They own the road.’ His voice is rising now. ‘Have you been to the Palestinian territories? Look how the water is allocated. In the settlements, you have the obscene spectacle of Israelis sitting by their swimming-pools while Palestinians carry their drinking water round in jerry cans.’ He uses a phrase I have heard before. ‘It’s un-Jewish, it’s un-Jewish behaviour.’


Eran interests me most when he tells me about an actress he worked with who became religious. One day she came to him and said that she’d decided to give up acting because it was wrong. All theatre is wrong, all fiction is wrong. God makes the stories. What right have we to invent new ones?


I have been reading George Steiner who argues that the Jews are not cut out to be artists. The Jewish impulse is to know, not to invent. The world is there to be understood. It is a lifetime’s work to try and interpret its complexity. Why recklessly create new complexity? It is no coincidence that the great scientists and theorists are Jewish – Einstein, Freud, Marx. Yes, there are Jewish storytellers like Kafka, like Proust, but they are the exceptions. As in Talmudic study, the highest good is to work, to learn. For the rest, why rival God? Why fabulate?


By chance, my own modest piece of fabulation, Amy’s View, is currently rehearsing at the Cameri, one of Israel’s foremost theatres, which for some reason is situated in a particularly dismal shopping mall, God knows where, in downtown Tel Aviv. A few days later, Keith Lawrence and I kick our way through the litter-strewn streets. ‘It’s so odd,’ he says. ‘They feel so strongly it’s their land, but what do they do with it? There’s garbage everywhere, they throw plastic bottles out of car windows, they put pylons right across the countryside. Their power stations belch black smoke. They wait two thousand years for the promised land, then all they do is pollute it.’


At rehearsals, all the gossip is about yesterday’s Israeli equivalent of the Oscars. Every single acceptance speech was about politics. The Best Actress lamented the assassination of Rabin, while the Best Actor called for the impeachment of the Prime Minister, and told him to go boil his head. The rhetoric so infuriated one right-wing member of the audience that he retaliated with a bomb hoax and everyone had to leave the hall. As the organizer said rather plaintively, ‘All the suspense leading up to Best Picture was lost.’


The cast of Amy’s View have two hours of questions. At one point I say the play is about how we no longer expect society to validate our beliefs. Our only values are private values. The last line of the play is ‘So. We’re alone.’ Israel, I say, may be worst place in the world to perform the play, since here people are still arguing passionately about where their country is heading. Whereas in England Tony Blair represents all things to all men. What does he believe? Nobody knows. What will he do? Whatever is popular. Where is he heading? He never tells us. At once, an Israeli actor interrupts: ‘Oh please, please, send us your Tony Blair.’


In fact, theatre is making me impatient because I am longing to get going and spend Sabbath in the Jewish settlement of Sheri Tikva which lies some miles inside the borders of the Palestinian territory. It takes us hours to push our way out of town on a Friday afternoon, in the pre-Sabbath rush, but finally Tel Aviv falls away, and the road opens out. I think of my Sunday school, Sunday afternoons in a stuffy wooden hall in Bexhill-on-Sea. I look from the window of the car and the pale, stony landscape of dusty hills and olive groves feels familiar, like a drawing from memory.


I have now to be careful, because ten minutes later a feeling arrives, unbidden. My mind is slipping, I am dreaming, perhaps of Israeli wine and fresh fish, when suddenly, in open country at last, it occurs to me, as I look out the window, that the Jews do not belong here. This feeling is so unexpected and of course implicitly so inflammatory that I turn guiltily, blushing, to see whether anyone in the back of the car can tell what I’m thinking. Up till now I have been in Tel Aviv, a town which, on its surface at least, is sophisticated and Western, and of course I have been enchanted by the actors and producers I have met, but now I am speeding through a huge land mass – I feel the topography, I feel the land, a great hot continent stretching away to my right, Arab country after Arab country – and for the first time I understand how odd, how egregious Israel must look to the Arab eye.


Slightly shaky now, distrusting my own processes, we are approaching the border with the West Bank. I have known for some time that Sigal does not approve of my visit to the settlements. Now as we cross over, she is becoming farouche, shifting in her seat and looking grumpy. ‘I wouldn’t do this, I wouldn’t be coming here if it weren’t for you.’ And the Israeli driver isn’t happy either. ‘When I was in the army, we wasted months patrolling these places, protecting people who are only here to make mischief.’ ‘It’s against my principles,’ Sigal is saying, but I am riveted by the splendour of the four-lane highway, which cuts across the valley and leads … well, nowhere. Only to this one small settlement.


I suppose I had been expecting something pioneering. I had the idea that settlements would be like the Wild West, timber-frame buildings slung up, everything muddy and makeshift. Far from it. To my amazement we are coasting smoothly into an area not unlike Bel Air or Santa Barbara. Nestling in Arab hills is a beautifully landscaped, middle-class community of detached houses, each with its own lawn. The nearest I can get to describing it is to say that, but for the barriers and armed guards, it looks like one of those towns Steven Spielberg uses when he wants to show aliens arriving to disrupt total suburban normality.


As if this is not surprising enough, I am saying goodbye to Sigal – she certainly ain’t staying – and shaking hands not with a couple of bearded zealots but with Danny and Sarah Weiss, whose American-type home is littered with Delta timetables and yesterday’s copy of the New York Times. Sarah is thin, small and open-faced, in her forties; Danny is older, exhausted from travelling around the world as an agent for opera singers. He is thrilled that I am a playwright and plans to spend the Sabbath picking my brains about directors. Is someone called Trevor Nunn any good?


Inside, their children are running around, cheerfully making their last phone calls and setting the timer switches for the lights which must turn on and off automatically once Sabbath begins. I am forbidden to lift my pen in front of them, so I will spend a lot of time in the next couple of days dashing back to my room to make notes. They don’t mind as long as they don’t see. There is some confusion whether the deadline today is 4.15 or 4.16, but men, unlike women, are anyhow allowed an extra eighteen-minute window to go on doing irreligious things until 4.33. No one can tell me why.


As we walk back after synagogue for the family meal, Danny begins to tell me why they are here. Years ago they tired of America as a place without any spiritual values, and where life is completely empty and meaningless. When they first got here, Danny and Sarah lived in the city. But Sarah decided she wanted to make what she calls a ‘contribution’, i.e. to live in a disputed place. What they value here, apart from the sense that they are building something, is the natural friendliness of what I learn to call not the ‘settlement’ but the ‘community’. When Sarah went to the States for two weeks, her neighbours insisted on taking in all six of her children. These same children play safely in the street. It’s like America before the fall.


At dinner, they are both angry at the frosty reception that Binyamin Netanyahu, Israel’s controversial Prime Minister, has just had from American Jews. Americans are furious that he has yielded to the religious orthodox the right to decide who is a Jew. Jews in the US say they loyally support Israel and send it huge sums of money. So what right has some Israeli rabbi to legislate who is and isn’t Jewish?


Danny and Sarah are unimpressed by this argument. They are also contemptuous of American support. ‘Of course American Jews support Israel. Why wouldn’t they? It’s simple self-interest. Israel is the insurance policy of the whole Jewish people. So that doesn’t impress me at all. No,’ says Danny, ‘this is an argument about conversion. The Jewish religion is one of the most complex in the world, with the most highly developed system of laws. It isn’t enough to say you want to be a Jew. It’s like joining a country club,’ says Danny. ‘You can’t just walk in.’


This hotly contested subject leads us naturally to the most hotly contested subject of all: what right do people like Danny and Sarah have to be on land stolen by conquest, and how do they answer the charge of deliberate provocation? Danny says it’s quite clear. Yes, it’s a good thing to build a new country, to build cities. After the Shoah, that in itself is something good. But Israel must have roots as well. It can’t just be a bolt-hole. It has to be the place where life goes right down deep into the soil.


God didn’t promise the Jews Tel Aviv or Haifa. What he promised them was the land of Judaea and Samaria. The justification is in the Bible. In 1967 the Israeli Prime Minister warned the King of Jordan not to join in any Arab attack, so he only had himself to blame when the Israelis moved eastwards to reclaim Biblical lands. The Israelis did not start the Six Day War. It was forced upon them. It became the greatest victory in Jewish history. His daughter adds quietly, ‘No, it was the greatest victory in all history.’


‘What’s the difference, you asked us,’ says Danny, ‘between living in Israel and living in the US? I put it like this. Memorial Day here is a day where we all get out of our cars, wherever we are, in the middle of the road and stand for two minutes remembering the dead. In the US it’s a day when you have a mattress sale. Memorial Day Sale! Mattresses cheap! That’s all it means. Here, whether you were secular or religious, you wept that day when the Biblical land was returned.’


I say it seems anomalous that in the heart of Palestinian territory there should be an enclave in Hebron where 521 Jewish militants have to be protected by four thousand Israeli troops. It’s a farce. Danny disagrees. Hebron is one of the two most holy Jewish places because it is the first piece of land that Abraham bought. The very first commercial transaction a Jew ever made was when Abraham bought Hebron for two hundred shekels. And the deal, says Danny, has never been rescinded.


Further, it was in Jerusalem, on the Mount of the Rock, that Abraham was prepared to offer his son Isaac as a sacrifice to God. It was David who bought Jerusalem – the price is now checked and found to be four hundred shekels, again, says Danny, hitting the table with his finger, a watertight transaction, recorded and still legal – and Solomon who built the First Temple there. The Babylonians destroyed it. Herod built another and the Romans destroyed that. The ultimate purpose of Jewish life is to build the Third Temple, which will follow the redemption of the Jews and prefigure the coming of the Messiah. One day the Arab mosques which currently stand on the rock will be gone and the Third Temple will rise in their place.


All of this is pleasant enough – we are eating and drinking contentedly – but things take a more combative turn with the arrival of their Canadian neighbour, Miriam. At once the temperature rises. Miriam was one of the first settlers in the pioneering days. In the eighties, she says, you could shop freely in Arab towns, but then the Palestinian uprising, the intifada, destroyed all that. Later, Miriam had moved back to Tel Aviv but, in her words, ‘When they signed the Oslo Accord, I thought, here we go again’ and defiantly she decided to do her bit by moving back into a settlement.


For these people, Oslo, the first ever peace accord between Palestinians and Jews, is the great betrayal. And the man who signed it – Yitzhak Rabin, who was later gunned down by a Jewish religious fanatic – is of course the great betrayer. ‘He was once Minister of Defence but I never noticed he did much defending,’ says Sarah. ‘Worse than that,’ says Miriam, ‘we are only now beginning to know the truth about Rabin’s assassination.’ It turns out, she says, that Rabin knew in advance that he was going to be assassinated. And he did nothing about it. ‘Hey, why didn’t he just buy himself a cross and put himself on it?’


When Miriam has gone, Sarah offers to take me for a walk through the deserted streets. It’s a dark night, and in the distance you can see lights from the ramshackle Arab villages and hear the tinny music drifting across. Sarah gestures towards her own prosperous surroundings. ‘The whole world is telling us: Freeze! Freeze the settlements! I say: telling someone to freeze is the same as telling them to die.’


I ask if it’s true that yuppies are trying to avoid going into the army. ‘Oh no, it’s not really true. I’ve read stories about it in the papers. The real point is that people are tired. The war has been going on for so long. It’s very hard for people from outside to understand what toll that takes on you, always living in fear, always knowing people who’ve lost sons and daughters, brothers and sisters.


‘We have to be here. It’s incredibly important we’re here because we know from history that unless we stay here we have no chance at all. I’m not just talking about the Holocaust. At every point in Jewish history you will find that whenever they thought there was a moment of safety, persecution started again. It makes me laugh when America says it’s our ally. Oh yes? And just how long would it take you to get here? No, no, no, it’s us and no one else. Look, there’s an Arab village over there, and I want them to be able to live here alongside us. I’d like it to be possible. But I don’t know. There’s a fine line of distrust.’


I ask her what she means. There is a silence. Then: ‘At bottom, I think they want to kill us.’


We are silent now as we walk further down the neat, perfumed streets, the stars bright above us, and the lights of the Arab villages a subtly nicotine yellow. Up till now I have only been swimming in the coral reef of these arguments, noticing something interesting here, picking out a sudden flash of colour over there. But now with Sarah, I am out to sea, in the depths of the thing, and my feet no longer touch the bottom.


I say that this is incredibly depressing, and at the same time contradictory. On the one hand, Sarah is telling me that the Jews have to be here. On the other hand, she says they are surrounded by people who will always want to kill them. What is the way forward? ‘Not pieces of paper called Oslo.’ ‘No, I know what you think the way forward isn’t. I am asking what the way forward is.’ ‘I look at my children and I want them to live in a peace I haven’t had.’ ‘But how is it to come?’ ‘I don’t know.’


More walking, more silence, this time gloomier.


‘The Lord promised us the Land, but he never promised it was going to be easy. You don’t come to Israel if you think it’s going to be easy. You may not be religious, but actually you need deep reserves of faith. We appear to be more divided than at any time in our history, but deep down, the secular people respect the religious people. If the moment came, we’d all be united again.’
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