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D
uring the past few weeks 
the Batsheva Dance Com-
pany underwent an un-
precedented experience 
– one that recurred every 

time they performed their work “2019.” 
As its title suggests, “2019” premiered 
some four years ago, and it was not 
even scheduled to be reprised now. Put-
ting it on was a spontaneous move, an 
instantaneous decision that turned out 
to be just right for this moment. And 
like other things that are happening 
at this moment, it sparked side effects 
never seen in the past. Like the audi-
ence sobbing in response to it.

Nothing these days looks like it is sup-
posed to, and art is generating even more 
unusual reactions than it normally does. 
For its part, “2019,” which is staged in 
the troupe’s small Tel Aviv studio rather 
than in its other venues, was conceived to 
be a demanding, intense work. The audi-
ence is small and seated in physical prox-
imity to the dancers in a work that leaves 
no stone of the Israeli ethos unturned.

The narrow, runway-like stage is in 
constant flux. One moment it’s a ball-
room, then a military parade, a gladiato-
rial arena and a party. In another instant 
the studio morphs into a venue for a sing-
along, a nightclub, then a funeral. It’s a fe-
tishistic, campy, quasi-militaristic work, 
pulsing with a sense of urgency and dan-
ger, and an anti-violence vibe – and also 
nothing less than heartbreaking.

It’s a piece that was created as a swift, 
well-aimed kick to the belly, but as we 
watch it now, with the bellyful of things 
we’ve been experiencing, it becomes a 
historic moment in itself. It’s a moment 
at which this nearly 75-minute piece, 
unquestionably the most critical work 
veteran Batsheva choreographer Ohad 
Naharin has created, confronts reality in 
its current, post-October 7 version. And 
not only are the performers infusing it 
with new meanings and heft; its target 
audience is also different now.

“There is a dialogue here with the 
present,” Naharin observes. “I didn’t 
revise the choreography or the music, 
other than making some changes be-
cause there are a few new dancers in the 
performance [with different abilities 
than the original cast]. We also worked 
on interpretation and on the dance lan-
guage. Its range has grown. About two 
months ago, we realized that the tours 
scheduled for Batsheva would not be 
happening, and we thought that ‘2019,’ 
even though it touches painful places, 
has the quality of untangling things – of 
untangling all those places simultane-
ously. The decision to stage it was made 
by the company’s artistic director, Lior 
Avitzur, and it was an idea that we are 
making good on now.

“Dance – and not just ‘2019’ – is con-
solation within the horror,” Naharin 
continues. “That doesn’t apply to every 
type of dance, but within the intention-
ality of what we’re doing, the soul that 
is imprisoned in its own self-image finds 
freedom through movement. There is 
beauty and a direct connection to the 
body, under the clothes. A connection 
to the essence of existence that doesn’t 
need any mediation. Anyone who sees 
and feels that body is able to communi-
cate directly with the realms of imagina-
tion, thoughts, senses. There is no other 
art that can do it this way, with the aid 
of the body that was your prison and is 
now what releases you to freedom with 
its movement.”

The company’s international tours 
have been canceled?

“Batsheva’s schedule has changed 
radically. All our tours were canceled 
or postponed – Japan, Germany, Italy. 
There are no tours until June, and this 
was supposed to be a year of perfor-
mances overseas. In June we’ll be per-
forming in France. We were supposed to 
do ‘Anafaza’ there, but after October 7, I 
said we would only go on the condition 

that we will be able to perform ‘2019’ in-
stead, and they picked up the gauntlet. 

“We are performing here in Israel, 
renewing pieces we hadn’t thought of 
renewing, and canceling other things. 
Some dancers [not Israelis] have also 
left us because of what’s going on here: 
four of the troupe’s 18 members, and one 
or two from the [youth] ensemble. They 
wouldn’t have left, not at this time, at 
least, if war hadn’t broken out.”

What reasons are your partners 
abroad giving you for the cancellations?

“The main reason is that our hosts 
can’t take responsibility for our security. 
Batsheva is also afraid to take responsi-
bility for its dancers’ security. In France, 
for some reason, they’re still onboard at 
the moment. I was surprised about the 
decision in Japan. I’m sure it wasn’t an 
anti-Israeli, anti-Batsheva, move. They 
all love the company and are actually 
talking not about cancellation but post-
ponement. In Japan it’s the third time: 
The first two postponements were be-
cause of COVID. The tour that had been 
set for the United States this March has 
been postponed until next March.”

Is anyone talking to you about an anti-
Israel atmosphere? About the possibility 
that your potential audience won’t want 
to come because of it?

“We are so not in the center of things. 
There are so many grave and upsetting 
things happening but that’s not part of 
the discussion. It’s like talking about a 
mosquito bite while the house is going up 
in flames. We don’t talk about the mos-
quito bite, and we do talk about the house 
being on fire. The story is not Batsheva.”

But Batsheva suffered, and has suf-
fered for many years, from protests and 
from boycotts against it, which are some-
times vocal and thuggish.

“That is exactly the mosquito bite. 
When BDS [boycott, divestment and 
sanctions] people demonstrate, it doesn’t 
help the Palestinians, unfortunately, 
but it does add drama. Discussing how 
much we at Batsheva are affected is not 
important. We try to navigate amid the 
changes, but we are not a victim.

“I have never been so disturbed, wor-
ried, anxious as I have been in these past 
90 days. These are not new fears, but 
the volume has changed. I am not one 
of those who are saying ‘I’ve sobered up 
now.’ I think that immediately, right af-
ter October 7, I felt the potential of what 
is happening now. I am against the ac-
tions being taken now [in the Gaza Strip]. 
People can claim they have empathy, but 
how is it possible to cut into the flesh and 
feel empathy at the same time? And if 
you have no empathy – heaven help you. 
The talk at the moment is between bad 
and worse. There is no clear distinction 
between good and bad, so everything is 
bad, everything is different shades of 
bad. I am helpless and I have no influ-
ence over anything.”

Comfort through Gaga
Ohad Naharin has always been a po-

litical person, and that has certainly not 
changed. The situation that’s evolved 
since October 7 is causing him such 
acute torment that for the first time in 
years he agreed to give an interview to 
a media outlet. The impact of current 
events is also reflected in his social ac-
tivity. Earlier this month he gave a two-
day mass class in Tel Aviv in Gaga, the 
unique language of movement that he 
created, whose proceeds went to the 
Association for Civil Rights in Israel. 
Thousands of people, dancers and non-
dancers alike, take Gaga lessons with 
him or other teachers around the world, 
in person or online. For the past decade, 
Naharin has held a mass class in Gaga 

every year, benefitting ACRI. Since Oc-
tober 7, he has held four such events, and 
there are more to come.

He’s obviously troubled and frus-
trated. It’s clear, on one hand, that he 
wants to avoid militant speech – that 
he is hurting and speaking with a pal-
pable feeling of devotion for and love 
of his homeland. This is evident from 
the slow, measured tone with which he 
articulates his thoughts in an interview 
conducted in his Tel Aviv home and in-
numerable phone conversations. Yet 
it’s equally clear that the general public 
would categorize him, based on what he 
is saying, as someone who is maligning 
the country. Indeed, two or three days 
after Hamas’ massacre in the south, he 
came up with a new WhatsApp profile 
picture in blue and white, with the words 
“Together we’ve lost” – a counterweight 
to the popular motto “Together we will 
win.” He observes recent events with 
growing discomfort and dread.

Something terrible happened and 
there was no choice but to take action. 
What should have been done differently?

“A horrific thing happened. On a scale 
we have never known. Hamas is the en-
emy of humanity. But what’s going on 
is part of a cycle of violence that didn’t 
begin on October 7. There is a cycle of 
suffering of Jews, Israelis, Palestinians. 
The Israel Defense Forces has a whole 
list of operations that it’s carried out in 
the past 40 years, in Gaza and in the West 
Bank.

“When I say that the cycle of violence 
did not begin on October 7, people call me 
a maligner of Israel. It’s clear to me who 
the people are who are maligning Israel. 
They constitute a majority, if not all, of 
our government. Those who malign Is-
rael are the settler-messianic right wing. 
They are the people who think that the 
IDF’s campaign should continue and 
who justify it; who maintain that one 
must not criticize IDF soldiers. They are 
the people who think that dead soldiers 
and dead hostages are an ‘understand-

able’ price [to pay] for enabling achieve-
ments in the fighting. They are those 
who are turning the war into a goal in 
and of itself.”

But how is it possible not to fight when 
such murderous ideology threatens you, 
just a few kilometers away?

“[We could come up with] a political 
solution. It was possible to stop on Octo-
ber 10, a few days after the massacre, 
when Israel seemed to be no longer in 
immediate existential danger. To try to 
bring back the captives and the hostag-
es – that takes precedence over every-
thing. When will the number of dead be 
reached that is supposed to let you feel 
you have won? After all, we’ve lost. If on 
October 10 we had said, ‘Together we’ve 
lost,’ not ‘Together we will win’ – what 
would have happened?

“We need to see to a decent present 
so that the future will be better. To stop, 
lick our wounds, look for an international 
community that will support a solution, 
liberate the prisoners and the captives, 
help the 1,300 grieving families, the 
thousands of wounded and the tens of 
thousands of evacuees. By doing that you 
already paralyze Hamas. You don’t fight. 
How could you not examine that mode of 
action before doing what you have done? 
I don’t know what will happen, but I do 
know that whatever’s happening now is 
in our hands. 

“Stop fighting today – save those who 
will die tomorrow. We are being prom-
ised many months of fighting. In simple 
arithmetic: Let’s say six months, with 
two to three [Israeli] losses per day? 
That’s more than 500 dead.”

Naharin’s monologue will no doubt 
resonate among those attending perfor-
mances of “2019,” simply because the 
work unfolds like a ravishing, tragic, 
kinetic version of his grim words. At the 
peak of the show, Naharin himself sings 
the late playwright Hanoch Levin’s ditty, 
“You and Me and the Next War,” from 
the 1968 cabaret show of that name – in a 
scene that virtually encompasses within 
it decades of mounting violence.

A few days later, in our second conver-
sation, Naharin sounds even more agitat-
ed. It isn’t only a matter of the tragedy 
of what is going on, he says, it’s amaze-
ment at the still-evolving situation. “It 
seems so clear that everything that has 
happened since then [October 7] has not 
moved us forward – on the contrary – and 
that should have been already apparent 
back then, before plunging deeply into 
this mistake, whose resolution is not at 
all clear now. You don’t need to be an 
expert in history in order to exercise 
healthy logic and also be humane along 
the way.

“I stopped watching the news chan-
nels more than a month ago,” he con-
tinues. “I couldn’t take the insensitivity 
anymore, the arrogance, the lies, all the 
ostensibly tear-jerking broadcasts. I re-
member the moment when I said to my-
self: This is it. By that stage, a quarter of 
Gaza was already demolished, a million 
people were homeless and thousands had 
been killed. Gazans were without elec-
tricity and water. 

“So there’s this military commenta-
tor, I don’t remember his name, dressed 
in black, no tie, on Channel 12, speaking 
in a quiet voice and saying, ‘At this stage 
there isn’t a humanitarian crisis yet in 
the Strip…’ With just a few words he suc-
ceeded in articulating the pure evil that 
has infiltrated our souls and has turned 
so many of us into human monsters.

“If we want to change something in 
our story after what happened on Octo-
ber 7, to honor our dead, act in their name 
and be able to emerge from the horror 
that is being taking place, the first thing 
we need to do is to stop living in the huge 
rift between self-perception and actual 
reality. If we don’t reduce this huge dis-
parity, things will get a lot worse. People 
think their opinions are facts. Those who 
view themselves as great experts – es-
pecially people like them – are denying 
reality. 

“The current discourse is being con-
ducted by many people like that, ev-
erywhere – people who are supposedly 
familiar with history. In fact, we are 
experts without learning from history 
per se. We know about the Holocaust; we 
know the racism and antisemitism the 
Jewish people suffered from, the abu-
sive force wielded against them. We are 
now doing something similar. What have 
we learned? Nothing. Because of the 
tendency to self-victimization, the most 
frequent justification for using violence, 
we are now mired in this ongoing horror. 

“Jews have a history of being victims. 
The default is to feel like a victim and 
thus to find justification for extreme 
acts of violence and acts of revenge. It’s 
impossible to kill an ideology, one can 
only threaten it with other ideologies that 
will become more popular. The greatest 
threat to Hamas is a political solution, 
not war. War is Hamas’ fuel.”

But there’s little likelihood of such a 
scenario – and even if there were, citi-
zens would be enraged by it.

“I’m not alone, I am not the only one 
who already realized this a few days af-
ter October 7. I think there were other 
people who grasped that if we didn’t 
search for a political solution, we would 
become bogged down. But when you al-
low generals and a corrupt government 
filled with ignorant racists to run the 
world, they do what they know how to 
do: fight.

“People talk about the Arabs, the 
Muslims, the Gazans as the ‘other side.’ 
What is the other side? There are people 
in Israel who are more on the ‘other side’ 
than many people who live in Gaza. The 
other side is not in Gaza, it is here among 
us. We must recognize that all human 
beings have much in common. Even if 
there is no agreement between them, 
there is no such thing as not being able 
to find love, a desire to give or genuine 
concern, in someone – unless he is truly 
a psychopath, one in a thousand. We need 
to believe that this potential can be dis-
covered in everyone.

“We have 40 dancers from 10 coun-
tries in Batsheva. We don’t share a 
similar history and we don’t share the 
same citizenship, we have diverse and 
different preferences and opinions. We 
are involved in ongoing processes to-
gether, during which we are enlarging 
the circles of our awareness. I expect 
of myself and of them to learn from our 
mistakes. We are learning how to shed 
old ideas in favor of new and better ones. 
We are learning that when we do good, 
good will come of it. We admit that we 
will always be far from perfect, yet we 
will still be capable of creating moments 
of transcendence. 

“When I teach Gaga online, I meet 
hundreds of people. Not long ago I gave 
a class in which there were 700 partici-
pants from 50 countries, including Iran, 
Russia, Hungary – countries that repre-
sent benighted regimes. They are people 
whose basis resembles your own, with 
the same realms of the imagination, a 
common scale of values and shared uni-
versal ethics.

“The problem is, that in order to de-
stroy, no talent is needed, no prior ex-
perience, no skills. It’s very easy to de-
stroy. There are many builders in Israel, 
people who know and want and are ca-
pable of that. They are also the ones who 
will build and bring about the change 
that seems to have no chance of coming 
about. It’s harder for us builders, be-
cause the destroyers operate with ease. I 
say ‘for us builders,’ because I think I am 
part of those builders. There are many 
builders in this land. Maybe even more 
than there are destroyers – it’s just so ter-
ribly easy to destroy. 

“There are builders, people like that, 
in key positions as well, even in the [po-
litical] leadership. They are in that cat-
egory even if they make mistakes. Even 
if they don’t represent the way I would 
like things to be managed. Their hearts 
are in the right place.”

Defining Israeli dance
At age 71 Ohad Naharin enjoys a status 

shared by only a few people in the world 
of culture and art, in Israel and interna-
tionally. Under his stewardship, Batshe-
va has become one of the most important 
and mesmerizing contemporary dance 
troupes on the planet. There’s not a mo-
ment, it seems, when a work by him isn’t 
being performed on a stage somewhere.

Naharin was born on Kibbutz Mizra, 
near Nazareth. His father, Eliav Naharin, 
was an actor and a psychologist; his moth-
er, Tzofia, was a dancer who taught move-
ment. He was 5 when his family left the 
kibbutz, but that specific form of Israe-
liness – of kibbutz, of the earth – has al-
ways been discernible in his dancing and 
choreography. He had always danced and 
was always in motion, but didn’t become a 
dancer per se until the ripe old age of 22. 
He was accepted to the Batsheva compa-
ny, but not long afterward, after meeting 
the world-famous choreographer Martha 
Graham, he moved to New York to dance 
in her company. Concurrently, he attend-
ed the Juilliard performing arts conser-
vatory, then danced briefly in Maurice 
Béjart’s troupe before gathering a group 
of dancers around him and becoming a 
creator himself.

After assuming the role of artistic 
director of Batsheva in 1990, he created 
revolutionary works, connections that 
seemed impossible, and brought a new 
audience and a surging libido to modern 
dance. A series of works choreographed 
by him redefined the world of Israeli 
dance: “Kyr,” in which he collaborated 
for the first time with the Israeli rock 
band Nikmat Hatraktor, “Anafaza,” 
“Deca Dance.” In 1995, The New York 
Times called him one of the five most im-
portant choreographers in the world. In 
1998, he was awarded the French govern-
ment’s Chevalier de l’Ordre des Arts et 
des Lettres (Knight of the Order of Arts 
and Letters).

In 1998, a furor erupted in the gov-
ernment over a controversial Batsheva 
piece – the now-iconic “Echad Mi Yodea” 
(“Who Knows One”) that Naharin creat-
ed as part of “Kyr” and which is also fea-
tured in “Anafaza.” Based on the epony-
mous Passover song, “Echad Mi Yodea” 
was supposed to be inserted into the “Ju-
bilee Bells” event, the centerpiece of the 
state’s official 50th anniversary celebra-
tions. However, religious groups, among 
them the ultra-Orthodox, threatened to 
disrupt the proceedings if the dancers, 
who in the course of the work shed their 
black suits and white nightshirts and 
remained in their underwear, did not 
promise to cover their bodies. Naharin 
refused – and the performance was can-
celed.

A few years later, passions had abated. 
In 2005, Naharin was awarded the Israel 
Prize, the country’s highest honor, and 
over the years has won virtually every 
other possible honor, local and interna-
tional, in his field. In 2015 he was the 
subject of what was arguably the most 
successful Israeli documentary film of 
all time, “Mr. Gaga,” directed by Tomer 
Heymann.

Throughout, he never slowed down 

‘Together 
we’ve lost’
A renewed version of the work '2019' by Batsheva 
Dance Company choreographer Ohad Naharin 
– a sharp critic of the war in Gaza – is striking a 
particularly painful chord among its audiences

‘People talk about the 
Arabs, the Muslims, the 
Gazans as the “other side.” 
There are people in Israel 
who are more on the “other 
side” than many people 
who live in Gaza. The other 
side is not in Gaza, it’s here.’

‘People can claim they 
have empathy, but how is it 
possible to cut into the flesh 
and feel empathy at the 
same time? And if you have 
no empathy – heaven help 
you. Everything is different 
shades of bad.’

Naharin. “If we want to change something in our story after what happened on October 7, to honor our dead, act in their name 
and be able to emerge from the horror that is being fomented on us, we first have to stop living in the huge rift between self-
perception and actual reality.” � Ella Barak

The Batsheva Dance Company performing Naharin’s latest work, MOMO. � Ascaf


