
ARTS&ENTERTAINMENT
16  T H U R S D AY,  J U LY  2 7,  2 0 2 3    T H E  J E R U S A L E M  P O S T

‘Sacrifices’ dramatizes the Second Temple story
• By HANNAH BROWN

A s the streets of Israel are 
filled daily with angry 
protesters, and Jews 

worldwide mourn the destruc-
tion of the Second Temple on 
Tisha Be’av, what could be 
more compelling and timely 
than a musical about the con-
flict and strife that led up to 
that ancient tragedy which 
continues to cast a long shadow 
on contemporary Israeli life?

That’s the question Eli 
Kaplan-Wildmann, an Ameri-
can-born, Jerusalem-based the-
ater creator asked himself a few 
years ago, and he was inspired 
to dramatize the Second Tem-
ple story in an English-lan-
guage musical called Sacrifices. 
Working alongside an inter-
national team of theater pro-
fessionals, Kaplan-Wildmann 
hopes to stage Sacrifices as an 
off-Broadway production. 

It’s especially relevant today 
because, “This tale of our fore-
fathers, of our sages, is about 
how we went through this and 
we didn’t think our city and 
our society could end, no one 
thought of that as an option...  
but it happened.” 

While Kaplan-Wildmann 
acknowledges that it is a story 
with special meaning for Jew-
ish audiences, he feels it has 
universal relevance, “This is a 
story about a kind of destruc-
tion that has happened in 
many places, to many people...  
It’s also about hope that it can 
be prevented... and all it needs 
is for people to take action.” 

On the website for the show, 
Kaplan-Wildmann wrote, “In 
searching for the one moment, 
the blame, the finger to point, 
Sacrifices reveals that corrup-
tion never stems from one sin-
gle, easily removed source. It 
leaves us with an idea of build-
ing, creating and planting, 
rather than destruction and 
blame.”

Broadway and musical the-
ater are filled with unlikely 
ideas that became hits, and 
even classics. Sacrifices’ prem-
ise is no more improbable than 
that a  rap musical about the 
founding fathers – Hamilton 
– would become a monster 
hit. Or that a show based on a 
2007 Israeli film about Egyp-
tian musicians stuck in a Negev 
town would be adapted into 
a musical that won 10 Tonys 
– but that is what happened 
with Eran Kolirin’s film, The 
Band’s Visit. 

Kaplan-Wildmann men-
tioned Evita as a huge hit that 
didn’t sound like it would 
become the toast of Broadway: 
“I may not care about Argen-
tinian history in the mid 1900s, 
but I care about this woman 
because she has the same needs 
and motivations as characters 
that we know from our own 
lives.”

If you enjoy English theater 
productions in Jerusalem, you 
have likely seen Kaplan-Wild-
mann’s work, because he 
directs and produces musicals 
for Starcatcher Productions. 
Among his recent productions 
for Starcatcher as a director are 
Rent, Little Shop of Horrors and 
Hairspray, and he has done 
lighting and production and 
set design for many Starcatcher 
shows, including Spring Awak-
ening and Pippin. 

He trained at New York Uni-
versity, where he received a 
degree in theater design and 
directing, but decided to return 
to Jerusalem after his studies 
ended.

Once he got the idea for Sac-
rifices, Kaplan-Wildmann, who 
was raised Orthodox and who 
now describes himself as “tra-
ditional egalitarian,” worked 
to come up with a story that 
would speak to audiences 

around the world, but which 
was firmly rooted in Jewish 
history and which would pro-
vide a contemporary take on 
the ancient story. Sacrifices, 
he said, is about, “creating a 
new society with no sacrifice, 
no bloodshed, only love, only 
good deeds, and how that’s 
what’s going to fix the world.” 

He acknowledged that, “All 
these big ideas are not what 
make a musical successful. It’s 
the characters and the story of 
people and what we’ve been 
working on over the past few 
years is getting that part to be 
something that engages peo-
ple.”

The story mixes the tradition-
al, well-known characters, such 
as Rabbi Yochanan Ben-Zakkai 
(aka Ribaz), with some very dif-
ferent Jerusalemites, including 
a rebel handmaiden, a temple 
artisan, and a naive aristocrat. 
Their stories illustrate the diver-

sity of the Jewish people and 
their response to the crisis, 
characters he feels will be com-
pelling to Jews familiar with 
the story and general audiences 
anywhere in the world. 

“I love collaborative work 
and in writing a musical, you 
have to be 100% collabora-
tive,” Kaplan-Wildmann said, 
describing how he joined forces 
with several key professionals 
to turn the play he had written 
into a musical.

Yonatan Cnaan, who com-
posed the music, is a composer 
and a conductor living in Tel 
Aviv, and winner of the 2015 
Israeli Prime Minister prize 
for composers and the 2013 
ACUM Prize (from the Society 
of Authors, Composers and 
Music Publishers in Israel). 
Cnaan’s music ranges from 
musical theater, pop songs, and 
commercial music to operatic 
works and contemporary clas-

sical music pieces. His opera, 
Theodor, was commissioned 
and produced in a full produc-
tion by the Israeli Opera.

Cnaan’s score for Sacrifices 
blends Eastern and Western 
influences. Andrew Zachary 
Cohen, who wrote the lyrics 
for Sacrifices, is creator of the 
cabaret theater productions, 
Don’t Ask The Lady, and the 
upcoming That’s How It Goes 
at 54Below. Kaplan-Wildmann 
noted that both Cnaan as a 
secular Israeli and Cohen as 
an American Jew balanced his 
own more traditional upbring-
ing and perspective on the 
story. 

Next, Kaplan-Wildmann, 
Cnaan, and Cohen were joined 
by Catie Davis, a New York City-
based director who has worked 
in theaters across New York and 
around the world. Her recent 
credits include The Magnificent 
Seven (Flint Repertory Theater), 
Missed:Connections (Manhattan 
School of Music), Le Comte Noir 
(Broadway on Demand), and 
Empath (TheatreLab). 

DAVIS AND Kaplan-Wildmann 
were introduced by a mutual 
friend in 2019, when he was 
looking for a director for Sac-
rifices. Davis, who is not Jew-
ish and was not familiar with 
the Second Temple story, said, 
“As the writers looked at how 
they wanted to reach, not 
just a Jewish audience, but a 
much broader audience... They 
wanted to include someone on 
the creative team who wasn’t 
entering the show with a deep 
understanding of these sto-
ries.” 

Having researched the sto-
ries and knowing them much 
better now, she added that, “... 
the thing that really struck me 
about the show, even though 
I didn’t know the history of 
the Talmudic story that it’s 
based on, is that it sounded so 
contemporary to me, it sound-

ed like it was speaking to any 
modern city. And I was really 
interested in a story of four peo-
ple from all different walks of 
life whose lives get intertwined 
with one another and with the 
fate of the city... It’s a new story 
that has not been seen onstage 
before in this way.”

Sacrifices has been performed 
in workshops and staged read-
ings starting in 2017, in both Tel 
Aviv and New York. After a per-
formance in 2019 in front of a 
New York audience that didn’t 
go well, Kaplan-Wildmann was 
considering putting the show 
on hold. But Davis, who had 
recently signed on, wanted to 
keep working. 

“I was ready to take a break, 
but she brought in a new ener-
gy,” he said. 

COVID came along and 
gave the team time to devote 
to reworking the show. Collab-
orating via Zoom, “we did a 
down-to-the-bones rewrite.” 
The lockdowns were challeng-
ing for Kaplan-Wildmann, 
a gay co-parent of two young 
children who also works as a 
creative director for various 
projects, but he managed to 
rewrite the show.

In March 2023, the Manhat-
tan School of Music performed 
a development workshop. Each 
workshop and reading have 
brought improvements to the 
show, Kaplan-Wildmann said, 
and the team is now looking for 
investors who can help bring 
the show to the next level. 
More information about the 
show and clips of the songs can 
be found at sacrificesthemusi-
cal.com.

While he acknowledges that 
getting a show this complex up 
and running is an uphill bat-
tle, Kaplan-Wildmann remains 
positive and feels that audi-
ences around the world will 
respond to the musical.

“Sacrifices is about creation, 
not just destruction,” he said. 

Desert notes
The Tel Hai International Piano Master Classes return to Sde Boker

• By BARRY DAVIS

T hey say peace of mind can 
help to fuel the creative spirit. 
Then again, Alon Goldstein 

suggests, you don’t want things to 
be too chilled.

Goldstein is a celebrated Israe-
li-born American-based pianist and 
educator who, when he is not in the 
classroom, spends much of his time 
on the road displaying his polished 
keyboard skills around the globe. 
He will be winging his way back 
over here from Kansas City, where 
he teaches at the University of Mis-
souri, to reprise his teaching post 
at the Tel Hai International Piano 
Master Classes event, which takes 
place at Sde Boker in the Negev July 
30-August 17.

The agenda is overseen by Prof. 
Emanuel Krasovsky, with an inter-
national faculty lined up and 78 stu-
dents from 17 countries involved in 
the program of workshops, master 
classes, one-on-one lessons and con-
certs.

Goldstein is a “repeat offender” 
with, he reckons, “10 or 11 stints 
at Tel Hai as a teacher.” He says he 
is always more than delighted to 
grab any opportunity to spend some 
time in his country of birth, and 
particularly in Sde Boker. “It is a spe-
cial place,” he remarks. Then again 
there may be an incongruity side to 
it all. “You know, people talk about 
sources of inspiration for compos-
ers. I don’t think the desert has ever 
been mentioned as a source of inspi-
ration,” he laughs.

Stands to reason, if you consider 
that Mozart, for example, a com-
poser whose oeuvre is very close to 
Goldstein’s heart – he is in the pro-
cess of recording all the Austrian’s 
piano concerti for the Naxos label – 
lived in Austria for most of his short 
life. There aren’t a lot of hot arid 
expanses over in northern Europe.

He might be happy to be return-
ing to Israel, but Goldstein knows 
he’ll have his work cut out for him 
down in the Negev. “I’ll be there 
eight days, teaching 3-4 hours every 
morning, then a public master class 
in the afternoon. And I’ll be playing 
music, and there are always some 
students who ask for private les-

sons.” That sounds like a shift and a 
half, but that has been part and par-
cel of the Tel Hai program ever since 
it sprang into earnest educational 
life 32 years ago.

It is not just about the work all 
parties concerned put in. Gold-
stein feels the very fact that they 
all spend time together – at their 
musical instruments, on stage, in 
classrooms, and socializing in their 
limited free time – offers rewards 
for everyone. “There is this wonder-
ful encounter between people from 
most parts of the world – teachers 
and students. It is very intensive.”

He could say that again. “Each 
student gets a private lesson at least 
every two days, sometimes every 
day and even more than once a day. 
And there is chamber music, and 
singers. And there is a concert every 
evening.”

The latter is an indispensable ele-
ment of the steep learning curve all 
aspiring artists have to navigate, if 
they are going to make it from the 
classroom to the concert hall. At 
the age of 53, Goldstein has plenty 
of requisite experience in that area, 
as well as on the tutoring side of the 
sector and, no less important, some 

accrued street-level acumen.
“At the end of the day, when you 

take the stage, technique is the least 
important thing,” he observes. 
“Technique is there to serve the 
music.”

He had some illuminating insight 
to offer on the matter of produc-
ing mellifluous and arresting sonics. 
“Music is not really about the notes, 
but [about] what happens between 
the notes.”

That may sound a little on the 
ephemeral side, particularly in 
a discipline that is expressed and 
conveyed to the consumer in clear-
ly audible form. Goldstein brings 
the seemingly extraneous offstage 
baggage into the broader artistic 
picture. “What you have between 
the notes is the life you have expe-
rienced, the books you have read, 
the friends you have, your successes 
and your failures.” That suits the 
art-life reciprocally nourishing rela-
tionship.

Goldstein says all the above comes 
into play in the performance arena, 
which is where it really matters. “I 
perform a lot of concerts, and, ulti-
mately, the best lesson you can get 
is the lesson you get on the stage. 

Music is a mysterious world which 
only exists when we play.”

There’s another aspect of which 
non-musicians are probably not 
aware. “There is also the dimension 
of time,” Goldstein continues. “You 
could be sitting in a lecture that you 
are enjoying, and then you look at 
your watch and you can’t believe 
two hours have gone by. Or you may 
be bored and the time just seems to 
drag by. The dimension of time can 
be a very subjective thing. It isn’t 
always about the content. There is 
charisma and all sorts of factors.” 
Basically, on the stage, that trans-
lates into how you present some-
thing rather than what it is you are 
rendering for the audience’s appre-
ciation.

That is something that cannot be 
taught in words of one syllable. The 
students have to walk that rocky 
pathway themselves. Goldstein says 
he takes a leaf out of the book of 
one of his teachers, late composer 
Ben-Zion Orgad. “He said: ‘It is the 
teacher’s job to impart to the stu-
dent the means to enable them to 
conduct an internal dialogue vis-à-
vis phenomena [with music].’ I real-
ly like that. It is about helping the 
student to become his own teacher.”

Goldstein not only brings the 
wealth of his coaching, recording, 
and concert hall experience to 
the Tel Hai Master Class plate, he 
also offers the invaluable boon of 
the lessons he learned himself as 
a disciple of some great yesteryear 
masters. That includes the fabled 
American pianist and educator 
Leon Fleischer, who died in 2020 
at the age of 92. “He used to say: 
‘Be your own teacher.’ I heard that 
again and again, from the teachers 
who were important to me.”

And now he and his colleagues 
on the Tel Hai faculty are passing 
that on to the next generation or 
two, who, no doubt, will soon be 
gracing stages here and across the 
world. Eventually, they, too, will 
convey that pearl of wisdom to 
their own protégés. And so the 
beat goes on.

The closing gala concert will take 
place at the TA Museum of Art at 
8:30 p.m. on August 17. http://www.
masterclasses.org.il

Movie directed by 
Iranian and Israeli    

to premiere at Venice
• By HANNAH BROWN 

T he first movie co-directed by an 
Iranian and an Israeli, Tatami, 
will premiere at the Venice Inter-

national Film Festival, which begins in 
late August, having just announced its 
lineup. The film, which is listed as one 
of the entries in the Horizons Feature 
Film Competition, was co-directed by 
Iranian-born Zar Amir Ebrahimi, who 
also stars in the movie, and Israeli direc-
tor, Guy Nattiv, and was written by 
Nattiv and Elham Erfani. Nattiv’s most 
recent movie, Golda, starring Helen 
Mirren, just opened the Jerusalem 
Film Festival, and he also directed the 
Oscar-winning short film, Skin, which 
he co-wrote with Sharon Maymon.

Tatami is a political thriller, set during 
the judo world championships. The 
film is about an Iranian judoka, Leila 
(Arienne Mandi of The L Word), and 
her coach, Maryam (Ebrahimi), who 
receive an ultimatum from the Irani-
an government demanding that Leila 
fake an injury and lose, or be branded 
a traitor.

Leila is faced with an impossible 
choice: obey the Iranian regime as her 
coach urges her to do, or compete for 
the gold and put herself and her family 
at risk. The film also stars Jamie Ray 
Newman (Catch Me If You Can) and Lir 
Katz (Dismissed). Tatami was inspired by 
real-life stories of Iranian athletes who 

defied the regime to compete interna-
tionally, and faced dire consequences. 

Nattiv said, “Creating together with 
Zar Amir Ebrahimi as the director and 
Elham Erfani as the screenwriter was 
a unique experience. I am excited that 
this is the first collaboration between 
Israeli and Iranian creators and that we 
have been accepted to the prestigious 
Venice Film Festival. This is a dream 
come true and a real opportunity to 
give a platform to the voices of Irani-
an women who fight daily against the 
oppressive regime in their country. 

Tatami was produced for Keshet Stu-
dios by Adi Ezroni (Save Yourselves!) and 
Mandy Tagger Brockey (A Late Quartet) 
as part of the development fund run by 
Keshet International’s US-based studio 
and Ori Allon’s White Lodge Produc-
tions, in collaboration with New Native 
Pictures. WestEnd Films is distributing 
the film worldwide.

The Toronto International Film Fes-
tival, which opens in early Septem-
ber, recently announced part of its 
lineup, and Michael Winterbottom’s 
Shoshana will be shown. The movie is 
described as the story of British detec-
tives’ search for Zionist leader Avra-
ham Stern, during the British Man-
date period. Winterbottom has made 
such prestigious films as A Mighty 
Heart (the movie about journalist 
Daniel Pearl and his murder), Tristam 
Shandy, and Welcome to Sarajevo.

ISRAELI-BORN American-based pianist and educator Alon Goldstein. 
(Christian Steiner)

A SCENE from ‘Tatami.’ (Keshet)

DESTINY REA and Michael Maliakel in the English-language musical ‘Sacrifices.’ (Sacrifices)
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