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OLGA GERSHENSON

BRIDGING THEATRE: GESHER'S
TRANSITION FROM RUSSIAN TO HEBREW

. In 1991 Gesher was founded as a Russian-speaking theatre in Israel. Yet,
only a year later, Gesher transitioned two of its first performances from Rus-
sian into Hebrew. The transition was painful and arduous. Neither Gesher's
director, nor the actors spoke Hebrew. Almost all of them were new immi-
grants from the Soviet Union. The actors had to learn texts by heart without
understanding the language. What were the reasons for this urgent transition?
How was it carried out? Finally, what changed in the theatre's life and work

"after the lapguage transition? In this essay, which is a part of an ongoing re-
search project on the history and reception of Gesher, I will address these
three questions. First, I explore the reasons for the early transition of Gesher
from Russian into Hebrew; second, I document the transition, providing
glimpses into the life and work of the theatre troupe through an ethnographic
account. Third, I analyze the consequences of the transition for the theatre's
style of acting and directing, its productions, and reception. I conclude by
sitnating Gesher between the Russian theatrical tradition and the Israeli cul-
tural context. Gesher is a cross-theatre.

Gesher: A sketch

During the last decade, the Israeli social landscape was transformed by the
arrival of over 900,000 Soviet Jewish immigrants (about 15 percent of the Is-
racli population). This vast immigration wave brought a range of cultural
producers and new audiences with the taste for Russian culture. Riding this
wave, Slavd- Maltzev, Evgenii Arye, and a cohort of devoted dlsc1p]es
founded the Gesher theatre.

Maltzev's and Arye's experience and credentials opened doors to Israeli
cultural bureaucrats and gave access to Russian-speaking audiences. Arye,
holding degrees in psychology and directing, was a disciple of the great Rus-
sian director Georgii Tovstonogov. Before Gesher, Arye directed at such
leading venues as Malyi and Bol'shoi Drama theatres in Leningrad, and the
Maiakovsky, the Drama, and the Ermolova theatres in Moscow. He directed a
Russian film The Dresser (1987) and taught theatre courses at the prestigious
GITIS. His theatre productions won several major directing awards in the
Soviet Union and abroad.
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