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The play Games in the Backyard has been staged to great acclaim among audiences of Israeli youth.  It deals with a case of gang rape tried in the Israeli courts which aroused wide public debate and also effect the play's creators.  The suggested study takes us from the incident of rape to the play-makers' intentions; the preparatory process before writing, directing, designing and performing the play; and from there to the text itself and the changes that it underwent; and finally its reception process.  The article goes from the play itself to several of the theoretical sociological components in play analysis; including the play's "theatrical television" genre as a possible reason for its success.
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The "youth theatre" production of Games in the Backyard has been running on the Israeli stage since 1993.  Its central theme is a tale of rape and the ensuing trial.  It has been performed almost 600 times to a total audience of approximately quarter of a million.  This is a significant figure, particularly in light of the fact that most of the spectators are young people; and that on the whole "youth theatre" is generally unsuccessful with Israeli audiences.  Israeli youth, who are constantly exposed to dramatic televised material aimed at the adult population, have difficulty with texts designed specifically for them, and there are those who have doubts as to the necessity for such plays at all. Games in the Backyard won great acclaim abroad, in Belgium (Antwerp and Brussels) and England.  It has been translated into several languages and additional foreign productions are expected.

This article deals with an analysis of the theatrical text (including its creators' intentions, a socio-semiotic reading of the production's components, and its public and audience reception), the reasons for its success, and the question of whether the play succeeded in its "didactic" goals; or, how the discussion of rape is reflected in the theatre.  

Theatrical-television text
The audience acclaim of the play in Israel, particularly among young spectators, can be explained by the television-type appeal of Games in the Backyard.  It would be hard not to notice that an increasing number of theatre texts tend towards a televised style in their narrative design and semiotics of performance.  This particular play combines several of the more prominent characteristics of a text which could be termed "theatrical television".


One outstanding trait of television drama, according to Martin Esslin, is that it transforms fiction into reality and reality into fiction (Esslin, 1982:35-74).  This is helped by the fact that television broadcasts are received in a "flow" that mixes reality and fiction (Williams, 1975: 86-118).  Many studies of television have noted that it is in fact fictional material, mainly dramatic, which is perceived by the audiences as "realistic".   This is particularly true  for the combination of biographical, documentary and news materials, or historical material adapted for television drama.


The play Games in the Backyard is based upon a case of rape dealt with by two courts of law, which received particularly wide public notice.  It began in the summer of 1988 when a 14 year old girl from Kibbutz Shomrat complained that she had been raped by 11 youths.  The girl laid a complaint with the police, but in 1990 the State Attorney's office decided to close the case, because the rape victim's mental state prevented her from entering the witness box; and without her evidence the rapists could not be brought to trial.  Later the same year, however, the State Attorney's office decided to re-open the case and charge six of the youths, after a psychologist had examined the girl and found her fit to give evidence.  In November 1992, the judge for the Haifa regional court, Micah Lindenstauss, freed the six suspects, basing his verdict upon "reasonable doubt".  There was a tremendous  public outcry following this decision, especially by women's organisations.  The State Attorney's office decided to appeal to the High Court.  In the final outcome the High Court convicted four of the accused of rape and they received jail sentences.  This is not the only case of gang rape in Israel in recent years, but it is certainly the most notorious; for several reasons:  the rapists are members of a kibbutz educational institution belonging to the elite education system; all of them are boys from "good homes".  The case also gained great publicity because of the initial ruling in the regional court which cleared them of the charge and raised a public storm as a consequence.  The Israeli legal world had never previously been witness to such a violent attack on a judge's ruling:  protest demonstrations by women's organisations, debates in the media, and even threats to the judge and his family. (Capra, 1992).


The initiative to write the play was taken by Oded Kottler, the director of Haifa Theatre and one of the prominent figures in Israeli theatre as well as a former director of the drama department of Israeli television. Kottler turned to Edna Mazya, a playwright with experience in writing for cinema and television.  Mazya began work on  the play before the first judicial ruling and it was first staged about six months after the trial had begun, in June 1993.  The aftermath of the rape at Kibbutz Shomrat, the  original lenient sentence and the harsh sentence that followed thus accompanied the play and contributed much to its success.  The text does not include any facts or direct quotes from the actual kibbutz rape case itself.   The playwright has repeatedly denied any direct connection to the case: "I did not write a play about the Shomrat trial [...] I tell a story that was inspired by the incident, just as Tolstoy wrote Anna Karenina following the story of a woman who committed suicide by throwing herself under the wheels of a train."  Nonetheless, the play's success can be attributed to its connection with the Shomrat case.   The High Court ruling (the High Court is highly respect in Israel), which punished the rapists, greatly promoted ticket sales for the play.  One of the defence attorneys and the parents of the accused even claimed that the play had broken the law of sub judice.  From this viewpoint, the play's reception by its audiences, critics and journalists, reflected a perception of reality mixed with fiction just like many television texts; for example, the audience burst into cheers during the week when the High Court convicted the accused boys from Shomrat, as a result of which one of the critics wrote: "Games in the Backyard will not be studied at university.  This is a play with a very short lifespan, whose existence is contingent upon events outside the theatre." (Weitz, 1993).  The play nonetheless continues to be staged, long after the Shomrat case has already been forgotten (and is not even known in Antwerp, Brusselles or Plymouth), and the reasons for its success should therefore be sought elsewhere.


The genre of the play approaches that of television.  Mazya wrote an "action  drama" with a dramatic climax: in the final scene the rape is enacted; and a verdict of "guilty", as ruled by the playwright, is declared. Critics and theatre practitioners had difficulty in relating to the play.  Miriam Yahil-Wax assigns the play to the Lehrstuck tradition of Bertold Brecht, and considers it "a didactic play" that presents "overt human behaviour while rejecting a psychological approach" and whose goal is "to teach desired social behaviour by means of selective demonstration."  (Yahil-Wax, 1993)  Among the critics some chose the "genre" of an "educational" play ("a good and important play, albeit of its own particular kind, from the narrow category of educational theatre.  As such it assuredly deserves to serve as a valuable propaganda tool for young people and soldiers, and a starting point for a fruitful discussion on the subject of sexual violence.  For precisely the same reasons, this is not great theatre." Gotter, 1993).  Others saw the play as continuing the tradition of the Israeli documentary theatre of the 1970s and '80s.  Those who discerned the play's tendency to a television style termed it "docu-drama".  However, the playwright herself claims that "This is not docu-drama.  When we first listened to the Shomrat trial I told Oded Kottler that I don't write docu-drama.  I sought a device that would distance the play from the docu-dramatic.  And then I came up with the notion of reversing the roles.  I asked myself what would happen if the girl who had been raped would also be the prosecuting attorney.  So why couldn't the rapists be the defending attorneys?"  Mazya also rejected the genre of "court drama": "This device was a key to enabling me to avoid a straightforward L.A. Law type approach" (Ben-David, 1993).


The events in Games in the Backyard take place on two parallel levels.  The first is the seduction of the girl by four youths; which leads to rape by three of while when their leader, who she also fancies, is "satisfied" by merely "directing" the event.  The second level is that of the rape trial, in which the youths' defence attorneys finally attack the rape victim and her attorney, and it ends in the conviction of the rapists.  The actors playing the four youths are also the four defence attorneys, and the rape victim is also the prosecuting attorney.  The defence attorneys perform a sort of "second rape" while cross-examining the girl, disclosing her past wild behaviour. The prosecuting attorney too is exposed to verbal sexual aggression from her professional colleagues.  


The play opens in the courtroom.  In order to clarify past events it then "exits" to the courtyard where the rape had taken place, before returning once more to the courtroom.  This occurs several times until the final scene in which the attorneys cross-examine Dvori, the victim,  about an earlier attempt to rape her.  She collapses and the four attorneys remove their black gowns and become rapists.  The play ends with the summation of the prosecuting attorney and the conviction of the accused.   The cutting from scene to scene reflects a television device, with the stage being darkened between each important "cut"; a change in lighting and the sound of a courtroom gavel serve to announce the transitions between scenes.  Such cutting creates a text which is a sequence of segments.


In the history of the theatre segmentation has appeared at different times as one means of organizing the text.  The text of Games in the Backyard has a television quality, which John Ellis characterises:

Broadcast TV has developed a distinctive aesthetic form.  Instead of the single, coherent text that is characteristic of entertainment cinema, broadcast TV offers relatively discrete segments: small sequential unities of images and sounds. (Ellis, 1992:112)

The cuts in the play are TV style, and the rhythm of the alternating events is fast-paced and "battles" for the spectator's attention.  Everything is directed at convincing him/her to "stay with us" and not flick over to the competition channel.


The collaboration between playwright and director created a "masculine" narrative (Fiske, 1987: 198-223).  Mazya confined the events in the play to one evening, and also reduced the number of rapists to four as well as transferring the location from a kibbutz to a small town.  The play is short (75 min) and has no interval.  According to Kottler the time is correctly and accurately calculated: "The event is not too long.  A text which takes no longer than essential for its internal development."  Mazya "did not want to write a play a mile long full of characters who sit about and pontificate.  Write to the point.  Don't bore the audience."  This is manifest television writing: "You can't do without TV," she notes, "so you can either change the world - which would appear to be impossible in the near future, or you can get used to it."


The play was written in two versions with the main difference being in the timing of when the rape scene is presented.  Mazya notes that "When I wrote the first version of the play the rape took place in the middle.  After reading it, Oded Kotler told me that 'The fucking arrives in the middle and the rest is just mentally fucking around with the debate.  The rape itself should be presented only at the end of the play'." Collaboration with the director resulted in relocating the rape scene (as a "climax"!) at the end of the play.  


A "masculine" text, according to John Fiske, is particularly reflected in a "narrative closure" aimed at achieving a goal:

The word "climax" is significant for it has both a sexual and a narrative application. [...] this is no coincidence [...] that the emphasis on the climax and resolution in masculine narrative parallels the importance given to the climax in masculine sexuality. (Fiske, 1987: 215)


Other "masculine" textual signs also characterize Games in the Backyard, including: "emphasizes action" (ibid, 215), "single plot" (ibid, 217), "masculine narratives work to compress time" (ibid, 219), "Power is confined to the men, sensitivity to the women." (ibid, 220), "the action is public, not domestic, it is visible and exterior for masculine success needs public acclaim and visibility" (ibid, 220).


Games in the Backyard is a drama whose intended purpose appears at the end.  Most of the action is swift and violent, the men are the active figures while the girl and the prosecutor express emotions. The action takes place in public locations: a backyard and a courtroom.  Visually, the men take central stage.  Throughout the play we observe a stage with four men and one woman.  The precedence given to the men is generally prominent, with the exception of several short interrogation scenes in which the prosecutor succeeds in embarrassing the accused and their attorneys.  Some of the scenes reflect a group of hunters and their female prey, almost like a ballet or a male ritual taking place around a woman.  The actors move in a circle, from time to time turning directly towards us, with only the young women between them and us.  More than any other sign, the ending of the play discloses the "masculine" characteristics of the narrative.  The court announces its verdict to the rapists in voice-over, with the judge's voice being that of a man(!).   Justice is seen to be done - except that this too is male justice.


One important component of television text is the characters' language.  Because television is broadcast to a wide audience, it requires an easily understood vocabulary.  Nonetheless, television tends to employ  non-standard dialect and language, particularly when it relates to various sub-cultures.  In such texts it adapts the dialect in such a way as to incorporate the meaning of unusual expressions, so that they can be understood by the different types of audience.  Programs for youth (e.g. the highly successful Israeli TV program A Matter of Time, which features three of the actors from the play) are written to suit their target audience's speech patterns.  Allison James characterises such language as:

[...] talk is one important medium through which children and young people carve out for themselves particular cultural locations for the Self and for identity.  And it is in the social spaces of the playground and the school, places peculiar of children, that these identities take shape through the process of being and becoming social. (James, 1995:60)


The language of the characters in the play is that of Israeli youngsters, and includes particular expressions and dialect (Almog, 1993:36-39, 44-58).  Indeed, the language serves to shape the characters' social and sexual personalities.  However, the play, originally written for  subscription theatre-goers (mainly adult), does not err in the direction of a too "strong" dialect which could defeat the adult spectator.


The following scene, in which we encounter the rapists for the first time, provides a good illustration  of the language of the play:

Sella: (continuing a previous conversation) I wouldn't be a pilot even if they asked me.

Gidi (throws the ball at him, strongly) Yeah, we heard about you.

Sella: You think I'm just talking?

Gidi: They ask you to be a pilot and you're gonna say no?

Sella: I'm not gonna go.  Pilots are spoiled brats.  Either I'm gonna go to paratroopers or the frogman unit or maybe commandos if I've no other choice. (throws ball to Gidi)

Shmulik: Tell me, why does Helen Keller masturbate with one hand?

Sella: 'Cos she's busy moaning with the other hand.  Why didn't Helen Keller pass her driver's test?

Shmulik: Why?

Sella: 'Cos she's a woman.

Gidi: I'm lighting a cigarette.  Don't throw it to me. (lights cigarette. To Sella) How much you wanna bet that if you get asked, you'll go like a good little girl?

Sella: (throws the ball at the cigarette.  Gidi curses him). You don't believe me?  That if I say I won't go I won't go?

Gidi: No.

Sella: You don't believe me?

Gidi: No.

Sella: You don't believe me?

Gidi: No.

Sella: You don't believe me?

Gidi: No.

Sella: So don't believe me.

Gidi: I don't believe you.

Sella: Don't believe me.

Gidi: What?

Sella: What we were talking about.

Gidi: What were we talking about?

Sella: Enough, dweeb. (throws ball at Gidi, very hard, almost gets Dvori)

[Mazya, 1994]


The flimsy dialogue reveals the relationships between the characters: Sella's leadership, the unsuccessful attempt by Shmulik to "fit in", and the independence displayed by Gidi.  The dialogue, which regains its balance when the subject of dispute vanishes, expresses the boredom of these young people's existence.  Women as "others" are a subject for aggression - through sexual jokes and a disparaging attitude, or the ball which nearly hits Dvori upon her first entry onto the stage.


From the point of view of the Israeli theatre repertoire, the play's language is an interesting departure.  Israeli theatre since the establishment of the State has suffered from flaws in its dramatic language.  Until the last decade, the theatre's status as "high culture" in an immigrant society forced upon it an artificial rhetoric in both original and translated plays.  While there have been many attempts, some successful, to introduce the vernacular into the theatre, the mainstream still suffers from a language which forms a barrier of words between the action and the audience.  "Language," according to Oded Kottler, "is a problem in Israeli theatre.  In original plays we constantly need to update the language.  The text in a play such as Games in the Backyard needs to be slight.  There is of course something crippled and inarticulate  about the language spoken by youth, but this very inarticulacy must be brought on stage."


This link to the subculture of youth is also visible in the other sign systems of the play: music, costume, gesture and even casting.  Oded Kottler, who sought a way for the four youths and the  girl to express emotion, found a solution in "music that sometimes expresses the youths and at other times the girl.  The music adds a fast and violent rhythm to the play."  Eran Tsur, the composer, sits beside the stage and accompanies the action with music:  a background of bass tones which begin as softly melancholic and swell to outbursts of violent emotion and choked roars of rage;  and these are accompanied by distorted and fragmented children's songs.  Tsur had previously written a musical text entitled "The backyard rapist in the dark" which features a description of a rapist and victim.  The song was banned from the airwaves and became a hit among the youth.   Some time later it was revealed that one of his band had been accused of rape.  When Tsur received the playscript to read he sensed the suitability of his music.  Indeed, Michal Matitiyahu, who played the role of the girl, began to feel the true horror of rape only in those rehearsals which were accompanied by music: "In the rape scene there was a great deal of embarrassment at first.  Oded showed us how to  play it.  Until the music was introduced into the rehearsals.  Then I experienced penetration.  It was quite a shock."


Onstage, the five actors wear the sort of ordinary clothes worn by contemporary youth, differing little from the clothes they would wear offstage: the track shoes, jeans and t-shirts, or no shirt at all, worn by teenagers.  Shai Capon, almost 30 years old, plays one of the rapists. In the play he is a 17 year old, with long hair, an earring, chainsmoking, dressed in torn jeans.  Capon offstage is dressed much like his character in the play: he has an earring, he's a heavy smoker, wears an open shirt and jeans.  In the trial scenes the actors are wrapped in black gowns and carry the appropriate briefcases.  The tension between these two styles of costume is preserved until the end, when the defence attorneys fall upon the girl, ostensibly to revive her, and then undergo a dramatic change.  Casting off their gowns, they are transfigured into youths and rape the girl one after the other.


The stage is designed as a square with an extension into the auditorium enabling acting on three sides.  This empty space provides for the violent ballet which requires an area of free movement.  Its main design is a floor space covered with painted floor tiles, a back wall with the graffiti "do not cast me off in my erect age" and a swing hanging from the ceiling.  Several props are scattered about, such as beer cans from which Dvori drinks to prove her fitness to belong to the group, and a ball which serves, mainly violently, to reflect the actors'relations.


The casting was tendentious.  The playwright and director wanted actors  who were not "actors"; close to the age of those accused of rape.  Mazya, who was familiar with the successful television series for youth A Matter of Time, which had riveted its youthful audience for three seasons, approached three of the actors and offered them auditions for the play.  "I knew that if the play would be 'acted' rather than 'being' it would be false.  When I saw the program A Matter of Time I realized that there was something very basic in these actors."  Oded Kottler too found them to possess something fresh and natural which gave the  play much of its strength.  The TV series had also given them experience with the right age-group.  The choice of television actors, cultural heroes for many young people, was instrumental in promoting the success of the play, at least in the early performances.  This was not only a casting decision, but also a theatrical adaptation to the "realistic television" style of acting.  The novelty also lay in the intertextual use of celebraties from the TV series in the theatre text (Quinn, 1990; Carlson, 1994).  In Israeli theatre this was an act of recognition of the subcultures.  Theatre found itself experiencing a new phenomenon of fans waiting outside the stage-door, before and after the performance, for their television heroes.  

A Theatrical Discussion of Rape
The Hebrew theatre has been perceived by its audiences since its inception in the '20s as a highbrow cultural activity whose contents are given great importance, to the extent of arousing public controversy following certain of its productions. Its audiences generally comprise the well-educated, who often deliberately choose original plays in order to examine for themselves, in a public place and within their own "social group" the problems and conflicts which disturb them, including those questions of cultural identity which so bother an immigrant society. This combination of elements explains the importance of the public discussion of various issues in the Israeli theatre. Regarding Israel's womens' theatre, it is important to note the absence of female subjects and female "voices" from the plays.


Only a small number of women playwrights  are active in the Israeli theatre. The number of original plays written by women that reach the stage is low, and this has remained the case even in the '80s and '90s, despite an increase in the number of playwrights. The male playwright domination of Israeli theatre is only one of its masculine characteristics. Administrative positions (artistic and otherwise) in the large theatres were always reserved for men. There are a few women who have administered or are currently administering small theatres. At first glance, it would appear that Israeli theatre has reserved an important place for its actresses. However, their status as stage figures is determined by texts written and directed by men.


Under such conditions it is "natural" for women's theatre in Israel to find its place on the fringes. The repertoire of women's plays dealing with women's issues is surprisingly limited. It contains theatrical texts presenting the "authentic" views of women on events involving men, such as a women's conversation about war, or the "social" plays which deal firmly with family violence or bettered women, etc. The number of plays aimed at "re-writing" the place of women in Jewish and Israeli myths is particularly small. (Avigal, 1996)


There is another way for women playwrights to gain access to the Israeli theatre repertoire and its public stages - by adapting to its "masculinity".  This is possibly the reason why several such playwrights (the most successful of whom are Shulamit Lapid and Edna Mazya) have reservations in regard to any attempt to link them to Feminism.  Mazya even declared: "I think that I have a masculine outlook.  To a certain extent.  I have just written a novel in the masculine first person singular.  I'm very interested in the use of power and in powerful viewpoints."


 The public debate in Games in the Backyard features two different views of the subject of rape .  One, the "didactic", is that of the playwright, who conceived the play as an opportunity to deal with rape in public, in order to prevent similar acts from happening.  The second is that of critical radical-feminisim, according to which this is "only a docu-drama", and even this one case is a masculine interpretation of rape, according to which Dvori is suggested to have "brought it upon herself".  


Criticism relating to the enactment of rape in the play also took two paths.  Amir Orian was convinced that the play only attracted an audience because of the rape in Kibbutz 

Shomrat, and that it was acclaimed "because it is impossible not to like something that openly states it is against rape.";  this is "a pleading play aimed at satisfying personal voyeuristic desires  as well as public moral aspirations."; a play that "can be introduced into the social studies classes in high schools." (which was not intended as a compliment) (Orian, 1993).  In contrast, Elyakim Yaron recommended the play: "this is an important play not only because it deals courageously with a ugly and difficult phenomenon, but because it questions the myth of the tsabar [a term used to denote the native-born Israeli], , its machoism, its emptiness and the violence which stems from boredom and lack of values." (Yaron, 1993)  Yaron's opinion was endorsed by Doron Sharem: "This play [...] is a social document on the image of the Israeli male.  Violent, tough, macho, strong over those who are weak.  The play does not leave its spectators unmoved, and after watching it some deep soul-searching is called for [...] what has happened to us, that rapists and those guilty of sexual harassment are hardly punished." (Sharem, 1993)


The critical attitude to Israeli male chauvinism relates to the importance of the army among pre-conscription youth, such as those in the play.  The army is a male social framework and women have only an instrumental role in it.  A kibbutz member who published a critical review of Games in the Backyard, reveals much about a viewpoint in which rape is seen merely as an accident which obstructed the military career of several of the play's protagonists: 

As one who grew up on the hard fringes of kibbutz youth, I confess here for the first time, that I was present on  two occasions that were amazingly similar to the Shomrat case [...] in dozens of other cases the facts were swept under the carpet [...] Mazya's characters are incredibly similar to typical kibbutz youth, and Kottler so polished them to perfection that sometimes into your heart steals a drop of pity for a promising career in a naval squadron or elite army unit, now ruined because of one not particularly successful night out with the gang. (Ben Halevi, 1993)


Female criticism of how the act of rape was shown was particularly harsh.  It was principally directed against the cultural construction of rape as an act with violence on one side and desire on the other. Such an interpretation sees some justification in rape as an expression of male desire for a woman.  Esther Eilam, one of the founders of the Israeli Feminist Movement, is convinced that the play creates a "pornographization of rape", by presenting the rape from the point of view of the rapists and not of the victim.  The stage wall has written on it "do not cast me off in my erect age".  Eilam interprets the graffiti (which is an ironic adaptation of the saying "do not cast me off in my old age") as a somewhat mocking legitimization of rape.  The emphasis on erection is to show "that it is as if the motive for rape is sexual.  In fact, rape is an expression of male need in a patriarchal society to control women by means of sex." (Eilam, 1993; Brownmiller, 1975:8)


Eilam's criticism relates to the title of the play: Games in the Backyard, according to which "the rape is simply a matter of 'playing'.  And girls are not allowed to play dangerous games. 'Backyard' emphasizes that the rape victims are fringe figures, belonging to the dark streets."  An additional message found by Eilam in the play is that 

the girls and women who rebel against their traditional roles are exceptional.  Dvori, in the play, dreams of buying a heavy motorbike, competing with the boys at beer drinking [...] the play does not support the girl's ambitions to release herself from the strict division of roles which is forcing her into a corner of feminine sub-culture.  It even sees her as encouraging rape.  The message is that girls should curl up in their corners, otherwise what awaits them, as in a tragedy, is the punishment of rape." (Eilam, 1993)


Feminist criticism of the play is also directed at the process which creates a fetishized image of the girl's body.  Indeed, throughout the play Mazya/Kottler construct an image of a woman as an object arousing men's passions.  There are many references to the female body, all of them masculine: "You're gonna fuck her?"  "She has a nice ass. Small but full."  The youths check whether Dvori's bra is padded and her breasts are really what is filling it out, and in one of the scenes they drench her in water to make her clothes cling to her body; the defence attorneys explain the "easy" penetration of her body during the rape as her readiness for the act because "her vagina was oiled".  Dvori/Matitiyahu (as well as the actresses in the 

other productions) is dressed in a summer frock showing her arms and legs.  When she sways she reveals different parts of her body.  Eilam notes: 

I witnessed a collection of sensational details.  Together with the rest of the audience I found myself peeping through a hole in the backyard, replacing the hole in the lock of the bedroom door, when we are supposed to guess whether we can see anything of the girl dressed in the short, short frock.  Most of the excitement was generated by the question of when the rape would take place.(ibid) 


In a circular distributed by a women's group protesting against the play it was claimed, amongst other things, that: "At the end, when the prosecutor removes her gown she is wearing a dress of the same style as that of the rape victim which had 'inflamed' the imagination of the rapists."  The feminist interpretation of the play found it to contain a core of pornography lacking in any feminine sensitivity.  A rape victim wrote following the play: 

I didn't find out how the victim felt [...] she doesn't have a sense of humour, and her childish behaviour on the one hand, together with her promiscuity on the other, were not enough to characterise her.  In contrast to her, the men are smart, slick and consolidated.  So who was the play really about? (Angie, 1993)
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Mazya gives as good as she gets: "The feminists claim that my play portrays a figure who brought the rape upon herself."  She sees Dvori as a prototype of the class "easy lay": 

Dvori is one of those easily recognisable types who attract derision.  I deliberately chose a young girl who expressed herself through her attire.  Through smoking and dance.  An extreme case.  Nonetheless, I still say that such a girl should not be raped!  The case of a young and completely innocent girl is clearly a crime.  Such a crime is still serious however far the girl goes.  I say, through the prosecutor, that Dvori is a bad girl who plays in the backyard.  A bad girl is one who knows no limits.  This is the didactic aspect of the play that says pay attention to those who are such an open sore and pity them!  Rape does not happen to everyone.  To say that it happens to everyone is to whitewash it; hypocritical righteousness. It's simply not true.  And then one can't deal with the problem.  At least with the problem I deal with, that of gang rape.


Nonetheless, Mazya hesitated over the dramatic price she would have to pay for the "didactic" aims of her play, particularly the degree of condemnation of rape demanded from her.  She felt that the prosecuting attorney's speech at the end of the play was too didactic.  She finally decided to take a clear judgmental stand and leave the speech in:

Prosecutor: Dvori's a bad girl.  She likes to play in backyards.  She's the type who's drawn to danger.  To violence.  To the sordid side of life.  It goes without saying that a happy childhood and a surplus of love are not among the reasons that motivate people to seek attention in dark places.  So she's a girl like that.  So what?  What does it mean?  That she wanted three boys to have sex with her?  To degrade her?  To treat her like a block of wood?  She wanted to play with them...and they knew that she just wanted to play.  But they used the games.  To obscure the borderline.  To penetrate her body and her soul violently while pretending it was just a game.  They had no pity for her or control over themselves.  So, just like in a game, the one who breaks the rules...loses. (Mazya, 1994)


The director, Oded Kottler, found that: "There is something in the girl that arouses empathy.  And in a strange way I even feel the envy of the young spectators watching the girl.  Despite her being raped.  She is at the centre of things.  As prosecutor she pays them back; she takes revenge."  Kottler is certain "that the youths do what they do not because they are bad.  But because they have become a gang.  Because it is important for them what the others do.  This is also true for the youthful spectators who are watching them. If you ask the young audience for their opinion on the rape they will say 'Great!'  Therefore in working with the actors I wasn't judgmental during the process, only at the end, at the sentencing.  I am 

even very fond of them.  I felt a sort of identification with them, with their charm and the courting game.  Until it reaches rape."


A discussion with the actors about the rape, published in a newspaper interview shortly after the play was first staged, attests to the "neutral" approach of the director and to a sort of "accord" between the actors and the characters they play.  It reads almost like a piece of dialogue from the play itself and is directed at the shared cultural background of the actors and their audiences, particularly at the young men in the audience:

Shai Capon: We don't take a stand.  I can understand in principle how such a thing happens.  I'm not for things that are against the law, but I understand the human motives of the boys, energy, urges, stress; however you need to know where the limits are.

Question: Don't boys usually want more than girls?

Capon (smiling): The girls always want it with me, but if they don't want then they don't want.  There are little arguments that can get them. So they are usually convinced and say yes.

Uri Gottlieb: Boys usually want it sooner and more strongly.

Capon: And girls are more sophisticated.  It's their role.  And our role is to fight them.  Like in nature.

Moshe Ben-Bassat: As a boy, I was more obsessive.  Following my dick.  That changed.  Today, until they throw me onto the bed and take my clothes off, nothing happens.

[...]

Gottlieb: Sometimes they say no just because they're girls. [...]

Capon: The question that most bothers me is what happens to us in a situation when a miserable girl, in that sort of tragic situation, is ready to go and sleep with a lot of boys just to get some affection.  That bothers me.

[...]

Gottlieb: Yes, but at age 17 you don't think about that so much.

Capon: At that age too.  The minute she says no, it should be no.

Gottlieb: It's the naivety.  And if in the middle of a fuck the girl says no, no, no, what am I supposed to understand from that?  That she meant it that she doesn't want to fuck?

Capon: I became convinced during the process of rehearsals, that the law is meant to protect those miserable souls who aren't able to protect themselves.  That's what I like about the play.

Question: And it can't happen to you?

Ben-Bassat: I believe that nearly every person has the dangerous potential to be dragged into such a situation. (Niv, 1993)

Outwardly, this and other evidence regarding the enthusiastic reception of the play by young men, who interpreted it from a chauvinistic point of view, validate the feminist criticism.  However, such criticism relates to the original performance, and not to the changes that took place in it, mainly in the actress playing the role of the rape victim.   These changes indicate the possibility of an alternative interpretation of the text.  Like the actors in the television series, Michal Matitiyahu too arrived at the role with celebrity status after playing Tel Aviv Tales by Ayelet Menachmi and Nirit Yaron (1992).  In the film she played a policewoman who takes the law into her own hands to force her husband to grant her a divorce.  In order to do so, she illegally obtains and uses a weapon, and after giving in to her husband once - she takes hostages until the husband can be found and forced to give her the divorce.  The female view of this film (the film makers are women) is founded, as noted by Orli Lubin, "upon a unified and autonomous female subject" (Lubin, 1995: 372)  In Games in the Backyard Michal Matitiyahu is working within a "male" text, sometimes according to its rules, and sometimes she represents the subversive female voice - mainly when playing the prosecutor.  Her process of creating this role was a gradual one.  At first she contented herself with studying the fate of a particular young woman: 

When I began to act I didn't think about the significance of this role which I wanted so much to play.  Afterwards I did some research.  I read the trial transcript and spoke to the rape victim.  My motivation was to understand this girl.  And each time I would ask myself: 'How come doesn't she go home?'  Me, now, I'd go home.  I built her an internal monologue.  From her and from within myself.  In it, I explained everything to myself as a wish to be with one of the boys who I would choose as well as a wish for him to like me.  Even when things got as far as taking off my bra.  I built up the role against this.  She wants him badly and she wants it to happen with him.  She is rejected and has no friends.  And that justifies everything.

         Only at a later stage did Matitiyahu arrive at the rape itself: "For a long time I ignored the rape and turned it all into theatre.  At certain moments the actors would be too rough and I would need to set the limits.  Six months ago I couldn't go on any longer. [after the play had been running for 3 years. D.U.]  I felt that I didn't want them to touch me.  I got up and stopped them."    At this stage she began to quarrel with the attitude of "neutrality" or "justification" for rape shown by both the actors and the young men watching the play: "I don't have a problem with their thinking she deserves it [...] they're childish.  Perhaps they're chauvinists.  Or they don't have any feelings.  Or they interpret the game of courtship between men and women as rape.  That anyone who behaves like that deserves it."  Nonetheless, she is aware that as a woman she serves as a mediator between the male actors and themselves.  They touch themselves, whisper furtively, sway in rhythm.  At one stage the erotic link is not just with her.  "They underwent an interesting process that wasn't there at the beginning.  They became a group, physically intimate, almost erotic."  Her presence on the stage turned her into a focal point,  absorbing these energies and enabling the creation of this male bonded group.


Matitiyahu's answer to the masculine interpretation of the rape took shape during the performances, mainly in her role as the prosecutor, using different emphases to check the male reaction. The slightness of  text gave her the freedom to try various strategies: from aggression to a pretended imploring.  The male actors, confronting her with a united identity, had to get used to the changes she initiated, which gave her control and the ability to act.  This strength enabled her, as she notes: "To pay them back."  At first she played the role of the prosecutor aggressively, to which one of the female critics reacted: "The prosecutor is battling the male defense attorneys/accused men, but, precisely because she is even more vulgar and macho than they are, she accepts the rules of the game of the male world and thus of course weakens the play's message." (Weitz, 1993)  Michal later chose a more restrained and "logical" approach: "In the final monologue I seek a way to moderate the emotion present in the prosecutor's words.  I actually speak them quietly."  In a male world "to reveal sensitivity is a weakness and I don't want to be weak.  I want to win."


Games in the Backyard is a play which presents us with different approaches  regarding the discussion of rape in the theatre.  Is the feminist criticism justified?  Or, is the "extreme case" approach taken by the playwright more correct?  Is theatre a place in which, without frustrating the spectators, it is possible to aim at a particular "didactic" target?  I believe that a one-sided attempt to take a stand regarding a theatrical play does not take into account the fact that many "voices" are to be heard at a performance, and a complicated process of negotiating meaning takes place (O'Toole, 1992: 216-235).  The success of such a process is conditional upon the play being interesting and its approach to the central issue not being one-sided.  The discussion begins from the playwright's initial confrontation with the prevailing cultural concepts.  It continues with a dialogue between the director and actors, and among the actors themselves.  From the moment the play goes on stage, the discursive process expands following audience reception of the play, both by means of the media and in the framework of educational debates which have much to say about the subject.  This process continues for as long as the play is running and changes take place initiated by the actors as a result of audience and other reactions.  


Theatre, due to the process of negotiating meaning, may fulfil the wishes of Sharon Markus and provide a suitable framework for change in the approach to rape:

Rape exists because our experience and deployment of our bodies is the effect of interpretations, representations and fantasies which often position us in ways amenable to the realization of the rape script: as paralyzed, as incapable of physical violence, as fearful.  New cultural productions and reinscriptions of our bodies and our geographies can help us begin to revise the grammar of violence and to represent ourselves in militant new ways. (Marcus, 1992: 392)


In spite of this, the theatrical debate alone cannot lead to the desired results.  What it can do, however, is to create a chauvinist text without meaning to.  Games in the Backyard is in many respects a "masculine" text, particularly in the gradual creation of a fetishized "female" image and in the male version of justice at the end.  Nonetheless, it does contain critical elements,  as in the figure of the female prosecutor, whose reception may lead to an alternative reading of the text.  Is the prosecutor's "masculinity" a trait that assigns her to the hegemony and reinforces the male discourse?  Or, alternatively, is she a strategy to reinforce the female voice?  Do the playwright's dealings with girls like Dvori limit the debate and obscure the use of rape (as the feminists claim) as a threat by means of which all men keep all women in a constant state of fear?  Or are we dealing with a play about an extreme case, in which a young girl collaborates in the act until the moment of rape, with the accompanying statement: here too it is forbidden!  All these are questions which remain open.  Identifying Games in the Backyard as a theatrical-television text supports its "openness" to many interpretations.  Creating meaning in such a text, notes Fiske, is polysemic. (Fiske, 1987:65-66)  The theatrical-television text Games in the Backyard is aimed at mixed audiences of adults and youth, women and men, with "masculine" or "feminine" viewpoints, or those who see both viewpoints.  Different readings of the play make the rape at its centre a constant subject of discussion and demand that a moral-judgemental stand be taken - and it is here that its power lies.
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