
 

Yael Cramsky: "The words are not enough anymore" 

An interview conducted by Anat Zecharia 

 

An Interview with Passport ensemble's director, a moment before the premiere of "Under the 

Sign of the Lotus" – a theatrical-visual adaptation of Dan Tsalka's novel which was written as 

a response to the murder of Yitzhak Rabin, former prime minister of Israel. 

 

 

It seems that Yael Cramsky acts in the world as if she has nothing to lose. An example? In 

December 2015 she started a hunger strike in front of the Ministry of Culture, following the 

freezing of the independent artists' supporting funds, after a production for which she took a 

loan of 104 thousand NIS. The Ministry quickly took action. 

Cramsky is the head of the acting program in the theatre department of TAU and a directing 

and acting teacher. She started out as a choreographer, graduated from The Jerusalem 

Academy of Music and Dance and created in Tel-Aviv and in New York. Around the age of 

40, she realized that the dance world doesn't satisfy her and started studying theatre 

directing, crossing from the motility language to the literal one, making the texts the center of 

her works, searching for some collective subconscious. In 2014, she decided to establish her 

own theatre group under the name "Passport" – the same garment we all need in order to 

belong. 

 

Withstanding the Test of Taste 

Why did you decide to establish "Passport" Ensemble? What did you lack? 

The thoughts about the path I choose were with me all along. I came to theatre after a very 

serious career in dance and the transition wasn't simple for me. After I've finished my studies 

in TAU, it took me quite some time until I could understand, comprise and decide I am 

directing. Slowly, I understood the language I'm involved with won't satisfy the desires of the 

repertory theatre, and as one who considers herself an artist, I need to create the unique 

niche for me, which will have high costs, as well. 

That you still pay? 

Of course. I knew that the costs will be the quantity and type of audience who'll watch my 

works. I knew that my occupation is political and, in that sense also, I couldn’t feel free in 

institutionalized theatre. Not to mention the theatre language that is more abstract and 

committed to the text or to the textual fields that may not be open to every type of audience. 

But I have to qualify that, because I love every audience and want to meet them. The 

ensemble meets the general public as well, and I realize more and more that the severity in 

which I judged it in the past was wrong. The audience picks a theatre just as it picks a 

restaurant, and I give this example following my son, Ido Cramsky, that became a chef. His 

perception made everything organized for me – everything is a choice of taste and style. We 

just need to withstand the taste test. 



For me, the ensemble today is an artistic territory that is placed it the Tel-Aviv Museum of Art 

that adopted us, because our whole visual language belongs to the perception taken place 

in the museum. Moreover, Dina Konson, who's in charge of the set and costumes design, 

and Iris Mualem, who's in charge of the videoart and lightning design, capture our works as 

a display with a show's parameters. The space between theatre and visual art is the central 

dialogue in the ensemble, in terms of developing a unique theatre language. 
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The Reason I Wake Up in the Morning 

Cramsky tells that in 2014, she first started to fiddle with textual fields that aren’t necessarily 

plays. It excited her and made her make the final decision to establish a group, in which that 

will be the main occupation. "This is an autonomous group that doesn’t fit in any other 

category," she explains, "it took us five years until we got recognition." 



How did you manage five years? 

We acted as an underground theatre group, with poor budgets and enormous difficulty and 

with great joy of creation. With the stubbornness and the goal in front of us, we reached all 

the criteria and established a non-profit organization – all, to allow the artistic freedom to 

continue to create and develop. This is the main reason I wake up in the morning." 

You adapted to stage quite a lot of texts, among others "Citizen K" – an adaptation of 

"The Trial" by Franz Kafka; "Passport" – texts from "Conversations with Refugees" by 

Brecht, documentary texts based on letters exchange between Walter Benjamin and 

Gershom Scholem and testimonies of Cramsky's father, a WWII refugee; the novel 

"And He is the Light" by Lea Goldberg, which is with autobiographical foundations; 

the novel "Being There" by Jerzy Kosiński combined with speeches of US presidents, 

which inspired the production "Somewhere"; and now, the novel "Under the Sign of 

the Lotus" by Dan Tsalka, published in 2002, as a reaction to the crisis following 

Yitzhak Rabin's murder. What captured you in Tsalka's text? 

I was always captured in Tsalka's smart and rare writing. Entering Tsalka is agreeing to 

enter an entanglement of situations, characters, multi-ideas, a lot of anchors of knowledge 

and research. Tsalka has a rich and genius world of refined expressions. When you reach 

that husk, you go down to the Israeli society's engine. "Under the Sign of the Lotus" was 

Tsalka's last published novel before his death in 2005. When I started adapting it to stage in 

2016, I felt I'm not ready for it yet; that beforehand, I need to deal with how the citizen 

handles a system. That is why I went for Kafka. 

So, if we take a look at your sequence of creation, Kafka brings Lea Goldberg and 

Jerzy Kosiński brings Tsalka. Can you say something about that? 

"Passport" dealt with immigrants' alienation, when we were deep inside the refugee problem 

which was created in Israel. To quote Brecht: "The passport is the most noble part of the 

man." – he is measured by it and without it, there is neither land nor ground. This was also 

the ensemble's opening shot, the try to search the state's recognition, because without it 

we'll have no existence. We're all bound to some regulations. 

Out of the tangle of bureaucracy we were required to pass, we transferred to "Citizen K". On 

the simplest level, there was parallel between what we've been through and what happened 

on stage, but on the deeper level, your dependance on getting a response from the system 

is tragic. Usually, it doesn't have any. Through Kafka I reached Goldberg, who wrote the 

most interesting articles I read about him. She succeeded in handling both the literary and 

the personal, the national and the private, of whom she coronated as the greatest of 

"exceptions" of literature. She opened the door to Kafka, for me. 
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Reviving the Dialogue 

When I look on the sequence of creations you choose to bring on stage, beyond that 

that they're political and all deal with the unbearable, handling it and the complexity of 

existence, it seems to me that what occupies you in the deeper level is your need to 

cure the dialogue, that has been fading and disappearing from our lives. 

Absolutely. The dialogue's death is the most painful issue in my life. We live in a reality 

where words move away from the act, and I search for a place where the world, intention 

and heart beat together, are at the same spot. And from this perspective exactly Lea 

Goldberg brings into the sequence the fear of insanity. The dialogue is shrinking because of 

our fears. A person closes-up and seals once he is anxious for his existence, and the fear is 

not always realistic. Lea lived under the fear of her father's insanity her whole life, and that is 

the part of her which I exposed. 

So, each work exposes another fear and creates dialogue around it? 

Exactly that. I expose fears. 

And the distancing, supposedly, through "Being There" by Jerzy Kosiński was the 

way to go back to the local-political? 



In the repeated elections that were here, I felt they were doing copy-paste to speeches in an 

unsensible way. I asked Einat Kafka, my talented right hand, to check it through all US 

presidents' speeches. Slowly, we realized that it works like that, exactly, including the use of 

a very specific rhetoric. What we hear today are recycled historic speeches. That's why, in 

most cases, there is also no connection between what is being said and what happens in 

reality. 

In "Somewhere" we took the climax of the dialogue's death, because the hero, Chauncy, has 

no clue in all relating to communication with human beings. His whole world revolves around 

gardening and precisely there, all he says sounds logical. The nature is simple – if you water 

it, it grows and if it is autumn so there's fall and if the roots are strong and deep, everything's 

okay and everything will be okay. The modification I did is that I didn't make him a celebrity 

in the end, but put him in jail. For me, it was more correct to show the exploitation did to him 

by society. 
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A Journey of Conscious and Instincts 

How do you adapt text to stage, how much do you allow yourself to be elastic? 

First, the writers I choose to adapt didn't write prose or poetry only. The extant of their 

creation also includes journals, letters, essays and biographies. After that, it also depends on 

the author's approval and what I lacked in the adaptation during the process. Accordingly, I 

know if that's an adaptation by or based on. In "Lea" it was an adaptation by, because I felt 

there's nothing missing, and with Tslka it's an adaptation based on. 

For me, in the adaptation process, the use of different genres allows the actors more 

virtuoso acting keys. The show itself has the possibility to go through some kind of 

conscious, instinctive journey, with different types of intimacy. The actors need to succeed in 

passing between those worlds, and that's why they need to be virtuosic. 

Overall, our language becomes a language of visual images, following Instagram and 

emojis. This understanding increased for me the need for deepening the image world in 

"Under the Sign of the Lotus". Nowadays, the theatre needs to take seriously the fact that 

only text, a chair and clear stage are not enough anymore. The space, the costumes, the 

stage, the lightning and textures were always no less important for me than the text, maybe 

because I'm married to an architect. The visual is not only a component in the theatre 

creation, there are moments where it substitutes for the textual language. 

In the beginning of the adaptation there is mostly disassembly, because most of the time I 

don't know, but once I recognize the essence, I filter the components through it. What 

doesn't get through, doesn’t go in and all is derived and unravel from there, including the 

stage image. But it takes a lot of time. "Under the Sign of the Lotus" was the hardest novel I 

ever came across to adapt. 

And in Lotus, what did you understand about the essence? 

I realized we must transform internally. We'll have to relearn what is generosity, what is 

kindness, what is modesty, in order to realize that recognition of the stranger in front of us is 

recognition of ourselves. My inspiration comes from the author and psychoanalyst Julia 

Kristeva. For her, the human body is not a closed system that is clearly, stably and 

consistently distinguished from the world, but a system that is open and penetrable. The 

inside of the self is not closed-up to the externality of the world – it lives it and rejects the 

things it cannot handle. All that we try not to see as part of us, keeps returning to us, so to 

achieve mental health, as part of the human existence, we must stay in contact with it. 

So, although all the authors you chose to adapt are men, except Goldberg, the one 

who motivates the ground forces and is always there, is Julia Kristeva for you? 

Lea Goldberg is the love of life and the only one that the whole thing was launched by, and 

beside her, Kristeva. But I did gender-turnover in Tsalka, also. He wrote the text about 

Gaffni, who is a man and, in the adaptation, it is Geffen, who is a queen. If Tsalka was alive, 

I allow myself to assume we'd be having a fascinating discussion about it. The actress Dina 

Blei is the queen who will come from the kingdom of the house of David, and since she is a 

great actress, she succeeds to expand and deepen the gender interpretation and not to 

repeat herself. 
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"The actors who work with me have unique abilities" 

When you write the adaptation, are you designating it for specific actors in the 

ensemble? 

Every time I write them and for them. I'm not starting the adaptation without knowing the 

casting. We act as a family, very connected and the dialogue and mutual trust between us 

are above all. Eyal Zusman, for instance, who is an actor with endless depths, established 

the ensemble with me and we work together since our days at Tel-Aviv University, where we 

studied together. Yoav Hait, who is a gifted actor in my opinion, brings into the dialogue on a 

role such a rich and unusual internal world. 

What do you look for in actors? 

First, before and above all, intelligence. After that, great technique for handling texts – 

leading texts skillfully, accurately and in a virtuosic way, which considers changes and 

transitions. I insist on it. This starts from learning the punctuation signs, the marks that 

dictate the execution. They need high emotional intelligence with wide range of emotional 

situations, to know how to assimilate and turn around and stop in certain moments, in which 

rhythm and speed to pass from one situation to another. The actors I work with are actors 

with unique abilities. They're able to stop and say: "I can't say this sentence in a way that will 

echo its dramatic logic." As an ensemble, each work should take us all to a new place. 

So, to which new place did you reach with "Under the Sign of the Lotus"? 

For the first time, I understood that in order to use the words in a way that will pass to the 

audience, I have to create moments that include translation in the body. The speeches Dina 

delivers in the show are taken from Tsalka, and I felt Tsalka reaches the edge of the word's 



ability. I needed to find a way to deliver a speech in the body, so we watched documentaries 

of speeches, in order to draw elements from them into the physical language, that influence 

the mind more than the word. I went back to dance, where the body is a literal object. Until 

the age of 42, that's what I did, and because of the trauma of giving dance up, it took me 

many years to come back there, but in a completely different way. The same research I do 

on texts, I've been doing on physical language for years. 

It has an enormous impact and without a doubt, it's related to the pandemic, also. The 

limitation on physical language terrified me – what do you understand from the world when 

you have no physical junction with it? We starved for areas we were used to, and we 

understood something about the world and our profession we didn't before, and it got in to 

"Lotus". It also happened to me with the students. You can't teach acting on Zoom – acting 

is physical, theatre is a live meeting between actors and audience. You can't do it any other 

way. 
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After Medea, I wasn't the same person. 

You still teach. What does teaching give you, that you can’t give up? 

I've been teaching for years, and for me teaching is not just a job. It's in my blood and soul. 

It's a deep foundation in my need to meet up and explore together. My students are my 

fellow researchers. They taught me about life, about identities, about the human soul. The 

ability to direct characters and situations has to do with it, too, with this deep familiarization 

with an enormous, rare range of identities. 

If we go back for a moment, what is there in theatre, that you cannot find in any other 

form of art? 

If dance deals with the physical communication, that start in the beginning of man, in his pre-

labial period, the theatre brings up issues of language, the dismantling of language and of 

communication. From the first word to be said, the humans begin to consume their 

environment differently. For me, the theatre deals with words' mediation of the world. I want 

to get closer – so that the alienation, the misunderstanding, will have a huge spot inside us. 

It is pathetic to fight it. 

What is the work that most influenced you as a child and made you who you are? 

In their innocence, my parents, who got stuck without a babysitter, took me when I was at 

the age of six or five to watch "Medea" at Haifa Theatre, with Hanna Maron, directed by 

Yossi Yzraely, who later became my mythological teacher. It influenced me irreversibly. I 

don't know what I got of didn't get, but I saw, I absorbed, I felt in my body's frequency, and 

from that on, I wasn't the same Yael. 

Thirty years later I met Yossi Yzraely and he became my mentor, guided and accompanied 

me from my firsts works. In retrospect, ever since that "Medea" I didn't have any world but 

the stage. There, I saw movement and situations and it opened a whole world for me. 

As a known text lover, which text acts in you now? 

Weirdly and without knowing why, right now I'm reading Krylov's Fables – those perfect 

beauty, mind provoking. I'm just occupied by a fable, telling the story of a truck carrying two 

barrels – one filled with wine who stood and didn't sway and the other one, empty, that didn't 

keep quiet the entire way. A fable with a message not bad for us all. 

 

 

Under the Sign of the Lotus: Writing, Adaptation to stage and Director – Yael Cramsky, Set and 

Costume Design – Dina Konson, Video Art and Lighting Design – Iris Mualem, Music – Ronen 

Shapiro, Video Editor – Tami Shaham 

Actors: Dina Blei, Yoav Hait, Eyal Zusman, Gabi David, Elizabeth Vaisman 


