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A woman’s angle

• BY BARRY DAVIS

Nurit Jacobs-Yinon has a bee buzzing deter-
minedly in her bonnet. The award-winning 
independent filmmaker – who is nothing if not 
brave – has decided to take on the religious es-

tablishment, practically single handed.
“I don’t know whether I would use the term ‘brave,’” she 

says somewhat diffidently. “I do my best to ensure that my 
art addresses matters about which I am curious.”

A look at the output of her Aluma Films setup, and some 
of her ongoing contributions to various discussion forums 
on relevant topics – as well as her appearances on the lec-
ture circuit – intimates that Jacobs-Yinon appears to be 
damning herself with faint praise. 

“In the case of A Tale of A Woman and a Robe, that goes be-

yond pure artistic intent,” she concedes. “I hope it is taking 
a step up into the realms, of what is called activism.”

The work in question is a 30-minute documentary based 
on the video artwork which first saw the public light of day 
three years ago, as part of an exhibition at Zareski Public 
Artists’ House in Tel Aviv. The video art won the 2013 Israeli 
Free-style Documentary Forum Award.

The show was based entirely on the matter of the tevila, 
the immersion ceremony, at the mikve, or ritual bathhouse, 
which completes the long process of conversion to Judaism 
by women. As the video shows, in the starkest possible way, 
the final stage involves the woman having to step into the 
pool, and immerse herself wearing a robe, in the presence 
of three male rabbis. That, contends Jacobs-Yinon unequiv-
ocally, is simply inappropriate.

Jacobs-Yinon is not some secular left-wing sociopolitical 
activist looking to stick it to the religious powers-that-be. 
The mother of four comes from the religious fold and she is 
trying to change things from within. 

“I see the crux of my impact in terms of a documenter, 
but I firmly believe that art also has a legitimate and change 
generating role in reality,” she declares.

The Tel Aviv exhibition, which was co-curated with Raz 
Samira, also incorporated works by other artists, and mem-
bers of the religious community with a burning interest in 
the contentious topic. There was a series of combined tech-
nique drawings by Hila Karabelnikov-Paz, which depict-
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ed the tevila ceremony from different perspectives, while 
paintings by Shimon Pinto proffered an unblinkered view 
of the mikve room, which intentionally blurred gender 
distinctions. The booklet that accompanied the exhibition 
featured some insightful and emotive essays by a number 
of leading lights in the field, such as rabbinic pleader Rivka 
Lubitch.

The exhibition compendium also contained a contribu-
tion from rabbanit and lawyer Michal Tikochinsky, who 
heads the Beit Midrash for Women’s Leadership at Beit 
Morasha in Jerusalem, entitled “And a Woman Immerses 
the Woman: The Ritual Immersion for Conversion in the 
Presence of the Beit Din – A Proposal for Review.”

With the benefit of hindsight, and with such a loaded 
agenda, perhaps the gradual but gathering fallout should 
not have come as a surprise. Jacobs-Yinon’s work drew the 
attention of the Posen Foundation which, as the organiza-
tion website puts it, “aims to make the study of Judaism as 
Culture accessible to as many groups and communities in 
Israeli society as possible.”

The confluence between the filmmaker and the founda-
tion appears to be accruing moss. 

In late May, Bet Avi Chai in Jerusalem held an event 
based around the screening of A Tale of A Woman and a 
Robe. The program includes the release of a DVD set of the 
movie plus a new textual version of the exhibition book-
let, and the launch of a new website dedicated to the video. 
The proceedings also included a panel discussion featuring 
TV personality Gal Gabai, who focuses on religious topics, 
and recently joined forces with Rabbi Benny Lau in the 929 
venture which is designed to proffer the Bible to one and 

all. Gabai acted as panel moderator, with Tikochinsky, Rab-
bi Yehoshua Pfeffer and Dr. Tomer Persico in the lineup, 
along with Jacobs-Yinon herself.

Jacobs-Yinon is delighted with the alliance. 
“My synergy with the Posen Foundation is a natural 

one,” she notes. “The foundation promotes a contempo-
rary and humanist cultural Jewish mindset which is very 
relevant for my world and my work. One of the areas that 
engage me in my personal life is the tension that exists be-
tween the Jewish Halacha and natural ethics, in the con-
text of life today, and to strive to correct that which I con-
sider to be wrong.”

The filmmaker makes no distinction between her life and 
her art, and she says that, too, provides her with funda-
mental common ground with the foundation. 

“Most foundations, or various bodies, are connected with 
art or with issues that interest me and, in general, there is 
a contradiction between the two,” she continues. “I greatly 
appreciate the Posen Foundation, and the link they make 
between my different spheres. I know that is rare. I am de-
lighted to have found a sort of new home, which knows 
how to differentiate between the different rooms.”

Jacobs-Yinon clearly means business and is doing every-
thing in her power to get the establishment, and the public 
in general, to sit up and take note. 

“The aim is twofold,” she explains. “I want to keep this 
issue out there, and make sure people know about these 
things.” 

That, it seems, was pretty much achieved following the 
Artists House display. 

“There was an amazing reaction to the exhibition,” she 
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says. “There wasn’t a TV channel or newspaper that didn’t 
cover it.”

Jacobs-Yinon says she hadn’t expected such a wave of in-
terest, and that she made the video installation as a sort of 
aside. 

“I was in the middle of making a movie which I had 
been working on for 10 years,” she explains. The work in 
question is Nazareth Cinema Lady, about a religious Muslim 
woman who sets out to open her own cinematheque. The 
film won an award at last month’s annual Epos Interna-
tional Art Film Festival. 

“We did it as a sort of comic distraction, with the editor 
that was working with me on Nazareth Cinema Lady,” says 
Jacobs-Yinon with a smile.

The director has had time to dwell on the waves spawned 
by the work. 

“I think the video had such a powerful effect because, 
even though it’s not news, it is news,” she said. “Not many 
people know about this [witnessing of women’s tevila by 
men]. It was known only to a few people. As a religious 
woman, I didn’t know about it either.” 

Jacobs-Yinon also believes that the exhibition’s comple-
mentary catalogue articles also did the trick. 

“It was the first time that nine women wrote about the 
topic from all sorts of angles – Tikochinsky from the hala-
chic perspective, Rivka Lubitch looks at 
the midrash, [Yesh Atid MK] Aliza 
Lavie writes on politics, and there 
is artistic critique as well as person-
al testimony by [former MK] Orit 
Zuaretz.” 

The latter is a compelling and 
moving section in the catalogue. 
The former MK was born in the 
USSR, to a Christian mother, and 
as such had to undergo the mikve 
ritual together with her mother. 
She was six years old at the time, 
and remembers it as a traumatic 
childhood experience.

For Jacobs-Yinon, the inter-
face between the different con-
tributors to the booklet reflects 
the growing desire to amend 
the current state of affairs of the 
female convert’s tevila arrange-
ments. 

“They didn’t write their es-
says at the same time, or for the 
catalogue,” she says. “This is, 
in fact, the first time that these 
people, who come from differ-
ent fields, thought about the 
issue individually and came 
together and published their 
thoughts and feelings.”

That yielded significant added value. 
“The effect of that, plus the news-oriented effect, and the 

visual element, generated a result which I certainly did not 
expect, of the powerful resonance,” says the director.

Three years on and the business is growing incremental-
ly. Jacobs-Yinon takes part in panel discussions on the top-
ic, which generally feature participants of a diverse range 
of religious and sociopolitical stripes, which the director 
happily embraces. “The Posen Foundation and I overlap 
strongly in terms of the idea that Judaism is not the exclu-
sive domain of religious people, and, they chose to support 
me, despite the fact that I am observant. I don’t think there 
are many precedents of this.”

Jacobs-Yinon is a busy woman. In addition to all her artis-
tic endeavors, lecturing pursuits, and the knock discourse 
activity, and caring for her family betwixt and between, 
she is a highly active member of her community in Sho-
ham. She is cofounder, together with two other members 
of the local Orthodox community, of the “Nachat Ruach” 
national-religious synagogue in her hometown, which has 
also set the cat among the establishment pigeons. 

“Not everyone accepts or understands it,” she admits, 
“but each time we assemble we get a sizable amount of peo-
ple for services.”

The accent in the synagogue is placed on an equal divi-
sion of duties between the genders.

“Two years ago I learned to 
read from the Torah,” she 
says. “There was a group 
of women, and the second 
group recently completed the 
course, and they were taught 
by the graduates of the first 
group. It is early days, but the 
[similarly oriented] Shira Ha-
dasha community in Jerusalem 
started 13 years ago, and there 
are more than 20 such com-
munities around the country 
today. That’s a phenomenon 
which may be controversial, 
but it is already a fact on the 
ground.”

It looks like the groundswell is 
well and truly up and running, 
and further developments in re-
ligious gender equality areas can 
be expected.  ❖
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