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OBITUARIES

Nurit Yaari
1947-2025

Perhaps the first time I fully understood Nurit Yaari’s stance on classical Greek theatre
and its importance nowadays was in an undergraduate seminar on Greek tragedy that I
took with her in the late 1990’s at the Department of Theatre Arts in Tel Aviv University.
Yaari decided to dedicate the seminar to supplication scenes, which allowed us to address
plays that are seldom studied or staged in Israel, such as The Suppliants (both that of
Aeschylus and that of Euripides) and Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus. At the same time,
however, Yaari required us to explore the status of asylum laws in different countries,
religions, and cultural-political traditions. Years later, when global and local political
discourse became increasingly occupied with volatile questions regarding refugees,
asylum seekers, and immigrants, I returned in my mind to that seminar and to Yaari’s
insightful choice to connect ancient tragic texts with emerging contemporary concerns.

In many ways, this anecdote encapsulates for me Yaari’s legacy as a scholar and a
teacher: her devotion to ancient Greek theatre and her conviction that it is vital for our
current political landscape, the endurance of democracy, and the local Israeli cultural and
theatrical scene. In her scholarly work, her teaching, and her involvement in Israeli theatre,
she was a figure that bridged theory and practice, past and present.

During the beginning of her career, Yaari served as assistant director to some of the
most prominent theatre directors at the time, such as Edna Shavit and Oded Kotler. Later,
she served as dramaturg and artistic consultant to theatres such as Habimah and the Khan
Theatre in Jerusalem. In my eyes, this is crucial for understanding Yaari’s scholarship,
which was always rooted in both theory and praxis. Yaari’s in-depth knowledge of how
theatre actually works imbued her profound textual analyses with sensitivity to the reality
of performance: space, body, audience-actor interactions, the urban and natural landscapes
surrounding the show, and the dynamics of drama on stage. One of her earliest papers,
‘Greek Tragedy in Theory and Praxis: Aristotle’s Theory of Tragedy in the Perspective of
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Aristophanes’ Theatre Practice’! already establishes this productive tension that will
continue to resonate throughout her career as both scholar and teacher. In it, Yaari tackles
Aristotle’s apparent dismissal of performance and spectacle in his discussion of tragedy
in the Poetics. As counterpoint, she offers Aristophanes’ comic treatment of tragedy in
The Frogs that through a distorted mirror-image in fact reveals the centrality of
performance to understanding the genre. This is a thread that can be found throughout her
work: while always deeply grounded in theory, historical and cultural studies, and textual
analysis, her scholarship was continuously moored in the actuality of theatrical
performance, its materiality and at times even its messiness. Such sensibility kept her from
veering away to abstractions, highlighting instead the power of the live event of the
theatre. For her, understanding how theatre works was fundamentally unpacking what
theatre means.

Thus, her earlier studies on tragedy returned to the text as one that is to be performed
in the material and cultural conditions of Classical Athens, following the lead of scholars
such as Oliver Taplin. In her ‘Tragedy as Performance: The mise-en-espace of Aeschylus’
Agamemnon’,? for example, Yaari aims at situating Aeschylus’ tragedy within the
Athenian theatrical space—tracing spatial axes that are outlined within this space by the
characters’ actions, words, movements, entrances and exits. Through these, Yaari
exemplified how the seemingly ‘empty’ stage of the Theatre of Dionysus Eleuthereus
became charged with meanings—social, political, and theological—by the activation of
tragedy in it.?

In ““What am I to say while I pour these funeral offerings”: Stage Image, Word and
Action in Aeschylus’s Libation Scenes’,* Yaari applies a sophisticated method of
approaching the lost stage language of Aeschylus as a theatre artist. Given the ephemeral
nature of theatre (the performance itself disappears immediately when it ends and is
therefore not available in itself for future scholars to analyze), Yaari meticulously reads
Aeschylus’ scenes of libation bearing alongside depictions of ritual life in Classical
Greece in textual and visual documents (such as vase paintings or funerary plaques). The
historical reality of ritual, which the audience was intimately acquainted with, became
part of Aeschylus’ performative vocabulary and syntax, of his visual stage language. By
juxtaposing theatre and ritual, Yaari exposes how Aeschylus utilizes ritual performative
patterns in order to subvert them or imbue them with new dramatic meanings. Again, it is
by approaching Greek Tragedy as performance that Yaari locates it significance, function,
and layers.

Such an approach also had pedagogic ramifications, which culminated in her
innovative teaching methods within the Practical/Theoretical Research Laboratory, a
graduate program that took place between 2011-2014 at the Department of Theatre Arts
in Tel Aviv University. This program, which she initiated and led together with several
colleagues (Freddie Rokem, Ruth Kanner, Daphna Ben-Shaul, and Dror Harari), funded

Nurit Yaari, ‘Greek Tragedy in Theory and Praxis: Aristotle’s Theory of Tragedy in the
Perspective of Aristophanes’ Theatre Practice,” Maske und Kothurn 35.1 (1989), 7-20.

Nurit Yaari, ‘Tragedy as Performance: the mise en espace of Aeschylus’ Agamemnon’, Assaph
11 (1995), 99-116.

See also: Nurit Yaari, ‘Anchoring Thebes: Defining Place and Space in Ancient Greek
Theatre,” Griechisch-romische Koméddie und Tragodie, ed. Bernhard Zimmermann (Sttutgart:
J.B. Metzler, 1995), 94-110.

Nurit Yaari, ‘“What am I to say while I pour these funeral offerings”: Stage Image, Word and
Action in Aeschylus’s Libation Scenes,” Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism 14.1
(1999), 49-64.
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by Yad HaNadiv’s Humanities Fund, invited graduate students who were young theatre
researchers and/or practitioners to investigate in depth particular questions pertaining to
theatrical performance through the combination of theory and praxis. In a year-long course
dedicated to Greek Tragedy which Yaari taught together with theatre director Ruth
Kanner, the students explored issues such as the Greek chorus both by studying about
them as an historical phenomenon and by reactivating the texts in performance, thus
gaining new knowledge about them through practice. The Laboratory yielded fruit not
only in the shape of new academic research, but also through new artworks in the fields
of theatre, dance, and performance. In the classroom, Greek drama and theatre were both
part of an illustrious past, to be studied historically with academic rigor, and had claim on
the present, as live performance events taking place here and now.

Indeed, throughout the years, Yaari added to her explorations of the Greek dramatic
texts a new dimension focusing on reception studies, and specifically the performance of
Greek tragedies and comedies in Israel. As a prominent member of the European Network
of Research and Documentation of Performances of Ancient Greek Drama (ARC-Net),
she made a place for the reception of Greek drama in Israeli theatre within a broader
international conversation regarding the afterlives of ancient tragedy and comedy on
theatre stages and media forms across the globe.

This line of research, which brought about numerous publications, reached its apex in
her seminal book Between Jerusalem and Athens: Israeli Theatre and the Classical
Tradition which was published in 2018 as part of Oxford University Press’s ‘Classical
Presences’ series.’ This book is the product of years of research regarding the presence of
classical drama on the Hebrew and Israeli stage since the early 20" century. As its title
suggests, Yaari considers the reception of Greek drama in Israeli theatre to be of particular
interest due to the alleged antagonism between ‘Jerusalem’ and ‘Athens’, or between
Hebraism and Hellenism. In Yaari’s eyes, modern secular Hebrew culture continuously
negotiated this tension, with Tel Aviv situated between ‘Athens’ and ‘Jerusalem’. Staging
Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides and Aristophanes in Israel, for Yaari, thus touches upon
deep questions regarding cultural identity, heritage, and legacy. Yaari was not alone in
identifying that Hebrew-Israeli theatre—a relatively young cultural phenomenon with
hardly any roots in Jewish tradition—was in a deep ‘search of identity’. For her, the
dialogue (and often lack thereof) of Israeli theatre with the Greek tradition played a central
part in this search.® She often lamented the dearth of such a conversation, and how it
impoverished Israeli theatrical culture, discourse, and imagination—but chose to shed
light on the places in which it did occur.

Furthermore, Yaari was a staunch believer in Greek theatre’s deep connection to
democratic values and processes, and was subsequently concerned that a theatrical culture
that does not engage with the legacy of Greek drama also neglects the civic duty and
potential that theatre has. Thus, the question of Greek drama’s reception in Israel was an
extremely urgent one for Yaari, as she considered it could and should play a crucial role
in shaping cultural identity and political discourse.

This conviction also underlies Yaari’s scholarship about two of Israel’s most
celebrated playwrights: Nissim Aloni and Hanoch Levin, who was also a close friend of

Nurit Yaari, Between Jerusalem and Athens: Israeli Theatre and the Classical Tradition
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018).

See also: Nurit Yaari, ‘Contemporary Israeli Drama in Search of Identity: Nissim Aloni and
Hanoch Levin between Hellenism and Judaism’, Hellenic and Jewish Arts: Interaction,
Tradition and Renewal, ed. Asher Ovadiah (Tel Aviv: Ramot, 1998), 231-45.
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Yaari. In Aloni and Levin, Yaari found a multilayered and erudite commentary on the
Greek dramatic tradition. Levin in particular engaged deeply with Greek tragedies
throughout his career, whether through adaptations (The Lost Women of Troy; Everyone
Wants to Live which is a version of Alcestis; or The Emperor, which is a version of Jon)
or by subtly deconstructing tragic structures, as he does in The Sorrows of Job when
applying tragic conventions to the biblical myth. Yaari’s discussion of Levin’s 1999 play,
The Crybabies, in which Agamemnon is performed in a hospice in Calcutta in front of
dying old men, is perhaps the most illuminating. Yaari shows how by replaying
Aeschylus’ tragedy, Levin also wrestles with the Greek playwright and with the legacy of
tragedy at large. Yaari notes Levin’s decision to show Agamemnon’s murder twice—once
offstage, according to the conventions of Greek tragedy, and once again in front of the
audience, with all its violent gore. On this, she comments:

By presenting these two portrayals of murder, Levin sets the stage for another debate, which
is at once theatrical, dramatic, and directorial — namely, how should a murder be presented
on stage in the postmodern era, at the end of the second millennium? Is the token nature of
a concealed murder still appropriate? [...] How does one shock an audience that is exposed
to violent images in the media on a daily basis with the horror of the terrible violence
depicted on stage? All these questions underpin the contrast between the two staged
renditions of the murder.”

By highlighting these questions, Yaari marks Greek Tragedy as both a legacy and a
challenge—not a hallowed artifact that is to be adhered to reverently, but a living tradition
one has to struggle with, listen to, learn from, adopt and adapt, through theory and practice,
in classroom and on stage.

Nurit Yaari was a remarkable scholar and a fierce and formidable teacher, and her
passing is deeply mourned by her students and colleagues. Her passion for theatre, and
especially Greek theatre, was contagious and a lesson in and of itself. She believed theatre
to be vital—both in the sense of ‘full of life’ and in the sense of ‘crucially needed’. Her
blessed memory still lives within all of her many loving students—many of whom have
grown to become theatre scholars, teachers, directors, actors and stage designers. All of
them carry the sense of urgency that she instilled in their admiring hearts.

Yair Lipshitz
Tel Aviv University

7 Yaari, Between Jerusalem and Athens, 312.



