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Introduction

In May 2004, when ‘Sheitel-gate’ began, I was working part time in Joseph’s Bookstore in Temple Fortune in North London. It started with a rumour that many of the sheitels – the wigs worn by married Orthodox Jewish women – might contravene Jewish law. A London-based rabbi had discovered that the hair for these wigs came from a Hindu temple in India, and since Orthodox Judaism considers Hinduism to involve idol worship – which would make the wigs questionable in Jewish law – he had gone on a fact-finding mission to the Tirupati Temple in Andhra Pradesh. From there he went to Jerusalem to make a decision that would affect Jewish women all over the world. And in the meantime, no one knew what to do. I saw women wearing rubber swimming caps, or synthetic fright wigs. There were bonfires of wigs on the streets of London, Jerusalem and New York. The New York Times called it ‘an emotional upheaval within [the] Orthodox Jewish community’ and that’s how it felt to me. The bookshop was full of women wanting to discuss it, and the debates were fierce and passionate. A lot of the press coverage excluded the women’s voices but it was the women who interested me – not just the Jewish women covering their hair from their wedding nights onwards, but the Hindu women who tipped their heads forward for a barber to shave them with a few deft strokes of a straight-edge blade, fulfilling pledges that if their rice crop was successful, perhaps, or if their child recovered from typhoid, they would sacrifice their beauty. I read that at the train station in Tirupati, you could tell who was arriving and who was leaving because the women who were leaving were all bald. And their hair might travel right across the world to a woman in Temple Fortune, a bride perhaps, nervous and excited about getting her first sheitel. The hair seemed like a communication between these two women – and after all they were both doing it (the shaving and the covering) for their faith.

I knew I wanted to turn this into a play when I read that Victoria Beckham had inadvertently sparked the whole crisis. Asked if her hair extensions came from Russian prisoners forced to shave their heads, she’d joked that she had half Russian Cell Block H on her head. In the resulting fuss (inevitably called ‘Extension-gate’) it emerged that vast quantities of hair in the international hair trade came from the Tirupati Temple, which auctioned off four hundred tons of hair a year. I loved the idea that Posh Spice had unwittingly created havoc – and that she’d also enabled the Jewish community to start talking about hair covering in a really liberated way. And I couldn’t resist the image of an Orthodox rabbi reading OK! magazine.

This was the first big crisis in Jewish law to play itself out online. For two heady weeks, Jewish blogs and web forums went wild. It felt like everything was being questioned, and it seemed possible that the laws on head covering might radically change. When a total ban on human-hair wigs was announced, many communities found this too stringent, and made their own decisions. I wanted to write about how diverse Jewish law is, how fabulously contrary.

The best thing about writing this play was feeling that I was connecting to another long history – of Jewish storytelling. All the Jews I know are full of stories. One of my earliest memories is of sitting under the kitchen table, aged four, pulling the leaves off parsley stalks for tabbouleh, while the grown-ups told stories above my head. I know Baghdad, where my family is from, entirely through stories. I know who I am because of those stories. One of the books I picked up at Joseph’s was Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg’s The Beginning of Desire. I had always thought the Talmud was a book of men arguing about the law, but Zornberg made me realise it was also full of stories. I love that the sages sat around like Hollywood screenwriters, looking at the stories that didn’t quite make sense to them, filling in the gaps – a bit of backstory here, a new character there. They even wrote dialogue. The play’s title comes from a midrash on the Book of Ruth. It’s Boaz’s chat-up line to Ruth, as imagined by Rashi. It’s a much better line than anything I’ve ever made up.
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Characters

SHMULEY(short for Shmuel), fifties, is an Orthodox Jewish rabbi, and a widower

RIVKA, twenty-one, is Shmuley’s daughter, a nursery-school teacher

DAVID, twenty-three, is Rivka’s fiancé, an optician

MALKA, seventies, is Rivka’s maternal grandmother, born in Whitechapel, the daughter of Russian immigrants

LEELA (short for Leelavathi), twenty-one, is Rivka’s best friend, a medical student, a Hindu who was born in India and emigrated when she was five

PATRICK, twenty-five, is a tree-sitter

The actors playing David and Shmuley also play security guards

 

Setting

The play is set partly in the kitchen of Shmuley’s house in North London, and partly in a wood in Hertfordshire, in the spring of 2004.




 

 



ACT ONE

Scene One

A Sunday afternoon in May 2004. SHMULEY’s kitchen in North London. A door leads to a hallway, where the telephone is, and also to the front door and the rest of the house. The kitchen is tatty but spotless, with two sinks and colour-coded crockery and cutlery. A Jewish festivals calendar hangs on the wall. A huge saucepan of soup is bubbling on the hob. Sun is coming through the window, shining on RIVKA, who is standing on a wooden chair in her wedding dress and socks, her arms up; occasionally she nervously touches her hair. There is something odd about it, though we don’t yet know what. The dress is long-sleeved, high-necked, white and austere, but beautiful. MALKA, her mouth full of pins, is pinning it to take it in. LEELA sits at the table, with OK! magazine open in front of her.

LEELA. Cos skinny women don’t have daughters. Look at Victoria Beckham. She’s got Romeo, but where’s her Juliet? She’s got Brooklyn but where’s her…?

RIVKA. Chelsea?

LEELA. Yeah. If you’re too thin your body thinks there’s going to be hard times so you get boys. To work the fields and stuff.

MALKA. Did you get this from your doctor class or OK! magazine?

RIVKA. When’s Victoria Beckham got hard times?

MALKA. Well, what’s-his-face is having an affair.

RIVKA. Is he?

LEELA. Where have you been, Riv? Underwater?

RIVKA. Who’s he having an affair with?

MALKA (sniffing the dress). Does it smell like mothballs still?

RIVKA. Not that Page Three Girl again?

LEELA (sniffing the dress). No.

MALKA. He had an affair already and she didn’t divorce him? I suppose you can’t blame him. What’s-his-face. He probably just wants a zaftig girl, some flesh to squeeze.

LEELA. She’s put on weight; they don’t call her Skeletal Spice any more.

MALKA. She’s still a ferkrimpter.

RIVKA (automatically translating). Sour-face.

LEELA. She doesn’t smile cos she hates her dimples.

MALKA. Is it tight? We want you to be able to dance.

RIVKA. It’s perfect.

MALKA. Your grandfather would roll in his grave if he saw me doing this. He was the best tailor on Princelet Street. His stitches were so tiny! He said I sewed like a bear. Okay, put down your arms.

RIVKA. Okay?

MALKA. Like a dream you look, kayn eynhoreh.

A moment where she looks at RIVKA. They hear the front door opening and MALKA hides the magazine. SHMULEY enters, touching the mezuzah and kissing his fingers. He sees RIVKA and his eyes fill with tears.

SHMULEY. Rivkele. You’re changing your mother’s dress?

MALKA. Who’s changing it? We’re altering it.

RIVKA (getting down). We just had to take it in, Dad.

MALKA. She’s skinny like a noodle.

LEELA. But you’re going to have grandsons.

SHMULEY. Grandsons?

MALKA (to LEELA). Sshh! (To SHMULEY.) One day, please God. And also granddaughters.

SHMULEY. I didn’t know you were changing her dress.

RIVKA. It’ll look the same, I promise, just the same.

SHMULEY (wipes his eyes and makes an effort to smile). You look very nice.

RIVKA. ‘Nice’?

SHMULEY. You should always tell the bride she’s beautiful. Even if she isn’t beautiful! You can lie through your teeth and not only God won’t mind, He even counts it a mitzvah! That’s what Hillel says!

RIVKA. What does Shamai say?

SHMULEY. He disagrees.

RIVKA (to LEELA). He always disagrees.

SHMULEY. He says, ‘What if the bride’s blind or lame, disfigured, how can you lie and say she’s beautiful?’

LEELA. Blind or lame?

SHMULEY. What, it’s not politically correct?

LEELA (laughs). No!

RIVKA. It’s the Middle Ages.

SHMULEY. Hillel wins though.

RIVKA. Hillel always wins.

SHMULEY. He says it doesn’t matter what she looks like; make her happy. Hillel wasn’t only a great sage, you know; he invented the sandwich.

SHMULEY shuffles off, looking for something.

RIVKA. So, do I look nice or are you lying?

MALKA. Who’s lying? You look beautiful.

MALKA hands SHMULEY his glasses, which he’s been looking for. He exits. RIVKA touches her hair, as if she is surprised to find it on her head. She turns to LEELA.

RIVKA. Okay, be honest.

LEELA. I’ve got to get used to you with straight hair.

RIVKA. Me too! It keeps getting in my face. It’s in my eyes, my mouth.

LEELA. Yeah, but now you can do the flick.

LEELA flicks her hair in a send-up of a sexy flick.

RIVKA (thrilled). I know! (Flicks.) Like the Timotei advert.

She takes off what turns out to be a wig, to reveal her hair underneath. Where the wig was stiff and sleek, her hair is unruly. MALKA takes the wig and pins it to a styrofoam head. She strokes it into shape.

MALKA.
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