
THE STORY OF ISRAELI FOLK DANCE IN ISRAEL 
AND AMERICA by Fred Berk 

spired by the Bible, the new life in Israel and also from folk 
motifs and dance steps of the different ethnic groups in the 
country. These included Arabs, Druz, Yemenite Jews, 
Chassidim and others. 

Amongst tl1e first creators of Israeli folk dance was Rivka 
Sturman. Her first dances succeeded in capturing the real 
f1avor of the new country and the spirit of the people. 
Some of her dances are known all over the world and seen 
wherever folk dancing titkes place. To name a few: "Hine 
Ma Tov," "Harmonica," "Zemer Atik," "Kuma Echa" and 
manY more. Other creators of Israeli folk dances dUring 
this time were Yardena Cohen, Leah Bergstein, and Sara 
Levi-Tanai. (For detai1s the reader Can tum to "Dance 
Perspectives" Quarterly No. 59, "Shorashim" by Judith 
Brin Ingber). 

In 1945 another impetus was given to the development of 
Israeli folk dance, the forming of a folk dance department 
sponsored by the Cultura1 Department of the Histadrut 
(Labor Union).ln 1952 ,Tirza Hodes became the director 
of this organization which has many functions including 
training folk dance leaders and teachers, organizing per
formance groups, stimulating the creation of new dances 
and publishing folk dance materia1. 

In 1947 at the second Dalia Festival only newly created 
Israeli folk dances were performed. This was an enormours 
accompl~shment achieved in three short years. 

More folk dance choreographers emerged, among them 
Shalom Hermon and Jonathan Karmon. Hermon did not 
intend to create folk dances, but mainly choreography for 
pageants. Some of these dances were so wel1liked by the 
dancers and the audiences that they were danced again and 
again, becoming true folk dances . He also started the first 
Independence Day folk dance parade in Haifa which be
came a very popular annual event. Hermon is stil1 an active 
member ofthe Histadrut folk dance committee. 
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"Israeli folk dance is more popular in America than in 
Israel." Whenever 1 make this statement at folk dance 
workshops in various cities of the United States, dancers 
cannot believe it. So, in order to explain this strange 
J?henomenon, I wi11 have to go back to the beginnings of 
Israeli folk dance in America- and Israel. 

ISRAEL 
At the turn of the century ''Cha1utzim'' (pioneers) came to 
Palestine and brought with them.the songs and dances from 
their respective countries, mainly European. One dance, 
from Rumania-the Hora--became transposed into the na
tional dance of Israel. 

1944, a group of teachers decided to organize a meeting מI

at Kibbutz Dalia both to show and leam folk dances. It 
3000 resulte? in 300 dancers performing to an audience of 

spectators. This became known as the first folk dance 
festival at Kibbutz Dalia. Although the dances presented 
were mostly European (such as the Polish krakoviak, and 

. Russian cherkassia) the gathering was most impressive 
The organizationa1 committee decided to continue their 
work and to stimulate the creation of new folk dances 

. specifical).y Jewish and connected to Israel 

One of the most dynamic organizers of the group was 
Gurit Kadman. Because with her foresight and drive she 
continual1y shaped, inspired and developed new ideas and 
new Israeli folk dance projects she is considered today "the 
mother of Israeli folk dance." Kadman spearheaded the 
creation of new dances in our own lifetime with conscious 
effort which was contrary to the time honored way other 
cultures slowly evolved their arts and dances over the 
centuries. 

Jewi.sh dance as we know it from descriptions in the Bible 
was lost as the Jews wandered the face of the earth during 

the last 2000 years. The newly created dances were in-



and Kurds in Israel as well as the Druze. It is hoped that 
the organization (sponsored by the Histadrut and the 
Ministry of Education in connection with the Fo1klore 
Dept. of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem) will inject 
the necessary qua1ity and direction into the development 
of Israe1i fo1k dance which it so badly needs. 

AMERICA 

When I arrived in the United States in 1941 I found much 
Jewish dance activity amidst modern dance. Modern 
dancers wou1d interpret Jewish themes and present these 
dances at concerts at Jewish comrnunity centers, at "Y's" , 
at fund raising affairs mostly for Jewish audiences. After 
the estab1ishment of Israel in 1948 the interest in these 
dance perforrnances disappeared and were replaced by 
dance groups coming from Israel. 

There was Jewish fo1k dancing going on as well. Most of 
the dances, to Chassidic melodies, were choreographed in 
America. The European dances which were so popular in 
Palestine at the time I found were also danced by zionist 
youth movements in America. In these organizations, fo1k 
dance garnes were created to the tunes of Hebrew songs and 
very enthusiastically perforrned at every occasion. 

Fo1k dance records did not exist, a good accordionist was 
rarely avai1able, so the accompaniment was singing while 
dancing. The "American Jewish" dances, as they were re
ferred to, incorporated the zest and "swing" of American 
square dancing. Among the dances which had their origin 
in America were the "Double Hora," "Dundai," and "Ari 
Ara". 

In 1946, for the first time, I saw a dance which carne frorn 
Pa1estine, the very popular "Mayim-Mayim" It was intro
duced by a cu1tura1 emissary (Sha1iach) on a Hashorner 
Hatzair training farrn. It was exciting to see a dance which 
had its origin in the new country! Over the years, more 
and more dances were introduced in America, all new cre
ations coming from Israel. These dances replaced the 
"American Jewish" dances which are totally forgotten to
day. 

Karrnon created popu1ar fo1k dances, too, but mainly con
centrated on the performing and staging of fo1k dances with 
his own group. At many internationa1 fo1k dance festiva1s 
his groups represented Israel. Later, with his "Music Hall of 
Israel," he traveled all over the world. 

Over the years additiona1 festiva1s were held at Kibbutz 
Da1ia. The biggest and fina1 f'estiva1 was in 1968. 
Sponsored by the Histadrut and the Ministry of Education, 
3000 dancers perforrned for son!le 60,000 spectators. 

md creators developed ~ The younger fo1k dance teachers 
-Israe1i dance activities in many cities rather than in Kib 

butzim. In Tel-Aviv, Yoav Ashri,el and his wife Mira 

, practically teach every night of the week. In Haifa 
-Yonathan Gabai and Yaacov Levi teach and lead perform 

ing groups. , In Jerusa1em the most active dance leader is 
-Ayalah Goren. Fo1k dancing a1so takes place in some kib 
. butzim, in the army, in the pub1ic schools and universities 
. In fact, Israeli fo1k dance.is estab1ished all over the country 

-eing created and intro כןAll the time new Israe1i dances are 
duced to the pub1ic. These new danc;es are "hits" for a year 

-or two and later discarded to make room for yet newer cre 
ations. A completely new element was introduced - the 
discotheque dances. The choreographers use popular hit 

;, discotheque steps and ~ songs and fit to themjazz movement 
-fo1k dance motifs as well. The accepted fo1k dance forma 

tions of circles, 1ines, couples and squares were often 
, changed, so that the participants all jface the same direction 
-performing the steps separately but in unison. The disco 
-of its pseudo Ameri ~ theque f1avor is very popular becau: 

. can-dance accent 

Today, an evening of fo1k dancing in Israel usually includes 
a lot of discotheque dancing, with .1 few internationa1 dan
ces thrown in for good measure. Some teachers create 
"fo1k" dances just to satisfy the demands of their students, 
to each continua11y something new. This ref1ects the low 
qua1ity of dances presen ted today. 

To preserve the authentic dance material still found in the 
lization was forrned by נadifferent ethnic groups a new org 

Gurit Kadman in 1974. The Israel Ethnic Dance Project has 
begun collecting exciting anthropolog1ca1 field experiences 
in their research on the dances of the Jewish Yemenites 
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In 1951 I started a weekly Israe1i folk dance session at the 
92nd Street "Y" in New York City. It was the first time 
such sessions were attempted in an organized way. Of 
course in the beginning they were poorly attended, but' 
eventually more and more came and sometimes there was 
not even enough room for al1 the dancers. Classes were 
later added for beginners, intermediate and advanced 
dancers and a teenage workshop performing group was an
nounced from which melnbers could enter the newly 
formed Hebraica Dancers. This group of 6 couples plus a 
narrator presented Israe1i folk dances for children at Jewish 
ho1idays. It was not only an entertaining program but an 
educational one as wel1. 

The chi1dren leamed about Israel and the habits and 
costumes of the Jews. Those 1ittle audience members 
learned Hebrew songs and dance movements right in their 
seats at performances. To conduct all these activities-- of 
performance and folk dance classes -- the Jewish Dance Di
vision was formed at the "Y" and is stil1 very active under 
my chairmanship. In 1951 I was asked by the Zionist 
Youth Federation of America to organize an Israe1i folk 
dance festival in New York City which has become an an
nual event. We just celebrated the 25th annual festival 
with 3 performances at the Philharmonic Hall. 

Dvora Lapson, another folk dance pioneer in America, 
brought Israe1i folk dance to Hebrew Day Schools. Today 
she still organizes an annual children's Israe1i folk dance 
festival, supervises teachers and pub1ishes dance writings. 
Her activities are sponsored by the Jewish Education Com
mittee of America in New York. Visiting Israe1i dance 
leaders have come to many cities to teach the newest 
dances throughout the years spreading enthusiasm as wel1 
as knowledge. 

In 1968 the Zionist Youth Foundation estab1ished a 
department of Israe1i folk dance under my direction. Its 
purpose is very similar to the Histadrut folk dance depart
ment in Israel. Leadership training sessions are offered; 
a summer program for Israe1i folk dance enthusiasts in 
Israel is an annual project. "Hora", a pub1ication ap
pearing 3 times a year, reports on Israe1i folk dance acti
vities. Through this department a book and record service 
is also available. 

In general, folk dance became very popular in America 
after World War 11. In one way it gave the many soldiers 
returning from service abroad a cultural contact with the 
countries where they had been stationed. Perhaps the po
pularity of folk dance was also due to the "melting pot" 
nature of the United States with its many ethnic groups; 
Ties to the countries of origin could be maintained 
through folk dance. 

International folk dance clubs and organizations were 
formed all over the country. Educators, too, realized the 
tremendous educational, physical.social, recreational and 
even therapeutic values of folk dance. Universities offered 
intemational folk dance classes as part of physical educa
tion program. Israe1i folk dances were included in the re
pertory of international folk dance and so a large audience 
of non-Jews was reached. In this way Israe1i folk dance 
became tremendously popular--today its popularity is ex
ceeded only by Yugoslavian and Greek folk dances. 

In most of the big cities one can participate in Israe1i folk 
dance practical1y every evening. Hillel organizations on 
campuses offer Israe1i folk dance and many even have per
forming groups., In most Jewish and Zionist summer camps 
Israe1i folk dance constitutes a very important part ofthe 
programming. A concluding dance festival "Rikudia" often 
ends the season with every youngster participating. At 
many col1eges there are courses of Israe1i folk dance on an 
accredited level. Israe1i folk dance festivals are annual 
events in many cities (Washington,D.C., Boston, Philadel
phia, Miami, Oklahoma City). Also,on the west coast in 
San Francisco and Los Angeles there are the very charming 
"International Folk Dance Cafes." These are places where 
friends may meet, eat and dance . Each evening usually 
features a different national dance with Israe1i dancing at 
least once a week. 

Because there is such an interest all over the country, al
most every Israe1i folk dance is recorded on 12 inch re
cords accompanied by an instruction booklet. Elektra was 
the first company to cut records, Tikva the most popular. 
By now, hundreds of dances have been recorded and new 
ones are constantly being added. 
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