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Israel is a tract of land the landscape of which has been governed if not dominated 

by larger-than-life stories and conflicts for as far as memory can reach. Regardless 

are stories of religion, peoplehood, nation and, perhaps above all, history, Israel 

seem, both to themselves as well as to those looking from the outside, as nothing 

more than puppets in a play much larger than themselves. However, beyond these 

interweaving, often conflicting, narratives lay individual lives, each steeped in their 

own interpretation of these stories and traditions. 

 

The purpose of this project, above all, was to try to expose those lives in one of the 

more fundamental community activities - family gatherings and festive occasions. 

More than just providing a snapshot of the various cultures and nationalities that 

make up modern Israel, it is through these special, joyous occasions - simchas, as 

they are know in Yiddish - that the joke between the individual and the collective is 

disclosed. 

 

With each wedding, bar mitzvah, britmilah (ritual circumcision), or birthday, the 

people that make up Israel various ethnic and religious groups are revealed. But, as 

opposed to being overwhelmed in the stories that insist to define them, they serve as, 

so to speak, the main event. Jews of all denominations, Muslims, and Christians are 

captured, each in their own circle in their moment of familial joy, thus revealing 

Israel's true face - one smiling face, and one ancient tradition, or new invention, at a 

time. 

 

The writer Ron Ben Tovim and photographer Gil Cohen-Magen have been co-writing 

a series of columns called "Someone Else's Simcha" on Haaretz.com, essentially an 

attempt to capture the many traditions and streams that make up modern Israel 

through the prism of the family event. Over the course of the last years they have 

attended dozens of such events, with a variety of both types of events and of ethnic / 

religious groups involved. 



 

The timing of our project has proven quite fortuitous, since the last few years has 

also seen the rise of the mutlti-cultural debate in Israel, with many groups only now 

finding the courage or desire to express their traditions and cultural ideologies. 

 

    

         

 

       

 

     


