The late manifesto – an analysis of the musical “OFRA” (Israel 2009)
Haifa evening

It’s late October evening in the little suburb of Haifa called Kiryat Cha’im yet I have no attention left for the mild air and the soft light of street lamps shining on the streets. I hurry towards a long flat building at the end of a parking lot. There are posters on and next to the building, announcing the coming shows. Especially one of them looks familiar to me and proves that I haven’t crossed half of the country in vain. Ofra Haza is watching me in high resolution from the wall over my head as I approach the Theatron Hazafon theatre. I’ve much luck to have arrived in time for the start. They let me through.  I’m wondering whether the pleasure will be worth its effort.
I enter the hall where nearly all seats are filled. A mixed crowd, of all ages and outlooks, is waiting for the performance to begin. Wasn’t it for the latest permission of the family, we wouldn’t be sitting here to watch the musical “OFRA” (directed by Alon Ofir, written by Bezalel Aloni) .  
First act: the characters
It starts off with the first act. Bezalel Aloni, Ofra Haza’s friend and ex-manager appears, played by slightly monotonous Gavri Banai. He is the narrator who from now on will accompany and introduce each event. On a stage with very simply decorated scenery the audience watches the very beginning of Ofra’s career at Bezalel’s and his wife Ogenia’s kitchen. We meet Liron Selah, a young art school graduate playing shy little Ofra who doesn’t speak a lot.  One can rather focus on her gestures and facial expressions (as far as it’s possible to recognize them from row 12 and above). In my opinion, the less-speaking-more-acting part of Liron Selah fits very well into its place as the plot goes on with Ofra’s adolescence. 

Her family plays a greater part and is also represented in the musical. Her father Yefet (Shimon Siani ) is shown a helpless but good-hearted fellow who doesn’t really know what to think of his youngest daughter’s aspirations. According to Bezalel’s recollection, one day he approaches him, pleading: “Just take care of the girl” – a crucial sentence which is recalled by Bezalel throughout the musical.  Shuli (Efrat Cohen), Ofra’s sister – thanks to Bezalel’s critical book “Letters to Ofra”, her character has got a rather negative connotation for the Israeli public and this is being pointed out in the musical as well. At first she is supposed to be eager playing Ofra’s guardian angel and loving sister. In the contrary to the book which was used as original manuscript for the musical, she appears too hysterical, cheap and unreal, at least at the beginning. With Ya’ir, Ofra’s elder brother, a better job was done.  Ya’ir is played by Uri Banai, the son of Gavri Banai whose second role is that of Doron Ashkenazy. He is a strong character who causes the viewer to believe in his unscrupulousness when it comes to maintain his will. In his main scene he appears before Ofra and demands of her to sing on weddings to collect money for the family. (I have to mention though, that a slight correction is felt at this point.  Remember, the final approval came from the Haza family…)
When Shuli shows up on later occasions, she has ceased to be cheap. She is now a broken personality with no achievements on her behalf, torn by unsuccessful marriage, lack of money and her hidden envy at her lucky little sister. She stays around Ofra, begging for money and support and throwing at her advice who to marry. Their dialogues are tough and painful and well-played. 

The character of Ogenia alias Hagit Dasberg is a very special role. In real life she had been an offstage character for the public, supporting Ofra and Bezalel alike in their career dreams. Here, many dialogues between her and her husband are shown. To be honest, nothing is missing in her. The audience isn’t normally supposed to know much about Ogenia. In the musical, she is presented a little under pressure but loving, thoughtful, supportive. She is there to bring her husband back to reality and at the end remains the only one to comfort him in his grief. 
Switch of time
Right in the first act one becomes aware of two significant elements which are present and variously used throughout the musical, making it quite remarkable for the viewer. First, it’s the switch of time in numerous scenes: with the help of the narrator, a dialogue from Ofra’s life is connected immediately to a dialogue taking place much later, after her death, so as to explain the consequence of then-present for the future.  For example, a conversation between her and her manager is suddenly a part of an angry discussion between Bezalel, his wife Ogenia and their son Roy. The young man accuses his father of neglecting him over the years, having spent his best time on Ofra instead of on his family’s needs. It is, among others, one of the most realistic moments in the musical.
Ofra’s Duality

When it comes to singing, the second phenomenon appears. The duality of Ofra’s personality at home and on stage is being personified by the presence of two Ofra characters. The difference between “public” and “private” seems to be very sharp and clear. The public Ofra, the marvelous singer, the shining star, the fearless young career woman is played by teen singer Liel Kolet, now 20 years old. Due to her dark and curly appearance and her clear voice she has been often compared to Ofra and even seen as her successor. Like Ofra, Liel has started her career exceptionally early after having won a European singing contest at age of 12. She has performed with famous musicians all over the world, both at musical and political gatherings, singing about peace.
Liel who, according to interviews, learned to identify herself with Ofra and is happy about being chosen by Aloni and Ofir, plays Ofra’s singing parts. It’s her who appears as co-actor when a song by the Hatikva ensemble is sung and when Ofra presents her first solo-hit “Longings”. It’s noteworthy that before the actors switch, the shy and unsure Ofra is comforted by the reckless and self-confident one. While singing, Liel adds to the make-up of Liron, twitches her clothes, smiles caringly. Often the private Ofra seems to admire her alter ego while standing beside and watching her perform. As if she couldn’t believe in what she pretends to be? 
 Liel as Ofra
The audience’s favorite pieces like “Bait Ham” and “Shir ha’Frecha” are integrated into the career flow which is shown in details only when it comes to highlights. While performing, Liel alias singer Ofra appears and leaves the stage while changing the colour of the outfits, therefore symbolizing the rise of her career. After each of Liel’s performances the audience would applaud.  The “new Ofra” causes many thoughts in me while I continue watching. Many songs are well-trained, sung with effort and joy, accompanied with a glamorous, shining appearance. And sometimes it becomes too much of the shine and the glamour. It is the tenderness, the lightness which has been so characteristic of Ofra’s singing. She almost never required a decorated stage and special effects to make her listeners enjoy her songs.  And between pureness and clearness of a voice is a significant difference when it comes to Ofra:  in ethnical songs like “Im nin’alu” and “Love song” Liel’s popular manner of singing is clearly out of place.

But what can you do, a musical without Ofra hits being played is no Ofra musical. On the contrary, there were songs like “Kol Haneshama” and “Le’orech hayam”, the ones most popular in Israel, for which Liel deserves huge applause. 
To be mentioned
It happens several times that the script doesn’t follow the book.  Neither is the order always kept. There are scenes dealing with the attitude of the media towards Ofra.  In one, singer Ofra is being interrogated by a reporter who drives her crazy with questions about her love life and doesn’t react to Ofra’s attempts to change the topic. In a second one, actor Nadav Abukasis plays a number of foreign journalists. Switching from country to country, he shows an outstanding ability to demand for Ofra’s political views in about 5 languages in high speed. Ofra counters in the same manner, pointing to her music, not willing to enter the political dimension. 

A rather strange role is this of the President of the Yemen Republic (Abukasis). Neither Aloni’s book nor other sources speak of a meeting between Ofra and the president but rather of a meeting with Yemeni diplomats. The president is shown in a fully ridiculous way and I wonder whether it was necessary to include this scene. 
Second act  - maturity and passion
After a 20-minutes break, the second act of the musical “OFRA” begins. It makes the impression of being more mature and better rehearsed. 
Ofra’s private life is the main focus of this act. Here one can observe a development on behalf of the first, civil Ofra character and the actress Selah. Civil Ofra dominates in her dialogues with her manager, with Ogenia and her future husband Doron Ashkenazy (Uri Banai) who now appears at the stage following his introduction by sister Shuli. Bezalel acts parallel as within and outside the scene when he decides to “check” Ashkenazy and visits him at home. A successful dialogue with critical remarks by Bezalel to the public follows. Ashkenazy, against my expectations, isn’t shown a mean guy but rather nonchalant and boastful, with a sense of humor of its own. Ofra speaks to Doron through her “civil ego” which is undecided and emotional. Ashkenazy appears rude and becomes charming in an odd, improper way in later scenes. It’s unclear to Bezalel how the careful and anxious Ofra ends up in Doron’s arms, kissing. (Same with the audience).  Religious criticism plays also a little role in the musical. A rabbi, a Jewish religious teacher, has to advice Ofra how to deal with Ashkenazy. The rabbi in this case is a corrupt money-maker who doesn’t even care for what Ofra asks him about her groom and she leaves him perplexed. In the background, the rabbi argues with Ofra’s sister over the wage for his advice. 

Last tensions
As the plot goes on and Ofra becomes older, the emotions become far more obvious and tension grows. A distinction between the two egos can be less and less drawn. Public and private life mixes, becomes a dangerous fusion. Liel and Liron occasionally exchange roles, cross each other on the stage. Ofra’s duality loses its importance. She is drawn away by her desire for family; Bezalel pushes for career and fears Ashkenazy. A crucial, dramatic scene thrills the audience: Ofra is invited to sing the theme for “Prince of Egypt” and argues with Bezalel, unwilling to record. She receives a baby doll to hold. As Ofra starts to sing, she breaks down in hysteria and runs away from the stage. Liel appears from behind and ends the scene with a tremendously passionate “Deliver us” theme. 
Then it’s time for a final dialogue between Ofra and Bezalel. Both have arrived at the midst of a crisis. She doesn’t want a career. He wants her to think rational. She wants a family. He wants her to calm down and get rid of her sister’s influence. It turns more and more into a monologue of Ofra’s.  “I’m tired!!” she finally screams out in pain. 
And then, it’s only a question of minutes. The speed increases as an electronic ticking sound is heard, mixed with music. The figures run around, we see a wedding canopy to be prepared in the background. Ofra runs up to Doron Ashkenazy standing below. According to the tradition, the groom breaks a glass with his foot. 

An ongoing beep fills the room. The light goes off. It’s over.

Outside the drop curtain which falls down after the glass-breaking, Bezalel begins to read out the headlines of the media coverage during Ofra Haza’s last days. With certain monotony, he reads out the last phrases from the book. A huge picture of Ofra is projected on the curtain. A well-known, unmistakable voice emerges from the dark: “Elo-hai, kol haneshama she natata bi…”
The musical is over.
Ovations and then standing ovations follow when the participants appear at the stage and the audience sings likewise with Liel and the actors the song “Tfila/Prayer”. 
Around me I hear positive statements of overwhelmed and touched visitors leaving the hall into the fresh night air.   

Bezalel Aloni’s Role
So far, most of the Israeli critics have decried the musical as being Bezalel and not Ofra-centered. The musical would be biased and only concentrating on one subjective point of view. 

To be honest, it’s not at all a wrong observation. But just as director Alon Ofir has pointed out several times in interviews, it is a piece of art, created by an artist to tell a story the way he has experienced it. It’s true that the leitmotif is Bezalel’s memories, conclusions and observations of a star he had discovered, nurtured and watched disappear. His narration is present through the entire piece, like a cord where one would hang up wet laundry or photos yet to be developed.   I personally didn’t feel disturbed since I don’t expect Mr Aloni to fool around and tell facts which were never part of Ofra’s life. I wasn’t interested in a documentary either. I don’t think anyone of the audience was. A musical is much more than a flat telling of facts. It’s a reveal of atmosphere, feelings and a played performance of a drama which Ofra’s life and death certainly were. There are moments in which Bezalel seems like a prophet foretelling the future, others where he is a reporter; and certainly scenes where he plays an active role in the story and falls victim to the circumstances, much as Ofra does. 
What it is all about

Alon Ofir: “The play deals with a story of career, family life and the crack between them. In my opinion, it’s the gap where Ofra got lost eventually.” [mouse.co.il]
The musical deals with a tragic theme of both success and failure of extraordinary dimensions. That’s what Ofra Haza’s life and death had been. The failure leads to a tragic collapse of both worlds Ofra used to inhabit and tried to connect. It cannot be seen as a revolutionary piece; with all due respect to the actors and the director, in order to join any “hall of fame”, much inattentiveness has to be improved. It will remain a home production and rather focused on a special target group. Yet this makes it much more intimate, realistic and enjoyable, in some way. 
The musical “OFRA” is a manifesto by long-time friend and manager Bezalel Aloni to Ofra Haza, the singer and the person. It’s an insight into the complexity of a tragedy; the tribute to a woman who has become a musical legend. 
N.C.Korotkina, 01/02/2010
