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The Israel Film Fund is the main fund which encourages, 
supports and promotes Israeli films and Israeli 
filmmakers. We at the Israel Film Fund are proud to have 
supported in the last 10 years the production of more 
than 150 feature films, encouraging the talent, creativity, 
and imagination of Israeli filmmakers as reflected in the 
many films which have become milestones of the Israeli 
cultural heritage. 

In the last 10 years Israeli cinema has gone through 
a period, which is fair to call dramatic as it regained 
it's domestic and international audiences as well as 
recognition and acclaim. 

The interest in Israeli films and the many inter-
national co-productions produced in the last decade 
are an acknowledgement of the talent and professional 
skills of  Israeli filmmakers. 
Israeli films managed to make the crossover and touch 
the hearts and souls of hundreds and thousands of 
viewers around the world. All this could not have 
happened without the spirit and total commitment 
of Israeli filmmakers, and without the support of our 
friends and colleagues from around the world who 
welcomed the renewed and emerging Israeli cinema and 
embraced Israeli films and filmmakers. We have never 
taken it for granted! 

We at the Israel Film Fund will continue to support 
and encourage emerging Israeli filmmakers who tell with 
great courage and in total freedom the story of Israel's 
turbulent and complex society and the challenges 
constantly facing our region.

JACOB PERRY
Chairman of the Board
Israel Film Fund

KATRIEL SCHORY
Executive Director
Israel Film Fund
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In the last decade, since the Cinema Law was legislated 
and the Israel Film Council was established, The State of 
Israel has witnessed a wonderful and moving blossoming 
of our films: in variety, in subject matter, in quality, and 
as part of an ongoing dialogue with its audiences.

Israeli movies are among our best ambassadors 
worldwide - introducing our people and their narrative, 
and reflecting on the challenging nature of our current 
existence, as well as on the visions we seek for the future. 

Our filmmakers have become house-hold names 
and have achieved recognition, appreciation, and awards 
at the most prestigious of international forums. 

I truly believe that the framework of motion 
pictures is by far the most efficient and exciting agent 
connecting people from diverse cultures. 

In this creative territory all five Film Funds 
operating in Israel, as well as numerous festivals & other 
“cultural agents”, are continuously setting a high mark 
by relentlessly networking to enhance Israel’s films and 
promote our filmmakers. 

On behalf of my colleagues at the Israel Film Council, 
I am pleased and proud to congratulate the directors and 
managements of the Film Funds of Israel, as well as all 
artists who lead the Israeli film industry from one apex 
to the next. 



FROM THE EDITORS

Dear Reader,

A palpable sense of excitement has been felt in the Israeli 
film industry since the beginning of the 21st century. In 
this special edition we set out to look into the changes 
that occurred during the last decade, which brought Israeli 
cinema to its current state, examining what has made Israeli 
films generate renewed interest. Is it the filmmakers new 
voice, a new look at reality, different types of stories being 
presented, or perhaps institutional changes?

All the contributing writers address certain aspects of 
Israeli cinema of the last decade offering ideas as to what 
characterizes and distinguishes recent Israeli feature films. 

Pablo Utin looks at the ‘Cinema of Disengagement’ – 
cinema that has cut its ties with explicit political issues, 
treating them in a more ambiguous manner. Nurit Gertz 
discusses the ‘Ethical Turn’ in new Israeli cinema. Tom 
Shoval sees the ‘family unit’ films as mirroring the fragility 
of local society and reality as a whole. Yael Munk focuses 
on three important films dealing with the Lebanon war. 
Annette Insdorf suggests that many Israeli films are built 
around a variety of tensions. And Marat Parkhomovsky 
offers reasons for the popularity and renewed connection 
recent Israeli cinema is enjoying with local audiences.

Part of the success of the Israeli films in the past 10 years 
can be attributed to the films and filmmakers opening up 
to a variety of stories, voices, places and cultural tendencies 
describing the multicultural society of the country.   

One of the main characteristics of Israeli filmmaking 
in the last decade is the discovery of new directors and 
filmmakers. Some interesting features of Israeli filmmaking 
relate to this and they are addressed throughout the 
edition such as films based on the personal experiences 

or biographies of their creators; the development of an 
independent film scene in the last few years; the ‘Cinema 
Law’, and the film schools from which many of the new 
talents have emerged. 

Telling the story of the dramatic comeback Israeli cinema 
is experiencing is a challenging task. As such, we were 
unable to mention all the films and filmmakers that deserve 
being acknowledged. Likewise, due to the large number of 
screenings and awards Israeli films received at International 
film festivals, we were bound to mention only those that 
best represent the sum of these achievements. 

We aimed at pointing a wide lens and shining as much 
light as possible on ten years of Israeli filmmaking. 

This edition focuses entirely on feature films and does not 
refer to documentary cinema. The Israeli documentary films 
presenting a unique view and visual language have gained 
world wide merit and acclaim. This division between fiction 
and documentary is, in our opinion, somewhat artificial. 

Finally, in the last decade a small number of wonderful 
films were produced and directed by women. We address a 
number of these films, and the small amount of references 
are a reflection of the situation. It is worth noting that in the 
last two years an increasing number of women are making 
feature films. In the coming year around 9 feature films by 
women filmmakers will be screened in cinemas. We hope 
that this will be one of the major phenomena that will define 
the next decade of Israeli filmmaking. 

Enjoy! 

Avital Bekerman  Noa Mendel  L AT E  M A R R I A G E



Ten years ago, after many deliberations, 

the Israeli Knesseth finally approved the 

country’s first Cinema Law. Last month, 

in Jerusalem, everyone, including some 

who had been less than enthusiastic a 

decade ago, was basking in the glory of 

what has turned to be a success story in 

every respect. 

No better proof than the performance 

of Israeli films in 2011. A relatively weak 

year, according to many film critics 

at home – even the response of the 

domestic market was pretty low-key. 

Only one exception, Joseph Cedar’s 

Footnote, it could eventually cross the 

300,000 admissions line. And yet, in 

the course of 2011, Israel participated 

in the competitions of all the Big Three 

festivals, Berlin (Lipstikka by Jonathan 

Sagall), Cannes (Footnote) and Venice 

(The Exchange by Eran Kolirin). It came 

back from Cannes with a Best Script 

Award (Footnote), collected the Best Film 

Award in Karlovy Vary (Yossi Madmoni’s 

Restoration), a Special Jury Prize in 

TEN YEARS LATER
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Locarno (Nadav Lapid’s Policeman) as well 

as an Audience Award and Best Artistic 

Contribution Prize in Thessaloniki (Guy 

Nattiv’s The Flood). And these were just 

the highlights. Countries with a much 

richer film history and tradition and with 

a much better established industry didn’t 

do that well.

Dover Kosashvili’s Late Marriage (2001) 

screened in Cannes’ Un Certain Regard, 

marked the new era though factually, it 

was shot before the Law was voted in. 

Sure enough, there was an Israeli cinema 

before, there were worthy and even 

memorable efforts including a couple of 

Oscar nominations (Sallah Shabati – 1965, 

Beyond the Walls - 1985) and an acting 

award in Cannes (Oded Kotler in Three 
Days and a Child - 1969), but these were 

the exceptions rather than the rule. Not 

any more. 

The cinema law is undoubtedly the 

main factor behind this radical change. 

To begin with, it allotted 71 million 

shekels (approx. 14 million euros) to film 

activities in the country, and though 

this barely made a dent in the national 

budget, it was a major breakthrough for 

the industry, opening the door for more 

productions and new filmmakers. 

Adding a second financial source to 

support film production (The Cinema 

Project) to the already existing Israel 

Film Fund, it not only offered aspiring 

filmmakers more options – if one fund 

turned them down they could always 

apply to the other – but also generated 

an undeclared but evident competition 

between the two funds for the most 

attractive projects. 

However, beyond all that, there was 

a distinct change in the mood of the 

country which left its imprint on the 

films it brought forth in the course of 

the last decade. From a compact nation, 

generally sticking together on every basic 

issue all through the first 50 years of its 

existence Israelis were beginning, rightly 

or wrongly, to relax, feel economically 

and politically more secure (maybe too 

secure?), demand more for themselves 

and turn around the famous Kennedy 

dictum, asking not what they had done 

for their country but what they expected 

their country to do for them. Not really a 

surprise, since this was the prevalent spirit 

in the whole of the Western world which 

Israel considered itself to be an integral 

part of. The eruption of the Intifadas (the 

Palestinian uprising), the first one in 1987, 

the second in 2000, badly shook off this 

kind of complacent self-confidence and 

the prevalent established answers to all 

the problems facing the country, certainly 

on major issues, lost their appeal.

With no clear-cut statements up 

front to trumpet in their films, the Israeli 

filmmakers withdrew, like the French New 

Wave at the time, to personal, intimate 

portraits with which they were far more 

familiar. They even started taking some 

liberties with film language, previously 

considered only a platform serving to 

discuss more relevant issues.

When Nir Bergman decided to have 

the head of the family in his Broken 
Wings (2002) killed by a bee instead of a 

heartbreaking portrait of the relations 

between a young student and her 

streetwalking mother, To Take a Wife (2004), 

Ronit and Shlomi Elkabetz' searing family 

drama in which a rebellious wife refuses 

to accept the authority of old-fashioned 

family customs carried over from the 

Diaspora, David Volach's My Father My Lord 

(2007), a profoundly disturbing portrait 

of religious addiction, or Tawfik Abu 

Wael’s Atash (Thirst) (2004), a generational 

power struggle inside a Palestinian 

family under Israeli occupation, shaped 

like a classic Greek tragedy. The Israeli  

presence, though clearly mentioned, 

hardly affected it. 

When they were incorporated, political 

issues were kept in the background, 

whether it was the Mossad agent in Eytan 

Fox’s Walk on Water (2004), facing his own 

guilt and sexuality or the Druze family 

shaken to its foundations by modernity, 

in Eran Riklis’ The Syrian Bride (2004). Eran 

Kolirin’s The Band’s Visit (2007), a lovely 

fantasy taking place in an unclear future 

which could as well be the present, took 

the Middle East conflict to another level, 

suggesting that once we drop our flags 

and identities and accept the fact we are 

all human beings, the world would be a 

much nicer place to live in. At the opposite 

end of the spectrum, Yaron Shani and 

Scandar Copti’s grim Ajami (2009), a 

quasi-documentarian, masterfully edited 

portrait of the violent clash between 

Muslims, Christians and Jews on the 

streets of a disreputable Jaffa slum, while 

clearly referring to an unbearable political 

climate, leads to the conclusion that in 

this struggle there are no heroes and no 

villains, just victims.

Even the war movies, which could 

have easily served as militant soapboxes, 

managed to say very little about politics 

looking instead at the tragedy of its 

WITH NO CLEAR-CUT 
STATEMENTS UP FRONT TO 
TRUMPET IN THEIR FILMS, 
THE ISRAELI FILMMAKERS 

WITHDREW, LIKE THE 
FRENCH NEW WAVE AT 

THE TIME, TO INTIMATE 
PORTRAITS WITH WHICH 

THEY WERE FAR MORE 
FAMILIAR

terrorist attack, it was no accident but a 

conspicuous choice to avoid any political 

subtext and to deal purely with personal 

drama. Broken Wings turned out to be 

an international success because it was 

simple, true and authentic and watching 

it, no one was expected to take sides 

in the Middle East conflict, which, by 

that time, looked more upsetting and 

confusing than ever before. 

Bergman was not the only one. More 

introspective films came along, like 

Or (My Treasure) (2004), Keren Yedaya’s 

ATA S H  ( T H I R S T )
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protagonists without actually discussing 

the causes.

Joseph Cedar’s Beaufort (2007) played 

pretty much like an Anthony Mann movie 

replacing WW2 with the war in Lebanon. 

The claustrophobic Lebanon (2009), 

Samuel Maoz’ intense record of his 

personal experiences, kept the camera 

at all times inside a tank, which became 

for all purposes a fortified miniature of 

hell on wheels. The vibrant truth of the 

characters was indelible, but it never really 

reflected on the reasons that put them in 

the situation they found themselves. As 

for Ari Folman’s Waltz with Bashir (2008), 

with its innovative idea of an animated 

documentary playing like fiction, it 

delivered such an emotional wallop 

that politics in it became secondary, a 

man-made disaster in which the film’s 

hero (the director himself ) and with him 

an entire nation, had unwittingly been 

implicated, as he learns once he retrieves 

his subconsciously obliterated memory. If 

anything, this is not about the causes of 

the tragedy, but rather about its outcome. 

But as everyone knows, glory 

has its price, its risks and its dangers. 

European funds, mostly German and 

French, whose participation in Israeli 

productions has been generous all 

through the past decade, are facing now 

their own financial problems and their 

contributions may suffer accordingly. 

What’s more, though they had no 

reason to complain in the past given the 

response to the films they participated 

in, they are beginning to wonder out 

loud why Israeli participation in their 

own films is so modest and clearly expect 

something should be done about it. 

Since the presence of European partners 

is essential for the Israeli cinema, the 

question is to be addressed and the 

sooner the better.

Also, with the kind of money they 

have in their till, the Funds are already 

finding it difficult to accommodate the 

growing number of submissions. Young 

filmmakers are now calling themselves 

“independents” and launching their own 

production. Not quite accurate, since it 

is true they start by using their meager 

assets but once they get stuck, they 

go back to the Funds for completion 

money, which they are often granted. 

Interestingly, the young “independents” 

reject altogether the need for social or 

political relevance, preferring to embrace 

in their films classic cinema genres such 

as horror (Rabies by Aharon Keshales and 

Navot Papushado, Cats on a Pedal Boat by 

Nadav Hollander and Yuval Mendelson). 

Up to now, they have made more of a 

splash with the media than they did with 

audiences, but if there is a future for the 

Israeli cinema, it will probably come from 

this direction.

From the industry’s point of view, 

some basic tools are still lacking. No 

bankable actors have emerged, there 

are no certified formulas for success 

and scriptwriters often have to become 

directors to see their work on screen. On 

the other hand, there is an established 

mainstream represented by directors like 

Avi Nesher, Eran Riklis, Shemi Zarhin or 

Joseph Cedar. And there is Amos Gitai, 

who has always done his own brand of 

cinema, admired by some and abhorred 

L I P S T I K K A E Y E S  W I D E  O P E N

by others. But he started long before  

the Cinema Law, and was hardly affected 

by it.

Finally, already looming in the present, 

there is the risk of seeing the Film Funds 

keel under populist pressures and 

start subsidizing doubtful commercial, 

lowbrow ventures, such as last year’s This 
is Sodom (Adam Sanderson, Muli Segev, 

Assaf Shalmon), an inept take-off on 

the Asterix formula, or this year’s as yet 

unreleased Little Simico’s Great Fantasy 
(Arik Lubetzki). Both managed to get 

partly financed with state money, the 

first, due to massive presence of popular 

TV comics, was a hit at home, the second 

may very well be as well, but there is  

very little chance of their travelling 

anywhere else. No reason why these films 

shouldn’t be made, but they don’t need 

the Cinema Law and the Cinema Law 

doesn’t need them.

First Published in Screen International, 16.12.2011

Dan Fainaru Film Critic, Screen International

THE CINEMA LAW IS 
UNDOUBTEDLY THE 

MAIN FACTOR BEHIND 
THE RADICAL CHANGE 

ISRAELI  CINEMA HAS GONE 
THROUGH IN THE LAST 

DECADE. IT WAS A MAJOR 
BREAKTHROUGH FOR 

THE INDUSTRY, OPENING 
THE DOOR FOR MORE 

PRODUCTIONS AND NEW 
FILMMAKERS 
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THE ICEBERG EFFECT
ISRAEL’S CINEMA OF 
DISENGAGEMENT

Pablo Utin

The word ‘disengagement’ holds a crucial significance for 
Israel. The retraction from Gaza, the West Bank wall, and 
Lebanon are not just political developments, but symbols of 
Israeli citizens’ urge to detach themselves from the events 
surrounding them, due to their reluctance or inability to 
continue dealing with the area’s fraught political tensions. 
Following the first Intifada and the initiation of various 
peace agreements during the Rabin era, Israelis’ desires 
to live normal lives, cut off from the pressures of politics 
and terrorist attacks, were solidified. The improvements 
in Israel’s economy and lifestyle during the ‘90s helped 
consolidate a more bourgeois, conformist society, and the 
need for personal political involvement dwindled. Some 
of the most notable Israeli films of the last few years are 
expressing this tendency in Israeli society, constituting a 
veritable ‘Cinema of Disengagement’ – one that disengages 
from its immediate context in search of a mode of storytelling 
that will transcend those still all-too-present political 
realities. While the term ‘disengagement’ is associated with 
a specific political and historical event carried out during 
Sharon’s administration in 2005, the films of the cinema of 
disengagement are characterized by their tendency to avoid 
politics in noticeable ways.

THE FILMS OF THE CINEMA OF 
DISENGAGEMENT ARE CHARACTERIZED 

BY THEIR TENDENCY TO AVOID POLITICS 
IN NOTICEABLE WAYS. THE CHARACTERS 
DISCUSS THEIR DREAMS, LOVES, MUSIC, 

LONELINESS, AND FOOD, BUT NOT A  
WORD IS PROFFERED AS TO THE  

POLITICAL SITUATION

Joseph Cedar’s Beaufort (2007) is a war film, portraying 
the last days before the IDF’s withdrawal from Lebanon. 
But despite the obvious political contexts of the events 
conveyed in the film, Cedar avoids involving the politics 
of the time or taking a distinct political stand regarding 
the situation, focusing instead on the lives of the soldiers 
trying to survive their final days in the famous citadel. 

David Volach’s My Father My Lord (2007) takes place in the 
closed world of Ultra-Orthodox Jews, but the Ultra-
Orthodox society is left almost entirely uncharacterized; 
even though the film deals with the tension between the 
religious and secular worlds, it disregards the social and 
political structures that feed this tension, effectively closing 
the story in on itself, creating a philosophical, allegorical 
work. Eran Kolirin’s The Band’s Visit (2007) tells the story of 
an Egyptian police band that arrives in Israel for a concert 
but gets completely lost, ending up in a southern provincial 
town. The film focuses primarily on the encounter between 
Egyptian Arabs and Israeli Jews. What is most evident, 
unsurprisingly, is the utter dissociation from any political 
content. The characters discuss their dreams, loves, music, 
loneliness, and food, but not a word is proffered as to the 
political situation. Neither side blames the other for its 
‘sins,’ there are no discussions regarding the ‘state of affairs.’ 
One staple of past Israeli cinema is especially conspicuous 
by its absence: that of Jews and Arabs disagreeing about the 
political situation, only to realize later that their common 
trait is their humanity.

THE ICEBERG EFFECT
The Israeli Cinema of Disengagement can thus be 
distinguished by a style of introversion and withdrawal, not 
denying the realities of the situation but allowing them to 
function as unsaid upon the foundation of the narrative –
like an iceberg, the salient tip of social interaction that is 
visible is sustained and kept afloat by the enormous mass 
lying out of sight beneath it. This kind of restraint should 
not be taken for granted in Israeli cinema. The Middle 
Eastern socio-political situation provides sufficient material 
for artistic debate, and during the ‘80s, filmmakers had 
the urge to express their stance and the Israel Film Fund 
demonstrated a willingness to invest money in meaningful, 
substantial films.

While the legacy of the overtly political Israeli cinema is 
still felt within the ‘restraint’ of recent Israeli cinema, the 
new cinema’s tendency towards understatement cannot go 
unnoticed.

 For better and for worse, the new Israeli cinema does not 
overtly deal with politics, and the feeling is that today’s film 
funds are not necessarily looking for filmmakers who want 
to make a statement, but those who wish to tell a story. 
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A CINEMA OF DISENGAGEMENT 
The origins of the Israeli Cinema of Disengagement can be 
found in 2001, the year Dover Kosashvili’s Late Marriage was 
released to unprecedented success—immediately after the 
outbreak of the second Intifada, a telling sign of the growing 
distance between Israeli cinema and Israeli politics. Rather 
than reading this as resorting to escapism, we should see this 
as a shift of emphasis. While the Cinema of Disengagement 
has not foregone a critical voice, those criticisms are now 
levelled in an emotional, ethical, and philosophical vein. It 
is for this reason that My Father My Lord surprises in the end 
with a much more critical observation of religious society 
than, for instance, a film such as Avi Nesher’s The Secrets 
(2007), which openly criticizes the political aspects of that 
same society. 

THE NEW BREED OF ISRAELI  
FILMMAKERS HAS FOREGONE THE  

NEED TO SHOUT OUT THEIR EXPLICIT  
AGENDAS, STATEMENTS,  

AND FEELINGS, AND FOUND A MORE 
RESERVED AND INTRICATE WAY OF 

EXPRESSING THEM

Both intimate and reserved, Volach’s film is more suggestive 
than functional. It does not try to disclose the ‘bigger 
picture’ – indeed, the shots tend to close in on the characters, 
giving us the feeling that we see just a sliver of this world 
and not the world in its entirety. During a scene at the Dead 
Sea where religious Jews wade in the water, Volach decisively 
fragments the action: we see images of the fish the boy finds, 
shots of sand, feet, and body parts that cross the frame. It 
is only towards the end of the segment, during a communal 
spiritual gathering, that the frame opens wide, allowing for 
a broader, astounding image of a prayer group against the 
Dead Sea landscape, an image reminiscent of Brueghel’s 
Landscape with the Fall of Icarus in both composition and 
theme. On one hand, this shot conveys a sense of communal 
spirituality, but on the other, it simultaneously creates a 
sense of irksome emptiness, seeing that this is also the 
moment in the film when the boy disappears. The long shot 
stresses the detachment of the protagonist, who is so deeply 
engrossed in prayer that he fails to look after his son. 

Like Volach, Cedar favours tight framing in Beaufort, his 
characters perpetually surrounded by walls, the atmosphere 
bleak and claustrophobic, disconnecting the characters from 
the world outside and the abstract forces that have placed 
them in their predicament. In The Band’s Visit, Eran Kolirin 
gives meticulous consideration to the frame’s composition, 

the actors’ arrangement on screen, and their minimalistic 
movements conveying an understanding of the characters’ 
situation better than the more overt means of yesteryear. One 
of the film’s most fascinating moments occurs when Saleh 
Bakri, a Palestinian actor portraying the band’s youngest 
musician, tries to give his Jewish host a few insights on sex. In 
the past, Arab monologues in Israeli films aimed at imparting 
a sense of the political situation, and allowing the Arab 
character an opportunity to have his voice heard. But in The 
Band’s Visit, the focus has been shifted entirely. In an extreme 
close-up, Bakri speaks not of politics or of his pain, but gives a 
remarkable speech in Arabic that the filmmaker had originally 
decided to leave without translation (unfortunately, and 
against Kolirin’s intentions, prints in North America have 
this sequence translated). The result is that instead of hearing 
words, or a monologue, we hear an array of suggestive sounds. 
Instead of hearing about politics, we listen to the sounds of a 
personal note on sex and love. 

At first glance, Kolirin’s approach seems irresponsible in 
light of the location of his film’s production. He completely 
ignores reality, turning instead to a seemingly universal, 
non-political outlook. But in fact, everything that remains 
outside the frame, everything that remains unsaid, is so 
disturbing when seen in the context of the daily news that the 
exact opposite occurs: in a paradoxical way, the disengaged 
film takes on a potentially political effect. The audience, 
exposed to a certain daily reality, senses the absence of 
politics and ‘fills in the gaps’ on their own through emotion 
and experience. The rift between Egyptians and Jews in The 
Band’s Visit is not political, but cultural. The problem isn’t 
that there are two nations at war despite their common 
pleasure taken in Shakespeare at the theatre, as shown in 
Avanti Popolo (1986). The similarities and differences are to 
be found in the same arena—that of humanity and culture. 
In other words, even when the two sides are not at war, the 
relationship between them is complex, and a real connection 
is hard to achieve. This is why the Cinema of Disengagement 
holds a much more painful and pessimistic truth: it exposes 
a human crisis that might be much harder to solve than the 
political one. 

But after the films have finished, the iceberg effect allows 
viewers to think about what they have seen, and even to 
discover that the films are charged with further content. The 
absence of explicit ideological stances ends up creating the 
potential for a fresh outlook on politics, allowing the viewers 

to examine the ideological charges of the area in complex 
ways that are different from the daily discourse presented 
in the media – rather, one can say, departing from the 
ideological in favour of the existential and philosophical. 

THE DECISION TO IGNORE THE REGION’S 
POLITICAL CONFLICTS IN FAVOUR OF 
AN UNDERSTATED PRECISE STYLE, 

THUS PARADOXICALLY HEIGHTENS THE 
PRESENCE OF THE POLITICAL SUBTEXT

TODAY’S UPSIDE-DOWN ICEBERG 
While today’s Israeli cinema has certainly encouraged its 
viewers to read every minute onscreen event as a cryptogram 
of the political determinisms running deep beneath its 
surface, this iceberg model is not the only tendency in 
existence, and perhaps not even the most prominent one. 
Concurrently, we find films that carry on the tradition of an 
upside-down iceberg, the lion’s share of agendas, statements, 
politics and feelings appearing resolutely on the surface. 
This is not necessarily a negative quality, a flaw in the films, 
as some of the best Israeli films of the ‘80s, such as Beyond the 
Walls (1984) or Avanti Popolo, expressed their political content 
in a very direct way, bringing the subtext to the surface and 
generating powerful emotions and moments of catharsis 
without losing sight of their political purpose.

Over the past few years a significant group of filmmakers 
in fact have been making films that directly address Israel’s 
current political situation. Such films include Amos Gitai’s 
Free Zone (2005) and Disengagement (2007), Udi Aloni’s 
Forgiveness (2006), Eytan Fox’s The Bubble (2006), Guy Nattiv 
and Erez Tadmor’s Strangers (2008), Amos Kollek’s Restless 
(2008), and Eran Riklis’ Lemon Tree (2008). It is worth noting 
that in all of these films the tension existing between 
political involvement and the desire to detach oneself from 
it—to attempt to lead a ‘normal life’— plays a central role in 
the works’ dramatic developments. This is why, even though 
these films don’t engage in the stylistic approach of the 
Cinema of Disengagement, the issue of the individual’s or 
society’s disengagement from current affairs remains central 
to them. As a result, these films can be viewed as another, 
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heard everyday on Israeli TV shows and in the streets. 
Strangers shows two people trying to escape the political 

in order to live a love story, fleeing their homeland in the 
hope that the conflict is only geographical, believing that 
by leaving the area of conflict one can also leave behind the 
conflict itself. The realization that such escape is impossible, 
that no matter the degree of one’s emotional or geographical 
disengagement the ideological burden brands one like the 
mark of Cain, is a common theme in Israeli films. Kollek’s 
Restless, presented in competition at Berlin, centers 
around Moshe (Moshe Ivgy), an Israeli who abandoned his 
homeland, his wife, and his now grown child for New York 
20 years ago, where he now tries to make a living in dubious 
ways. Having left his country behind because he was fed 
up with the sociopolitical conflicts – the wars, the Mizrahi 
discrimination, etc. – he paradoxically discovers that his 
Israeli identity is so enmeshed with his personal identity that 
all the things he tried to escape from are actually the things 
that are most present in his life in exile. He talks about Israeli 
politics and identity when he eats, works, when he pays his 
rent, when he cleans his Israeli flag underwear, and even 
when he has sex – he even gets off by cursing his homeland. 

Employed at a local pub as a poet-performer, Moshe’s 
performances consist of reading poetry infused with 
provocative, political anti-Israeli statements, interspersed 

different ramification of the Disengagement movement, 
worthy of discussion. 

Showcased in competition at Sundance 2008, Strangers 
tells a love story between a young Israeli from a Kibbutz 
(Liron Levo) and a Palestinian exile (Lubna Azabal) who meet 
by chance in Berlin during the 2006 World Cup. Nattiv and 
Tadmor placed their actors in location in Germany, without 
a finished script, allowing real events to influence the course 
of the story. The film begins with the two leading characters 
falling in love and leaving their differences behind. But in 
the middle of the production, real events took over more 
strongly than expected: the second Lebanon war began 
and started to influence their filmic relationship. While 
beautifully photographed in vérité-like style throughout, the 
focus subtly changes as real events overtake the cinematic 
love story. While early on the cinematography expresses 
the fragility and spontaneity of the developing love affair, 
in the second part it becomes a conduit for a strong dose 
of political realism, as the focus changes to long political 
monologues and discussions concerning the war, its effects, 
and the controversial questions of who is responsible 
and who is right. Judging from reactions, it appears that 
international audiences are keener to these straightforward 
political discussions than are Israelis. For local audiences, 
Strangers offers only a blunt repetition of what is already 

with a belly dancer and old Israeli folk songs. Restless thus 
becomes a film full of political monologues, some of them 
funny, some of them provocative, all of them mixed with 
cheap nostalgia and a love/hate for Israel. When the Israeli 
owner of the pub shuts down Moshe’s act because it is too 
political, it feels a bit absurd: despite their severity, Moshe’s 
off-the-wall rants are still delivered as part of an inoffensive 
and uninfluential performance in a New York pub. In Restless, 
then, the expression of a leftist political stance becomes 
an entertainment act, a retro performance presented for 
a public of disconnected Israeli exiles and tourists. The 
political statements are one with the nostalgic songs, all 
part of a vanished past; leftist bile is made no more than 
a folkloric custom that is there to fill the emptiness of the 
lives of those in exile, and not to try to better understand 
the present, or change the future. 

In a way, Restless is an ‘80s Israeli film made 20 years too 
late. As with some of those offerings, politics butts heads 
with the story, and the director is unable to find an organic 
way of mixing the two. In this light, Eran Riklis’ Lemon Tree 
is a small miracle, the culmination thus far of the director’s 
project of reconciliation between political content and 
humanist storytelling. 

As in The Syrian Bride (2004), Lemon Tree focuses on the 
absurdity of borders, distances, and separations. The middle-
aged widow Salma Zidane (Hiam Habbas) has lived all her 
life on the border between Israel and the West Bank, where 
she tends a lemon grove she inherited from her father. On 
the other side of her grove a new house is built and a new 
neighbour moves in: the Israeli Minister of Defense and his 
wife. Convinced that Salma’s trees could serve as the staging 
ground for an assassination attempt, the Minister acts on 
the advice of the secret service and orders the trees cut down. 
While Salma’s fight to keep her grove occupies the centre of 
the narrative, Riklis’ true interest lies in the absurd distance 
between the two neighbours, Salma and Mira (Rona Lipaz-
Michael), the Minister’s wife, their potential friendship 
obstructed by the many layers of ‘security’ intruding 
between them. As in The Syrian Bride, where the paltry few 
meters between bride and groom remain unbridgeable 
due to bureaucracy and prejudice, in Lemon Tree paranoia 
and fear separate what should be united. The absurdity 
of the situation helps Riklis create a sense of space that 
redefines the concepts of closeness and distance. While the 
characters move from one city to another generally without 

S T R A N G E R S

any problem, the lemon grove remains unbreachable. In 
addition, the choice of locations makes a clear statement, 
as modern, bourgeois Israeli buildings contrast with the 
outdated, lowerclass Palestinian ones. In the end, the 
solution to the ‘lemon’ problem is to build even more fences 
and walls – to disengage even further from the feared other. 
For Riklis, Israel’s belief in separation is ridiculous and 
dangerous, less a means of protection from one’s neighbours 
than from one’s own sins. The realities we have wrought lie 
all too plainly behind the wall, but that thankful obstruction 
protects us from seeing and facing them, as if believing that 
if we do not see them, they will cease to exist. 

If the Cinema of Disengagement as represented by 
Beaufort and The Band’s Visit is an attempt to keep talking 
about political issues without involving politics, then Lemon 
Tree represents the strongest statement yet against this 
tendency. Riklis, who started his film career in the ‘80s at 
the peak of Israeli political filmmaking, not only contends 
that it is impossible to ignore the political conflicts in order 
to communicate on a purely human level, but that trying 
to separate the human from the political is in itself unethical 
by principle. Lemon Tree makes it clear that what we need  
is not more fences and disengagement, but direct, 
unregulated contact.

First Published in Cinema Scope, Issue 34, Spring 2008.

Pablo Utin  Film journalist, author of books on cinema. He is writing 
his PhD at the Tel-Aviv University, Film & TV Department. Winner  of the 
prestigious President’s Scholarship. 
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LAMENTING LOST YOUTH
THE ‘LEBANON’ FILMS OF THE 
EARLY 21ST CENTURY: 
BEAUFORT, WALTZ WITH BASHIR, LEBANON

Yael Munk

“Horror looks good on camera”, claimed Israeli film director and 
theorist Judd Ne’eman, speaking about war films.1 And yet 
Israeli war films do not deal with horror, but rather with 
the battle itself; as if horror is a different, unrelated, aspect 
of war. In the 1960s national Israeli cinema dealt with the 
righteous causes of war and its justification, mainly by 
glorifying the image of the soldier. Twenty years after, the 
political cinema of the 1980s chose to depict a different 
aspect of the war: the face of the enemy confronting Israeli 
soldiers. These two aspects were presented in films about 
the first Lebanon war that arrived in cinemas in the last 
decades of the 20th century. Eli Cohen’s Ricochets (1986) 
featured the just's angle, while Eran Riklis’ Final Cup (1991), 
presented a sense of identification with the enemy. Over the 
years both viewpoints have given way to a different kind 
of discourse on war; a subjective point of view focusing on 
the lamentation of lost youth. In the beginning of the 21st 
century, three consecutive Israeli films, Beaufort (2007) by 
Joseph Cedar, Waltz with Bashir (2008) by Ari Folman and 
Lebanon (2009) by Samuel Moaz changed the conventional 
pattern in the depiction of war and revived the memory of 
the first Lebanon war.

Following its official ending in June 1985, with the IDF’s 
retreat from most Lebanese territories, the recollection of 
that war had faded somewhat among the Israeli public. This 
was due to the uprising of the first ‘Intifada’ which swept 

Israeli soldiers off to a different kind of confrontation, one 
that received wide cinematic representation in real time on 
Israeli screens. The three new ‘Lebanon’ films in this short 
article examine the personal memories of Israeli soldiers. 
They expose the harsh images, whether fictive or factual, 
etched in their creators’ memories. 

IN THE BEGINNING OF THE 21ST CENTURY, 
THREE CONSECUTIVE ISRAELI FILMS, 

BEAUFORT, WALTZ WITH BASHIR AND LEBANON 
CHANGED THE CONVENTIONAL PATTERN IN 
THE DEPICTION OF WAR AND REVIVED THE 

MEMORY OF THE FIRST LEBANON WAR

These films gained much interest in Israel and abroad. They 
received international recognition unprecedented in Israeli 
cinema: Beaufort and Waltz with Bashir were nominated for 
Best Foreign Film at the Oscars; Lebanon won the prestigious 
Golden Lion Award at the Venice Film Festival. Coincidently, 
a study began on the distinctiveness of these films. The 
discussion moved between the universal horror of war 
and the complex depiction of the subjective trauma, as 
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experienced by individual soldiers on the battlefield. Either 
way, these films marked a turning point both in the Israeli 
cinematic discourse, and in its relation to the country’s 
history and historiography. For the first time, the private 
memory of that war was addressed within the national 
narrative. Consequently, all three films expressed a lament 
for something that had been lost forever.

A close reading of the three Lebanon films reveals their 
creators’ journeys in the footsteps of lost time: the time 
of their deprived, tainted youth, and their struggles in 
rehabilitating that sense of loss in the present day. 

Taken together, these three films present a reverse  
chronology of the war, from its end to its beginning. 
Beaufort depicts the retreat of IDF forces from Lebanon 

in 2000; Waltz with Bashir tells of the massacre in the 
refugee camps of Sabra and Shatila in 1982 and 
the action in Lebanon takes place on the first day 
of the war, the 6th of June, 1982. Though this chronology 
does not match the official timeframe of the war (1982-
1985), it establishes an accurate subjective documentation, 
one that coincides with the presence of the Israeli army on 
Lebanese soil. 

Beaufort tells the story of the retreat of IDF forces from 
the mythological Beaufort fortress – after eighteen years 
and countless lost lives. The animated Waltz with Bashir follows 
the ultimate traumatic war memory - the massacre at Sabra 
and Shatila; Lebanon, returns to the first day of the war by 
simply stating the infamous date, before tossing its viewers 
into the claustrophobic confines of an army tank in the 
midst of battle.

THE PLOTS OF THE LEBANON FILMS
Cedar’s Beaufort deals with the daily routine of a company of 
soldiers manning the Beaufort fortress during the final days 
prior to the IDF’s retreat from Lebanon. The only sign of the 
enemy comes from the sound of the missiles shot toward 
the post.

Liraz, the post’s commander, is a young officer with 
blind faith in the IDF. He defends every decision from above 
feverishly, including those he cannot understand. This is 
made clear right from the opening scene. In it, Liraz urges a 
young bomb-squad officer to disable a landmine on a booby-
trapped axis. This act leads to the latter’s death. As the plot 
progresses, Liraz grows increasingly realistic about his faith 
in military authority. His new perception assists him when 
it is time to evacuate the post. Playing against Liraz is Koris, 
the unit’s paramedic. Koris is a humanist who believes in the 
preservation of human life above all. The two protagonists 
are in constant conflict due to their opposing values. Beaufort 
ends with the explosion of the post. While Koris finally goes 
home to his family, Liraz walks upon Israeli soil, falling to 
the ground crying like a man whose world has been torn 
apart. In fact, Liraz has lost not only his comrades in arms, 
but his faith in the army and the country, those who had 
given him something to hold on to (as symbolized by the 
necessity of the Beaufort post). 

FOR THE FIRST TIME, THE PRIVATE 
MEMORY OF THAT WAR WAS ADDRESSED 

WITHIN THE NATIONAL NARRATIVE. 
ALL THREE FILMS EXPRESSED A  

LAMENT FOR SOMETHING THAT HAD 
BEEN LOST FOREVER

Contrary to the realism of Beaufort, Folman’s animated 
Waltz with Bashir focuses on one consciousness, that of the 
director himself. Folman speaks of remembering nothing 
of that war until an encounter with a friend in the dead of 
winter brought back an encrypted memory, an image that 
had lost its context – a large group of women sobbing while 
marching toward him. This is the starting point for the 
director’s journey in an attempt to reconstruct the source 

of that image. He begins by searching for people who had 
served with him during the war. Collecting his friends’ 
testimonials, one after the other, he gradually recreates his 
own missing puzzle. Armed with his friend’s fragmented 
memories, Folman faces his own initial troublesome 
recollection. Suddenly he sees the entire picture he had 
forgotten: his indirect involvement in the massacre of 
Palestinians in Sabra and Shatila.

The film ends with a shot taken from BBC documentary 
footage. The camera moves slowly across the bodies of the 
victims, representing them as evidence of the repressed 
horror.

It would seem that the depictions of the horrors of war 
were not fully exhausted in Folman’s film. Lebanon, Maoz’s 
autobiographical film, returns to the moment when Israeli 
soldiers were cast into the Lebanese trauma. The film begins 
with a panoramic view of a sunflower field beneath a clear 
blue sky. A title appears with the date of the first day of 
the war: June 6, 1982. Following that shot, the majority 
of the plot takes place within the claustrophobic interior 

of an army tank. Cramped in it are four hungry soldiers. In 
spite of their yearning to go back home, they are making 
their way into dangerous enemy territory. While supposedly 
protected by the tank, their fear and uncertainty pierce 
through the metal, eroding the bonds between them. Faced 
with the ever rising tension and terror, the IDF slogan that 
claims 'The man in the tank shall win’ takes on an ironic 
meaning. The soldiers approaching the battlefield, young, 
confused, and frightened, have already been defeated by 
their mere presence in it.

Lebanon closes with the same sunflower field, only now 
the tank is in the background, without any specific time or 
date; serving as a parable of the trauma experienced there, 
a memory that continues to accompany every sunny day of 
those who were once young.

A TONE OF LAMENT
As mentioned above, the Lebanon films of the last decade 
were not the first to take on the memory of that war. 
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Cohen’s Ricochets was produced with the aid of the IDF 
spokeperson unit, perhaps in order to relate to the Israeli 
public the nature of the difficulties and dilemmas confronted 
by fighters. Riklis’ Final Cup and Haim Bouzaglo’s Time of the 
Cherries (1992) were also two significant Lebanon films.  
Both were met with limited success in Israel, which could 
be due to their depiction of the reality of battles fought on 
foreign soil.

“BEFORE I RETURN, I
WATCH THE FOOTAGE AND 

CAN’T BELIEVE IT. 
IS THAT WHAT WE WERE LIKE? 

SO DUMB, SO BEAUTIFUL, 
SO INNOCENT?”

By contrast, the distinctiveness of the Lebanon films of the 
first decade of the 21st century is the tone of lament they 
provoked among large audiences worldwide. This lament, 
which does not represent a one sided political outlook, is 
based entirely on the personal world of the filmmakers who 
were soldiers in that war.

It is worth noting that lament was not a main 
characteristic of the native Israeli the ‘Zabar’. The ‘Zabar’ 
was raised not to mourn either the loss of friends or the 
loss of his youth. Therefore lament was hardly presented in 
Israeli cinema. With that in mind, Renen Schorr’s film Late 
Summer Blues, released in 1987 (just after the official ending 
of the first Lebanon war), stands out. Though it is set against 
the backdrop of the War of Attrition in the early 1970s, it 
corresponds with the feelings of pain and grief of the first 
Lebanon war. The film tells the story of four teenagers 
during the summer break of 1970, a short while before they 
are drafted into the army. The film’s plot is divided into four 
chapters corresponding to each of the main characters. Each 
chapter features ‘documentary’ footage shot on Super 8mm 
by Margo, their friend who cannot be recruited to the army 
due to his health. When the tale of their last summer comes 
to an end, Margo (and the viewers) learn that his beloved 
friend was killed in the war. Margo decides to return to 
Israel after three years in Paris, where he was studying film.  

The closing scene ends with documentary footage from their 
high-school days. Margo is heard saying: “Before I return, I 
watch the footage and can’t believe it. Is that what we were 
like? So dumb, so beautiful, so innocent?” This lamentation 
for youth lost before its time, hardly featured in Israeli 
cinema until the production of the three new Lebanon films.

Much like Late Summer Blues, the Lebanon films did not 
engage in direct political criticism, but rather dealt with 
the sense of abandonment young soldiers experienced on 
enemy territory. 

Retrospectively, the three new Lebanon films create a 
cinematic time and space of the war; one that went beyond 
its official ending in the lives and psyches of those who were, 
and continue to be affected by its memory. By doing so, these 
films recreated a real time frame for the terror of the battles 
fought, which continues to the present day. They encompass 
twenty five years of silence that no public protest has been 
able to shake. Along the way they delineate the borders of the 
longest war in Israeli history, a war from which, presumably, 
many more personal narratives will arise, lamenting the loss 
of innocence. That time of lost youth, it would seem, is not 
as lost as we were led to believe. It continues to accompany 
an entire generation in its longing for other days. Days, as 
put by Margo in Late Summer Blues, in which we were “dumb, 
beautiful, and innocent.” 

Dr. Yael Munk  Lecturer of film and culture at the Open University of 
Israel. She has published various articles on Israeli Cinema. Her book Exiled 
in their Borders: Israeli Cinema at the Turn of the Century has recently been 
published by the Open University Press [Hebrew].
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1   Judd Ne’eman, The Horror Looks Good On Camera, 

Maariv, September 18th, 1991.
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Israeli cinema, past and present, operates like a seismograph 
measuring the pulse of its society. In a country bearing an 
acute sense of uncertainty due to constant conflict with 
its neighbors, Israeli cinema has attempted to capture and 
expose the hardships and tensions that mark its existence. 
I would like to explore Israeli cinema thematically by using 
two central narratives. The two main subjects of recent Israeli 
cinema are war films and films centering on the family unit. 
While this division is perhaps unjust and inclusive, I’ll take 
a moment to examine it, if only for the sake of perspective. 
The space between these two themes, I believe, contains and 
expresses the dynamics of Israeli reality. 

In war films, where battles reflect a genuine actuality, 
war images work as direct visual metaphors for the 
conflicted soul, fighting ceaselessly against what seems to 
be an undefeatable enemy. The prominent Israeli war films 
of the last decade (see Yael Munk’s essay) have brought 
about a radical look on war. In these films war is depicted as 
corrupting mind and spirit leading to helplessness and a lack 
of clear conscience.

As opposed to them, films centering on the family 
present it as an ‘island of normality’. These films portray 
attempts to protect the family in its existential state of 
eternal conflict. In this case the struggle is both internal 
and psychological. Whether through preservation of the 

family unit, or conversely, surviving as a deconstructed one, 
these films present a complex metaphor for Israelis trying to 
find stability on precarious ground. These two portrayals of 
Israeli reality, overt (war) and implied (family), have reached 
their peak over the last decade.

The starting point for Israeli war films is in the past. 
Their narratives examine the effects of past experience upon 
present day. By contrast, family films focus on the present 
while casting an eye toward the future. For this reason they 
have been found to track the development of a new awareness 
toward Israeli reality, one that puts renewed emphasis on 
the individual’s role in society. This fresh realization was 
expressed in the social uprising during the summer of 2011.

FAMILY FILMS FOCUS ON THE PRESENT 
WHILE CASTING AN EYE TOWARD THE 
FUTURE. THEY HAVE BEEN FOUND TO 
TRACK THE DEVELOPMENT OF A NEW 

AWARENESS TOWARD ISRAELI REALITY, 
ONE THAT PUTS RENEWED EMPHASIS ON 

THE INDIVIDUAL’S ROLE IN SOCIETY

An Intimate Family Picture  Tom Shoval

AN INTIMATE
FAMILY PICTURE
A LOOK INTO THE FRAGILITY
OF THE PRESENT

Tom Shoval
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Dover Kosashvili’s Late Marriage (2001) and Nir Bergman’s 
Broken Wings (2002) are two films that received surprising 
box-office success in Israel. To a certain extent these films 
were instrumental in restoring the diminished trust Israeli 
audiences had in their own cinema. Both films focus on 
domestic dynamics, presenting their cinematic families as 
cut off from mainstream Israeli culture. The Georgian family 
at the center of Late Marriage chooses to remain in the bubble-
like confines of the Georgian community. By preserving 
traditional customs – hardly even speaking Hebrew – 
they offer behavioral patterns that differ greatly from the 
‘accepted’ Israeli norm.

This close-knit family unit provides its members with a 
sense of place and community, yet at the same time does 
not allow much room for expressions of individuality. The 
family at the center of Broken Wings is likewise cut off from 
accepted Israeli norms. The fragile family is left orphaned, 
having lost the father – not to war or due to the Israeli 
‘situation’  but to something as trivial as a bee sting. Despite 
their struggle to appear ‘normal’, the children feel a constant 
sense of absence. This pushes them to the margins of 
society. Haifa, portrayed as a grey industrial port city, acts 

as a backdrop shadowing the family’s inability to adapt to 
the accepted normality of Israeli society. Both films, in their 
similarities as in their differences, offered a very intimate 
kind of cinema; one focusing on family values and the desire 
to resolve internal conflicts prior to anything else. They 
offered audiences a direct experience of identification. By so 
reopening the doors of Israeli cinemas to local viewers. 

THE CINEMATIC MEDIUM WAS

FAST BECOMING A SURFACE FOR 

THE PROJECTION OF PERSONAL 

EXPERIENCES, RATHER THAN A VEHICLE 

FOR CRITICAL RESPONSES TO THE 

PROMINENT IDEOLOGY OF THE TIME,

 A SALIENT FEATURE OF EARLIER

ISRAELI CINEMA

Following their hearts and instincts, Bergman and 
Kosashvili told personal stories based on their families 
(Kosashvili cast his mother in Late Marriage, while Bergman 
based Broken Wings on his adolescence in Haifa). Suddenly 
Israel was being depicted through the diverse day to day 
lives of its regular citizens, rather than its soldiers. These 
semi-autobiographical films spoke in a language their 
viewers could relate to. The intimacy of the experience they 
provided made them mirrors for entire groups, whose lives 
and concerns had not been reflected on cinematic screens 
previously.

Upon their release, a number of critics claimed that 
the urgent political aspects facing Israeli society had been 
pushed aside in favor of personal concerns. However, the 
social essence these films presented, offered a different 
kind of political discourse. One that was, if anything, more 
complex. Turning the camera on the working classes was 
an act that bore political significance. Though not a result 
of a rigid ideology, it was, nonetheless, evidence of the 
filmmakers’ sharp instincts. This gap between the social and 
the personal, which initially spread confusion among critics, 
seems obvious nowadays.

The cinematic medium was fast becoming a surface for 
the projection of personal experiences, rather than a vehicle 
for critical responses to the prominent ideology of the time; 
a salient feature of earlier Israeli cinema.

So being, the political potential in films had not died, but 
rather changed form. This shift was intensified several years 
later with the release of two additional ‘family’ films. Or (My 
Treasure) (2004) by Keren Yedaya and Tawfik Abu Wael’s 
Atash (Thirst) (2004). Both films featured crystallized, daring 
cinematic language, together with a conscious political 
statement expressed through the family unit.

Atash tells the story of a Palestinian family living in 
a no-man’s land. The father’s patriarchal insistence on 
surviving without having to depend on the Israeli State, 
means they have no supply of water or electricity. Against 
this background the film unfolds a charged father–daughter 
relationship. The combination of expressive cinemascope 
photography (cinematographer: Asaf Sudri) and a Greek 
tragedy style story, produced an allegory of disenfranchised 
people bound by situational and traditional constraints. 
Yedaya’s Or follows the lives of a prostitute and her daughter. 
Seeking desperately to release her mother from the brutal 
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to a tension between a wish to preserve the integrity of the 
family, and the stifling environment it can turn out to be. 
Eran Riklis’ The Syrian Bride tells the story of a Druze family 
living on geographical as well as cultural fringes. Making 
her way across the Syrian border on her wedding day, Mona 
faces callus bureaucracy, prejudice and traditional rites. 
Her wedding will separate her from her family forever. 
The tight bond she shares with her sister reflects upon the 
emotional price demanded by specific regional and cultural 
circumstances.

Joseph Cedar’s Campfire (2004), tells the story of a mother 
and her two daughters residing in a West Bank settlement. 
The women are tested by their messianic faith and their 
commitment to social norms. The orthodox family in David 
Volach’s My Father My Lord (2007), is torn apart because of its 
religious faith. One should also note Shemi Zarhin’s films, 
especially Aviva My Love (2006). Zarhin combines the practices 
mentioned above with a fine visual style that appeals 
to mainstream audiences. His films present an original 
interpretation of the Sephardic character in Israeli cinema. 

A scene in Reshef Levi’s Lost Islands (2008) will conclude 
this discussion. In it, an entire family is forced to push 
their car after its engine has died. This image has become a 
central allegory of the Israeli family, trying to move ahead 
in spite of the problems and difficulties it faces. As such, 

the Israeli family, be it from the margins or the perceived 
hardcore center, is constantly dealing with the fluidity of 
Israeli society. The local circumstances have a critical effect 
on its functionality. In this sense all the families depicted 
in recent Israeli films are living in the margins, as there is 
no real center. No family model is immune to the unstable 
ground beneath it. Israeli cinema of the past decade has 
refined this perception sharply. The family, traditionally a 
source of security and a symbol of home and roots, offers 
a generous framework for understanding the internal 
processes experienced by its individual members - anxiety, 
expectation, pride, anger and joy.

By observing the family unit, Israeli filmmakers wish to 
understand Israeli society in its disparate variants; bringing 
to light diverse internal struggles caused by political, social, 
and historical tensions, which are constantly affecting the 
souls within. 

Tom Shoval  Director and scriptwriter. A graduate of the Sam Spiegel 
Film & Tv School – Jerusalem. These days he is working on his first feature 
film Youth an Israeli–German co-production, supported by the Rabinovitch 
Foundation Cinema Project, United King and ARTE. 

L O S T  I S L A N D S

B R O K E N  W I N G SO R  ( M Y  T R E A S U R E )

cycle of prostitution, the daughter sacrifices herself to the 
same fate. Or related a grim picture of poverty and depravity. 
Visually, the story is told through static camera positions, 
chosen by the director in order to create a claustrophobic, 
tight and closed-off atmosphere. While in Or Mother and 
daughter attempt, and ultimately fail, to escape their 
identities, the family at the center of Atash wishes to validate 
its true identity yet finds itself trapped. The inability to 
break through hereditary identity hindrances, and a given 
social status are looked upon in both films from opposite 
points of view. The insistence on form as the vehicle for 
narrative has made these films alarming. The cry emanating 
from them bears witness to the widening political and social 
gaps in a multilayered society. Yedaya and Abu Wael used 
their cinematic skills in an attempt to arise viewers from a 
state of indifference. 

THE FAMILY, TRADITIONALLY A 
 SOURCE OF SECURITY AND A SYMBOL  

OF HOME AND ROOTS, OFFERS A GENEROUS 
FRAMEWORK FOR UNDERSTANDING THE 
INTERNAL PROCESSES EXPERIENCED BY 

ITS INDIVIDUAL MEMBERS

Focusing on the hardships of fractured families in extreme 
and radicalized situations, highlights the difficulties 
marginalized groups have when attempting to assume 
mainstream society norms. Or and Atash did not achieve 
the same local commercial success as the films mentioned 
previously. They did, on the other hand, establish a 
breakthrough for Israeli cinema in the international arena. 
Or received the Camera d'Or Award and Atash the Critics 
Award, at the Cannes Film Festival in 2004.

Since then many films dealing with Israeli families have 
been produced. Those span from commercial to artistic 
cinema. These films use the family as a means for looking 
into the fragility of the present day. Families are examined 
against various historic backdrops as well as current social 
issues. Among these films is Dror Shaul’s Sweet Mud (2006) 
which tells the story of a relationship between a mother 
and son. The mother’s gradual loss of sanity is echoed in 
the isolated and conservative society that characterizes the 
kibbutz in which the story is set. 

Shlomi and Ronit Elkabetz’s To Take a Wife (2004) and 7 
Days (2008), and Marco Carmel’s Michel's Secrets (2007) and 
My Lovely Sister (2011), deal with the impact modern Israeli 
society has on traditional family values. The traditional 
Moroccan families featured in these films illustrate the 
unique complexities confronting their members. They point 

An Intimate Family Picture  Tom ShovalAn Intimate Family Picture  Tom Shoval
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When children are grown they must be set free to lead their 

own lives. Otherwise it's no longer a parent guiding a child, 

but one adult insisting on authority over another. Wise 

parents step back before they cross this line. Wise children 

rebel against parents who do not. Late Marriage is about 

parents who insist on running the life of their 31-year-old son, 

and a son who lets them. The characters deserve their misery.

The film is set in Israel, within a community of Jewish 

immigrants from the former Soviet republic of Georgia. Zaza 

at 31 has still not filled his obligation to marry and produce 

children. His parents have marched a parade of potential 

wives past him, without success. His secret is that he's in love 

with Judith, a divorcee of Moroccan descent, four years older, 

with a daughter. His parents would never approve of Zaza 

marrying such a woman.

As the movie opens, Zaza and his family descend on the 

home of Ilana, a sulky 17-year-old who has been proposed 

as a prospective bride. There may be a difference in age and 

education, but at least she is single, childless, and arguably 

a virgin. In a scene of excruciating social comedy, the two 

families arrange themselves in the living room and discuss 

Zaza and Ilana as if they were this week's Tupperware specials. 

Then Ilana is produced and the would-be couple dispatched 

to her bedroom "to get to know one another." "Is that a dress 

or a nightgown?" Zaza (Lior  Ashkenazi) asks her when they are 

alone. "What do you think?" asks Ilana (Aya Steinovits Laor). 

She shows him her portfolio and confides her desire to be a 

dress designer. She seems to be designing for the hostesses in 

an Havana hooker bar, circa 1959. "I want a rich man," she tells 

him. Obviously he will not do, but they fall on her bed and 

neck for a while until summoned back to the family council.

Zaza's parents find out about Judith (Ronit Elkabetz), 

the divorcee. They stake out her house and eventually break 

in upon the romantic couple, calling Judith a whore and 

demanding that the relationship end. Does Zaza stand up to 

his mother, Lily (Lili Kosashvili, the director's own mother)? 

No, he doesn't, and Judith sees this, and wisely drops him 

because there is no future for her.

The contest between arranged marriages and romantic love is 

being waged in novels and movies all over those parts of the 

world where parents select the spouses of their children. Art 

is on the side of romance, tradition on the side of the parents. 

Sometimes, as in Mira Nair's wonderful Monsoon Wedding, set in 

Delhi, there is a happy medium when the arranged couple falls 

in love. But look at Rohinton Mistry's novel, Family Matters, 

about a man who spends a lifetime of misery after having a 

widow foisted on him by a family that disapproves of the 

Christian woman from Goa he truly loves.

The most important sequence in Late Marriage is a 

refreshingly frank sex scene involving Zaza and Judith. We 

don't often see sex like this on the screen. The scene is not 

about passion, performance or technique, but about (listen 

carefully) familiarity and affection. They know each other's 

bodies. They have a long history of lovemaking, and you can 

see how little movements and gestures are part of a shared 

physical history. Watching this scene, we realize that most sex 

scenes in the movies play like auditions.

Late Marriage is not a one-level film, and one of its most 

revealing moments shows the strong-minded mother 

expressing respect for the equally iron-willed Judith. These 

women understand one another, and the mother even 

realistically discusses the chances that her Zaza will defy her 

and choose the divorcee. The mother would, if forced to, 

actually accept that – but Zaza is too frightened of her to intuit 

that there is a crack in his mother's heart of stone.

I know couples whose marriages were arranged and who 

are blissful. I know couples who married for love and are 

miserable. I am not saying one way is right and another wrong. 

The message of Late Marriage, I think, is that when a marriage 

is decided by the parents crushing the will of the child, it is 

wrong for the child and unfair to the new spouse. I have more 

thoughts on this subject, but have just remembered this is not 

the advice column, so I will close with the best all-purpose 

advice I have heard on this subject: Never marry anyone you 

could not sit next to during a three-day bus trip. 

First published in Chicago Sun Times, 31.5.2002.

Roger Ebert  Film journalist, winner of the Pulitzer Prize.

directors & 
scriptwriters
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Hagar Ben-Asher

WHERE WERE YOU BORN 

 AND RAISED?

I was born in Hod HaSharon. When I was 

growing up it was much less urban than 

now. There were orchards, poppy hills, 

pine forests and a stifling community. I 

think that’s where I came to realize that 

you can never know what’s going on 

behind the beautiful facades of your 

neighbors’ homes regardless if they’re 

friends or strangers. The nature, the 

scenery, and the clean house, always 

manage to blur the truth.

WHICH DIRECTOR 

DO YOU ADMIRE?

Yasojiru Ozu. I get feelings of happiness, 

jealousy and awe seeing his ability, 

as a Director, to move across infinite 

amounts of layers, and to do so humbly. 

His cinematic outcome can exist as 

poetry, ideas, abstract painting, and yet, 

simultaneously, really tear into life. This 

drifting between polarities, between 

the abstract and the tangible; between 

the force of human needs and their 

falsification; between the survivalist 

everyday functioning and the knowledge 

that it is, at the end, nothing, is the 

essence of simplicity. This complex and 

elusive range, leaves wide room for 

contemplation; for looking at things from 

personal points of view, for dreaming, 

and for understanding that nothing will 

be explained to us. The humility of the 

knowledgeable is, it seems, in not having 

to explain.

Other than that he died at sixty on the 

same day of the year he was born, and 

made more than fifty films.

WHO IS YOUR FAVORITE 

ACTOR AND IN WHAT FILM?

Sissy Spacek in Brian De Palma’s Carrie. 

A helpless victim rises from the forces of 

darkness to protect herself. Among the 

freckles and the shiny eyes lurks a little 

devil. Her slim shoulders look like they can 

carry a heavy load. Sissy Spacek’s power 

is lodged inside the physical identity of a 

wounded grasshopper.

DESCRIBE THE OPENING SHOT

OF THE SLUT, YOUR FIRST 

FEATURE FILM.

The shot starts as a wide-angle landscape. 

In the foreground, very close to the 

ground, there’re weeds and all sorts of 

small winged creatures floating in the air. 

Somewhere in the background are open 

fields and some red-roofed houses. The 

camera starts to move very slowly on a 

dolly, exposing more greenery and fields. 

The camera movement continues until 

it reaches, in close-up, part of the back 

of a horse’s leg, really picking up minute 

details. When the camera movement 

has come to an end and is reflecting on 

the force of the animal, the horse begins 

running far off.

Although the horse is a character 

in the film, the narrative centers on the 

story of a woman who is driven by her 

desires, whose boundaries are unstable; 

a wild animal. Her life’s physical space is 

the town fields, the cultured nature, the 

‘Beautiful Land of Israel’ and all that it 

entails.

NAME FIVE OF YOUR  

‘CULTURE STATIONS’.

Natural History Museum, an exhibition 

Revital Ben-Asher Peretz (my sister) 

curated at the Petach Tikva Museum in 

2009.

The novellas and poems of David Vogel.
Simon and Garfunkel in the Park, 1991 

I was at this concert when I was 12.

The Third Ear where I worked in the 

video department when I was studying 

film. It was the place where I really 

received my cinematic education.

Haloch Halcha Hahevraya, a performance 

of Russian protest songs from 1969.

Questions & Answers  Hagar Ben-AsherQuestions & Answers  Directors/Scriptwriters
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WHERE WERE YOU BORN  

AND RAISED?

I was born and raised in Tel Aviv. In 

this sense Tel Aviv is a personal and 

biographical territory. There are streets in 

Tel Aviv, not necessarily the famous ones, 

like Pinkas street for example, which 

make me feel, as I walk through them, a 

little bit like a Duke on his estate. On the 

other hand, naturally, Tel Aviv is never 

only your personal autobiographical 

space; it’s also a concept charged with all 

sorts of meanings, and in my head these 

meanings mix with ‘my’ Tel Aviv - the 

streets and houses in which I was born 

and grew up. In my work I try to bring 

Tel Aviv as a concept, analyzed and 

interpreted, together with my Tel Aviv 

simultaneously. This isn’t Tel Aviv as a 

whole, but this street, and that street and 

a pedestrian crossing...  

WHICH DIRECTOR DO YOU ADMIRE?

There are quite a few directors I admire. 

One of them is Marco Bellocchio, a 

wonderful director who has been 

somewhat forgotten in the last few years, 

at least here - he doesn’t even have a 

Hebrew page in Wikipedia. I feel very 

close to the way he combines the political 

and the personal, the sentimental and 

the intellectual, the aesthetical and 

the ideological; wild combinations, not 

didactic or organized, full of desire and 

joy, and vividness; funny and very sharp. 

Bellocchio’s films are packed with 

brilliant scenes. Perhaps the only 

comment I have concerning his work 

is that he is so brilliant and full of ideas, 

and has such great skill in bringing them 

to life, that sometimes his films overflow 

with too much brilliance and talent. One 

film has the capacity to occupy three. 

WHO IS YOUR FAVORITE ACTOR 

AND IN WHAT FILM?

Like the previous question, this is also 

one with many possible answers. Maybe 

because one of the characters in my next 

film is a child, I’ll pick Jean-Pierre Léaud 

in Les Quatre Cents Coups. This film is so 

wonderful, and Léaud so wonderful in it, I 

don’t think I have anything to add.

DESCRIBE THE OPENING SHOT 

 OF POLIcEmAN, YOUR FIRST 

FEATURE FILM.

The five men that burst forth together 

in single file, passing a bend in the road, 

racing on their bicycles, eliminating the 

emptiness of the desert behind them, 

reminded me of the Four Horsemen of 

the Apocalypse in paintings from the 

Renaissance and the Baroque, as they 

arrive on their horses bringing destruction 

and tragedy. It’s true that while the 

horsemen plant seeds of destruction and 

desolation, the five policemen are men 

of law, but behind their order death and 

destruction lurk as well. 

Following that, in the midst of the 

desert, the five policemen stand in a row 

with their backs to us; turning the desert 

into their own. Their presence as a group 

takes over the hills. “It’s the most beautiful 

land in the world” says the policeman. 

I thought that there is something in 

the all-embracing aesthetic choice that 

illustrates the existence of these people. 

They crown the barren landscape of the 

Israeli desert as the most beautiful land 

in the world; standing on the peak of a 

mountain overlooking the most beautiful 

country in the world, which is such by 

virtue of it being Israel and being their 

Israel. Each one of them hollers out his 

name into the valley and an echo answers 

back - it’s their mountain, their valleys, 

and their echo. They stand there proud 

of themselves and of who they are, proud 

of their names that the echo multiplies 

and triples. They feel no embarrassment 

or shame, and no self-awareness of any 

sort; on the contrary – they are Israeli 

men, strong and beautiful and the world 

belongs to them. 

Yet, this is also like a theatrical 

opening scene. Like the front page of a 

play on which the participants’ names 

are printed. Here too the film opens with 

the characters introducing themselves, 

yelling out their names. But they shout 

them out with their backs to us, so that 

we can’t differentiate between them and 

say who is who. They form a group; they 

are one. 

NAME FIVE OF YOUR

‘CULTURE STATIONS’.

Journey to the End of the Night, by Louis-

Ferdinand Céline.

Der Untergeher (The Loser), by Thomas 

Bernhard.

Edward Elgar’s Cello Concerto.
Nosei Hamigba’at a cassette by Israeli 

band Nosei Hamigba’at.

Oskar Kokoschka Portraits.

Nadav Lapid

Questions & Answers  Nadav LapidQuestions & Answers  Directors/Scriptwriters
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WHERE WERE YOU BORN 

 AND RAISED?  

I was born and raised in Or Yehuda, an 

immigrant town near Tel Aviv. Meager 

means and bleak surroundings made 

me resentful, rebellious,  and basically 

a professional weirdo despite being 

incredibly normal inside. Growing up 

in an immigrant community, drew my 

interest to a more elastic and improvised 

use of language.

 

WHICH DIRECTOR 

DO YOU ADMIRE?

Robert Bresson understands what a shot 

is in a religious sense.

 

WHO IS YOUR FAVORITE ACTOR 

AND IN WHAT FILM?

Max von Sydow in Lars von Trier’s Europa. 

Because he’s not in the frame and he has 

an electrifying voice.

DESCRIBE THE OPENING SHOT 

OF THE WANdERER, YOUR FIRST 

FEATURE FILM.

I had so much faith in my opening shot 

that I was arrogant enough not to give 

my close collaborators too many reasons 

as to why it’s the shot I want. But I was 

wrong. Once we started editing we could 

see it didn’t work, so the first shot that 

appears in the final version of the film 

was filmed in the extra shooting days. As 

it is, the second shot in the final version is 

in fact the original first. 

I wanted to start the film ‘casually’ 

without any fancy shot – I was wrong.

The symmetrical and surrealist bridge 

that appears in the opening shot made 

me dizzy when we were scouting for 

locations. It was clear to me that it had 

something powerful in it, and that it 

could impress and make the audience 

commit to the film. When we started 

the additional shooting days I felt that I 

mustn’t resist it as I had done during the 

original production days. 

Avishai Sivan

NAME FIVE OF YOUR

‘CULTURE STATIONS’.

A Bout de Souffle (Jean-Luc Godard) – at 

the age of 16 this film got me irrevocably 

hooked on cinema. It was the first time I 

got acquainted with jump-cut editing. I 

think that’s when I joined the revolution. 

La Nausée (Jean-Paul Sartre) - the 

deepest and most critical subject a 

person can get involved in. I read the 

book when I was a teenager and some of 

its sentences still resonate with me today.

December (Jan Peters) – the ultimate 

‘one man show’; a philosopher on the 

relationship between image, sound, 

and matter. A rare mutation that is post-

Godard and pre–Youtube. 

The Mona Lisa (Leonardo da Vinci) – I’ve 

had a reproduction hanging on my wall 

from the age of 6. I think it’s a terrible 

and awful work of art (the original as 

well) - every time I look at it I ponder on 

the question – why?

The Temporary Autonomous Zone (T.A.Z.) 

(Hakim Bey) – gives me the feeling that 

we can practically overcome the invisible 

enemy, otherwise known as capitalism.
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Suha Arraf

WHERE WERE YOU BORN 

 AND RAISED? 

 I grew up in a small village called Mi’ilya 

in the Northern Galilee close to the 

Lebanese border. I left when I was 18 to 

study at university. Although I left for the 

city the village never left me. A lot of the 

characters in my work are inspired by 

people from my village. Lately I wrote a 

script based on a true story that happened 

there. The script is titled The Poster and 

will be directed by Danis Tanovic next 

year. The village shaped my whole 

cinematic outlook. In most of the things 

I’ve written there’re a lot of characters 

because that’s how it is in the village – 

there’s no privacy, you live your life and 

everybody knows exactly what you’re 

doing and where you were and what you 

bought and what you cooked…

WHICH DIRECTOR 

DO YOU ADMIRE?

There are a few directors that influenced 

my work greatly especially Italians like 

Fellini and Pasolini, and also Tarkovsky. 

There’s something in their work, very 

pastoral yet with very strong imagery. 

I’m a big fan of cinema from the 1970s 

and 1980s – these were great years for 

cinema when people had pretensions 

and courage, and cinema carried a 

message. Today we’re experiencing an 

era of mediocrity. 

WHO IS YOUR FAVORITE ACTOR 

AND IN WHAT FILM?

I used to really love Omar Elsharif before 

he uprooted to Hollywood. There was a 

black and white film called The Railway – 

in my opinion one of the most moving 

films that I’ve ever seen; something that 

will most probably not repeat itself. 

DESCRIBE THE OPENING SCENE IN 

YOUR SCRIPT, THE SyRIAN BRIdE.
The girls leave the hairdressers laughing 

and chattering, typical village scenery 

similar to where I grew up in – green 

fields, trees, hills all around. The women 

are actually talking about a hairdo taken 

from an old Egyptian film with Farid al-

Atrash. I haven’t directed a feature yet, I 

hope it happens this year. 

Questions & Answers  Suha ArrafQuestions & Answers  Directors/Scriptwriters
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kind of rebelliousness of the poor, that 

from that time the usher’s opinion about 

my film is more important to me than 

that of the critic and the sophisticated 

audiences. The usher has to watch the 

film tens of times, if he still likes it, it’s a 

sign that there’s something to it.

WHICH DIRECTOR 

DO YOU ADMIRE?

At every age I would have answered that 

question differently. Today if I’m asked 

which filmmaker I admire most, I say Clint 

Eastwood. Eastwood knows how to be 

simple and easy, unobtrusive and really 

moving. But at the end there are so many 

great directors that picking one is an 

injustice.

WHO IS YOUR FAVORITE ACTOR 

AND IN WHAT FILM?

I’ll have to go with Gene Hackman. There 

are a lot of fantastic actors in the world 

and Hackman is one of them. He doesn’t 

seem to be making an effort. He never 

overcooks it and always does things 

in just the right measure. In the French 

Connection or Superman, The Birdcage, or 

Unforgiven, he’s just present doing his job. 

Ultimately though, the actors’ tragedy is 

that their fundamental essence is totally 

intrinsic and fixed – it’s the charisma great 

actors bring to the screens.

DESCRIBE THE OPENING SHOT  

OF LOST ISLANdS, YOUR FIRST 

FEATURE FILM.

Lost Islands dealt with my childhood in 

Kfar Saba. It opens with an image of a ship 

floating upon the water accompanied by 

a strange sounding song. The camera 

moves away and you see it’s a television 

with an antenna and bad signal. The 

children are all trying to fix the reception, 

banging on the wooden frame of the 

TV and moving the antenna from side 

to side. What’s on is a show we used to 

watch in the 1980s in endless reruns 

called Lost Islands. Kids from large families 

jumping about on the sofa is one of my 

childhood memories, and that’s where 

I wanted to start the film – with a story 

that’s moving and also a bit nostalgic and 

funny. The opening one-shot moves to 

a boy shouting from the bathroom for 

someone to bring him some toilet paper.

NAME FIVE OF YOUR 

‘CULTURE STATIONS’.

My father is the person who influenced 

me most. He was an old Yemenite, tall 

and impressive, who would talk with 

these sweeping hand gestures; lecturing 

passionately about the essence of life 

and the importance of familial loyalty. 

He spoke 5 languages and even though 

he never went to university would 

read encyclopedias every evening. He 

taught me how to tell a story and most 

importantly, knowing when and how 

to stop in order to generate suspicion. 

He would quiet down in the middle of 

his Tarzan story, at the worst possible 

moments, and we, the kids, would beg 

him to carry on, he’d promise he would, 

next time.

The Beatles. My mother says that 

when I was a baby theirs was my favorite 

music. At some point our record player 

broke down and seeing as our car also 

needed fixing, as did the entrance door, 

no one bothered to fix it. That was the 

end of the Beatles’ music in our house. 

At 14 I found it again. To this day I try to 

compensate for those record players-less 

days and listen to music everyday almost 

religiously. I have 7 children and we love 

dancing together in the living room to 

good music. 

Russian Literature – there’s something 

about the freezing weather and not 

being able to go to the beach for about 

8 months of the year; the fact that people 

stayed indoors fearing tuberculosis, 

malaria, Kazak invasions, and what not, 

that made Russian authors write the most 

glorious literature.

Science fiction literature – I love the 

stories that take you to a world where 

humans are as we know them to be in 

all but one small detail that carries the 

writer’s imagination to a place that makes 

you forget you’re reading a book. 

Stand-up comedy and theatre – at 21 

I got on a stage for the first time and 

made people laugh. Since then - I’m 40 

today – I haven’t stopped. I write for the 

Habimah Theatre (I’m their in-house play 

writer; believe it or not - my Polish mother 

was very excited when I showed her my 

business card). I love this art form where 

the audience rules. They are in front of 

your eyes and if you’re not good enough 

they leave half way, but if you’re lucky 

and you’re good to them, they fall in love 

with you. They’re happy when you make 

them cry and love laughing to tears. 

There’s something about the odor of the 

old stage floorboards that reminds you 

that stories were always there and will 

continue forever. Before writing any script 

or play I reread Hamlet. I try to hang on to 

higher echelons and hope the audience 

will stay till the end.

Reshef Levi

WHERE WERE YOU BORN 

 AND RAISED?

I was born in Kfar Saba, a small town 

near Tel Aviv, to a family of six siblings. 

Our family was poor but rich in joy and 

excitement, love, and stories about the 

advantages of not having many material 

comforts. My father was already an old 

man when I was born and became ill 

when I was a teenager. That’s why I began 

working at a relatively early age, and how 

I got used to listening to the stories old 

people tell. I’d carry crates of vegetables 

and was planning on writing a story 

about the vulgar greengrocer I worked 

greengrocers and knew how much I was 

suffering from that wicked old man, so 

chose to let it slip. One time when I stole 

some pictures that were in the lobby of 

the cinema he got really offended. He 

caught me and stood in front of me with 

tears in his eyes. He said – someone who 

steals a ticket to the cinema, owes a debt; 

someone who steals a picture, is a thief.

I think all my works feature that 

childish excitement that I feel toward 

the art of cinema. In particular those 

films that magically transfer you from 

the regular, hard everyday life to another 

place. I think that those days left in me a 
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for. At that time there was only one 

traffic-light and one cinema in Kfar Saba. 

The cinema would screen films years after 

their official release. There was no public 

transport to take us into Tel Aviv on Friday 

nights. As adolescents we would just walk 

up and down the streets howling like 

wolfs at the moon. The only passtime was 

the cinema and from an early age I would 

sneak in to watch the films that changed 

my life. I had no money for a ticket so my 

friends and I would jump in through the 

back window. I think the projectionist, 

who was also the usher, knew I wasn’t 

paying but he was a customer at the 
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the poignant documentary Precious 
Life (2010) explores the challenges of 

a Jewish doctor trying to save the baby 

of a wary Palestinian couple. Often, it is 

stylistic, like the fruitful tension between 

documentary and animation in Waltz 
with Bashir. Over the past ten years, 

filmmakers have clearly been searching 

for a cinematic language appropriate to 

the dynamic struggles of Israeli identity 

in the 21st century.

Amos Gitai, an exemplar of provocative 

storytelling, is already an internationally 

respected artist. Disengagement displays 

the counterpoint of formal elegance with 

political turmoil: Gitai’s elaborate tracking 

shots attempt to control the chaos 

within the frame. Disengagement begins 

with a riveting scene in a train corridor, 

where Israeli soldier Uli (Liron Levo) and 

a Palestinian woman (Hiam Abbass) are 

attracted to each other. Uli is on his way 

to France, where his adoptive father has 

just died, and his half-sister Ana (Juliette 

Binoche) awaits him. A wonderfully 

acerbic Jeanne Moreau plays the attorney 

who reveals to Ana the exigencies of her 

father’s will: Ana’s abandoned daughter 

lives in Gaza, and will receive her share 

of the inheritance only if Ana brings it 

to her. So she and Uli make the difficult 

journey there, at precisely the time that 

While it is impossible to generalize about 

the richness of recent Israeli cinema, the 

element of tension dominates films as 

disparate as Disengagement (2007), Ajami 
(2009), Lebanon (2009), Policeman (2011) 

and Footnote (2011). Sometimes the 

friction is socio-political: for example, 
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the settlers are forced to leave Gaza. The 

political and the personal collide: Uli’s job 

is to evict the right-wing Jews, while Ana 

finds Dana (Dana Ivgy). Their eloquent, 

silent, endless hug is juxtaposed with the 

loudly praying crowds being forced out. 

The camera tracks alongside in mute, 

nonjudgmental witness.

It is no surprise that Gitai has been a 

favorite of the Cannes Film Festival, which 

tends toward edgy selections, whether 

in terms of story, cinematic form, or 

ideological vision. For example, Cannes 

screened his Kippur (2000) and Free Zone 

(2005), which also explored political 

tensions with stylistic verve. In May of 

2011, the prestigious Cannes competition 

selection included, from Israel, a rather 

atypical motion picture: whereas its 

director Joseph Cedar is known for his 

previous drama Beaufort (nominee for 

the Best Foreign-Language Film Oscar 

of 2007), Footnote is about a father-son 

rivalry set in the academic world.

The focus of the tragicomic Footnote 

is on contemporary scholars of Talmudic 

Studies. Themes of professional vanity 

and filial loyalty are played out through 

Eliezer Shkolnik (Shlomo Bar Aba), a dour 

purist who has devoted decades to close 

textual examination, and his son Uriel 

(Lior Ashkenazi), a popular professor. 

When the latter receives an honor in the 

opening scene, the camera remains on 

the humorless father in the audience. 

Footnote received the Cannes 

Jury’s Best Screenplay Prize, an 

acknowledgment that Cedar had 

successfully shifted focus from the tense 

war terrain of the 2000 South Lebanon 

conflict in Beaufort to the academic 

skirmishes of Hebrew University. “This 

 film does not deal with conflict at the 

national level, but rather within the 

context of a personal story,” the director 

said in Cannes. “It reflects the desire to 

live peacefully in Israel. In the Talmud, it 

says that you should not do unto others 

as you would not like them to do unto 

you… in a word, compassion." 

Footnote was a nominee for the Best 

Foreign-Language Film Oscar 2011, two 

years after Ajami, a superlative drama 

co-directed by Yaron Shani and Scandar 

Copti. Unfolding in five chapters, this 

drama makes us realize in the last two 

sections how little we have understood 

up to that point. 

The fractured chronological structure 

shows a few of the same events from 

different vantage points, leading 

us to acknowledge the partiality 

of our perception.  This relates to 

the political meaning of the film, 

as the tragic events stem from 

misunderstanding or miscommunication. 

Its despairing vision – that violence 

begets violence – is reminiscent of 

Milcho Manchevski’s masterful Oscar 

nominee from Macedonia, Before the 
Rain (1994). But its style is distinct – 

jittery, documentary-like, hand-held, 

and appropriate to the present of Israel. 

Whether Jewish or Arab, the characters 

we meet in the film die or lose brothers, 

dramatizing a waste of human potential 

on either side. Ajami is a bracing cautio-

nary tale that refuses easy violence.  

Samuel Maoz’s Lebanon, an intense 

and disturbing drama also foregrounds 

point-of-view. Set in 1982 at the 

beginning of Israel’s war with Lebanon, 

its immediacy is fueled by spatial 

limitations: we see and hear only what 

the four soldiers in an Israeli tank do. The 

result is not only tense claustrophobia, 

but a self-conscious questioning of 

subjective camera. Initially empowering--

for both the gunner Shmulik (Yoav Donat) 

and us--it becomes devastating: to see 

through the sights of a gun is to prepare 

to shoot. The soundtrack heightens the 

tension by accompanying each internal 

camera movement with a mechanical 

sound: from a variety of angles, we can 

see things magnified, but the noise of the 

manipulation is frightening.

What dominates is the combination 

of heat, dirt, confusion, and fear, 

especially for Shmulik. Initially unable to 

fire at an oncoming car, he then shoots 

straight onto another approaching one. 

It is terrifying to then see, through his 

eyes, the suddenly armless and legless 

Lebanese older man who was crying 

“Peace”; moreover, the chickens he was 

transporting are either in flames or 

wandering aimlessly before the tank. 

Similarly, we are helpless witnesses to the 

destruction of a Lebanese family by both 

the 'terrorists' holding them hostage, and 

the Israelis trying to stop them. A woman 

emerges in a daze, searching for her little 

daughter; when her dress catches fire, 

a soldier rips it off and she is horribly 

exposed. In Lebanon, which explores 

heroism, there seem to be only victims.

Nadav Lapid’s Policeman is another 

provocative contemporary Israeli drama 

IN AJAMI THE 
FRACTURED   

CHRONOLOGICAL 
STRUCTURE SHOWS 
A FEW OF THE SAME 

EVENTS FROM DIFFERENT 
VANTAGE POINTS, LEADING 

US TO ACKNOWLEDGE 
THE PARTIALITY OF 

OUR PERCEPTION

that addresses what makes (or unmakes) 

a hero. This first feature has no need of 

external enemies for tension. Instead of 

Lebanese or Palestinian characters, Jews 

tensely confront Jews: on one side are 

the five macho buddies, members of an 

anti-terrorist police unit; on the other 

are spoiled young revolutionaries whose 

idealism is trumped by lack of organized 

purpose. From the opening shot, an 

intense physicality permeates, all the 

stronger because the director hardly 

uses any music. While it’s confusing that 

the film detours before the end – leaving 

the cops to focus on radicals who spout 

rhetoric about class-consciousness – they 

come together at the end in a violent 

climax. 

Finally, Jellyfish (2007) is beautifully 

anchored in tensions that have less to 

do with men, war or politics, than with 

women and the natural world. A quirky 

and affecting ensemble piece directed 

by Etgar Keret and Shira Geffen, its subtle 

details are redolent of the work of Polish 

master Krzysztof Kieslowski. Water and 

boats tie together the stories of three 

Tel Aviv women, with a tone that is wryly 

affectionate. Like many of the Israeli films 

mentioned above, its first shot introduces 

a self-consciousness that makes viewers 

more alert: as a woman’s boyfriend moves 

out, the characters seem to be against a 

blue sea. But when the truck leaves, we 

see that it’s a painted backdrop. Later, the 

title is literalized by a high-angle shot of a 

bride trying to get out of a locked toilet: 

her abandoned wedding dress is in the 

shape of a jellyfish. Using a rich cinematic 

vocabulary, the filmmakers convey 

the sense of people floating, unable to 

control their lives. If isolation is literal in 

a film like Lebanon, loneliness is palpable 

throughout Jellyfish. 

Capturing a dramatic time and place, 

these films are heightened artistic 

examinations of personal as well as 

political identity.

Annette Insdorf  Director of Undergraduate Film 

Studies at Columbia University, and a Professor in the 

Graduate Film Division of the School of the Arts. 

JELLYFISH IS BEAUTIFULLY 
ANCHORED IN TENSIONS 

THAT HAVE LESS TO 
DO WITH MEN,  

WAR OR POLITICS, THAN 
WITH WOMEN AND THE 

NATURAL WORLD
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The Israeli movie industry, once a mix of ethnic melodrama and 

soldier slapstick, has come distinctly into its own in the past 

decade with a crop of admired writers, directors and actors. 

Between 2007 and 2008, an Israeli film of subtlety and power 

has made the Oscars’ final five for Best Foreign Picture: Beaufort 
in 2007 and Waltz with Bashir in 2008. So the fact that yet another 

Israeli film was nominated in 2009 came almost as no surprise. 

But everything else about the film, a tribal crime drama called 

Ajami, is utterly unexpected: It is mostly in Arabic; it was co-

written and directed by two novices, a Jew and an Arab; the 

actors were not professionals, they had no scripted dialogue, 

and the budget came in at under $1 million. 

Perhaps the most remarkable thing about the movie, however, 

is what it does to viewers. In a conflict where each side lives and 

breathes its own victimhood, feeling the hurt of the other is a 

challenge. Ajami, meets it. When a Palestinian youth turns to drug 

selling to help pay for his mother’s surgery, Jewish filmgoers 

here have wept. When the family of a kidnapped Israeli soldier 

breaks down over his murder by Palestinians, Palestinians in the 

theater have had tears in their eyes.

“I consider that our biggest achievement,” said Scandar Copti, 

the Arab member of the directing pair. 

His Jewish colleague, Yaron Shani, elaborated: “People live 
in bubbles unaware of each other. Each side has its narrative, 
each side has its dreams and sees the other as threatening those 

dreams. But if you enter the other’s bubble, you see his dreams, 
his inner world and his values. Our idea was to make the audience 
experience what it meant to be the other.” 

There are many competing narratives in Ajami, not just those 

of Jews and Arabs but also of West Bank Palestinians under 

occupation versus Palestinians with Israeli citizenship, Christians 

versus Muslims and urban Arabs versus Bedouins. The action 

takes place inside Ajami, a poor Arab but increasingly Jewish 

and gentrified part of Jaffa, the ancient port that abuts Tel Aviv 

to its south. 

The story begins when a member of a prominent Bedouin 

family demands protection money from the owner of an Arab 

restaurant, leading to a shooting and vendetta against the men 

of the restaurant family. Along the way there is a doomed love 

affair between a Christian girl and a Muslim boy, a tough Jewish 

policeman whose soldier brother is kidnapped in the West Bank 

and an illegal West Bank Palestinian restaurant worker whose 

mother needs that expensive operation. Each tribe is seen in its 

deepest frailty by the viewer but feared as the powerful enemy 

by the others. 

All the characters in the film are portrayed by nonactors. 

Many, like the cops playing cops or a Bedouin judge playing 

a Bedouin judge, act as versions of themselves. The directors 

trained them during a year of workshops where they were 

placed in dramatic situations and urged to react as they would 

in life. For the film itself, many scenes were shot without the 

actors knowing what was about to happen, only their general 

circumstances. A child is murdered, creating pandemonium. 

Dialogue in Hebrew-flecked Jaffa Arabic comes straight off the 

streets. The result is a film that feels at times like journalism. 

Shani, 37, said that while in film school at Tel Aviv University 

12 years ago he came upon the idea of steering away from 

professional actors. 

“I had written a script and had gotten actors to act in it,” 
he recalled, sitting at an editing table in his Tel Aviv studios. 

“When the scene ended, and the camera stopped, I watched 
the interaction among the actors, and I realized that was what 
I wanted, the genuineness of the way they were talking at that 
moment rather than the acting that had gone on before.”

Shani began to explore documentaries as well as the work of 

directors like Ken Loach, the English social realist who has made 

films about homelessness and working-class struggles, and who 

largely prefers unknown talent to established actors. 

Within a few years Shani became the director of a student 

film festival and wanted to get young people to make short films 

about their lives and surroundings. He was fascinated by Jaffa 

because of its history, crime and tensions. Thousands of years 

old, a once-glorious port known for its citrus industry, Jaffa is 

now well known for its underworld ways and rejection of Israeli 

law. 

In recent years, due to its commanding location of the sea, 

Jaffa has attracted well-off Israelis, and its traditional cramped 

apartments are being replaced by the local equivalent of 

McMansions, producing keen tensions with the local Palestinians 

(also represented in the movie). “The place itself is unique and 
had never been portrayed in Israeli cinema before — an Arab 
‘ghetto’ inside the main Jewish center of Israel,” Shani said.

In Jaffa he was introduced to Copti, an Ajami native, Christian 

and graduate of Israel’s top engineering college, the Technion in 

Haifa. 

“I knew I didn’t want to be an engineer, but all the men in my 
family do it, so that is what I studied,” Copti, 34, said. The chance 

to make a short film about his neighborhood intrigued him, and 

along with a friend he made a 12-minute mockumentary about 

local myths called The Truth. He also co-starred in it.

Shani, the son of a high school teacher and jewelry maker, 

realized he had found a major talent as well as a creative soul 

mate, and he suggested that he and Copti write a script together 

and base the story in Ajami. He had a structure he wanted to 

employ: events told from several points of view and not in 

chronological order, so that the audience only fully discovers 

the truth at the end. 

For four years, with Copti working as a waiter and Shani 

as an assistant to the respected Israeli film director Eran Riklis 

(Lemon Tree, The Syrian Bride), the two, both still unmarried (each 

has since married, and Shani has a child), would meet at each 
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other’s places and develop story ideas and ultimately a script.  

Then they solicited the actors. Copti, whose mother is a social 

worker and school founder in Jaffa, used his connections to 

find the people and settings. Posters were put up around the 

neighborhood, and clubs and social centers were canvassed. 

Shani did the same in search for those who would play a Jewish 

policeman and his family. 

From hundreds of volunteers, the pair chose their cast and 

began the workshops. 

“One of our tasks was to liberate them from the tendency 
to perform in front of a camera, so that they could become 
themselves,” Copti said, speaking at a favorite bookstore-cafe at 

the edge of Ajami. 

Money was a nagging concern; the pair found little interest 

among investors for their experiment. In the end some money 

came from Germany, some from France and the rest from the 

Israel Film Fund. 

They shot for just over three weeks, and all the locations 

were lent by locals, notably the restaurant where Copti had been 

working as a waiter. Hundreds of others in the neighborhood 

also lent a hand or a car or made meals for the cast and crew. 

When the picture opened at the Jerusalem Film Festival 

2009, after some seven years in preparation, it was widely hailed 

as a production of rare texture and truth. In September that year, 

it took all the major awards (Best Film, Directing, Screenplay, 

Editing) in the Ophirs, Israel’s version of the Oscars. 

In a way it was the ambition of two unknowns that was 

most impressive — a narrative with Faulknerian perspective 

shifts, a compelling cast of amateurs and a story whose loves 

are indistinguishable from its tragedies. It is a film that brings 

Middle East peace no closer but explains why it is so far away. 

First Published in New York Times, 29.1.2010.

Ethan Bronner  Journalist. He has been the Jerusalem bureau chief for The 
New York Times since early 2008. 
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Two related events took place in Israel in 2011: The ‘tents’ 
protest, which brought scores of people to the streets 
demanding social justice; and the Gilad Shalit exchange deal 
which saw him freed from captivity in exchange for 1,027 
Palestinian prisoners. 

These events reflected new priorities in Israeli society: 
placing the individual over society, community, tribe or sect, 
and preferring life to death – this being the preference to 
forgo the sacrifice of a son, choosing his life instead. 

It is unclear how much of a long-term impact these 
events will have on Israeli consciousness. But it is obvious 
that their roots run deep, seeping into depths that may 
have been dormant or hidden. Attesting to this is the fact 
that in recent years they find an indirect, subliminal, and 
encoded expression in Israeli literature, cinema and other 
works of art, which have adopted what we now call the 
‘ethical turn’.1 These works place the relationship to the 
other - his life, his death, his suffering – as an alternative 
to the different narratives that appeared in the previous 
and current century – an alternative for the great utopias 
that promised to create a new man and new society, and 
provide justice and equality for all, but failed to fulfill their 
promise; an alternative for the desperation and void left 
behind by the collapse of these utopias; an alternative to 
the politics of identity, which intended to give a voice to the 
unheard minorities but instead of creating a multilayered, 
multicultural society, created a collection of groups in 
constant struggle with each other. Instead of all these, the 
recent works offer a new way of treating others and the 
possibility to transcend, by means of this new alternative, 
the present, the loneliness of the individual, and create a 
new human utopia. 

IN RECENT YEARS AN INDIRECT 
EXPRESSION IN ISRAELI LITERATURE, 
CINEMA AND OTHER WORKS OF ART, 

HAVE ADOPTED WHAT WE NOW CALL THE 
‘ETHICAL TURN’. THESE WORKS PLACE 
THE RELATIONSHIP TO THE OTHER AS 
AN ALTERNATIVE TO THE DIFFERENT 
NARRATIVES THAT APPEARED IN THE 
PREVIOUS AND CURRENT CENTURY 

There are several Israeli films from the last decade that 
illustrate this tendency, this essay will center on two such 
films – Joseph Pitchhadze’s Year Zero (2004), and Eran 
Kolirin’s The Band’s Visit (2007). 

Like many recent Israeli films, Year Zero deals with the 
marginalized and the disenfranchised: a woman who has 
lost her job ends up in the streets and is forced to resort to 
prostitution; an Israeli arms dealer is chased by the mafia; a 
blind man who has lost his guide dog, the only friend he ever 
had; an elderly man  abandoned   by his kibbutz community; 
a radio technician worn down by violent consumer culture. 
All exist within a cruel, merciless society, that feeds off 
apathy toward the suffering of others. And it is here, in 
this of all places – on the margins of society - where the 
cornerstone for a new kind of relationship between fellow 
men is established. The film constructs an imaginary society 
of a different kind, built out of two cinematic layers: the 
multi-plot American films on the one hand, and European 
film aesthetics, especially those of the mid-20th century, on 
the other.

Year Zero is structured around separate plotlines that 
intersect in different ways, but unlike similarly constructed 
films, American and Israeli, such as Crash (Paul Haggis, 
2004), Magnolia (Paul Thomas Anderson, 1999) or Jellyfish 
(Shira Geffen and Etgar Keret, 2007), here the collaboration 
between the characters is not nourished by their resemblance 
to each other, but by a complex dialogue that takes place 
between heroes who are strangers and set far apart. It is 
in this estrangement and distance that the film finds its 
compassion, empathy, and human responsibility. The link 
between the different plotlines relies on a structure of 
questions and answers, problems and their solutions, in a 
sort of Socratic dialogue that lacks an unequivocal solution 
and is without a finite ending. 

When Michal (Keren Mor) finds out that she is pregnant, 
she tells her husband Reuven (Menashe Noy), and incites his 
rage. He does not want children and an argument ensues. 
The film cuts from this scene to Anna (Sarah Adler) who 
meets her son and hugs him. One plot’s refusal to bring 
children into the world is met, in a second plot, with the 
great love of a mother for her son, and at the same time 
the impossibility of this love – the mother, thrown out to 
the street, cannot take proper care of him. The relationship 
between the two plots changes by the end of the film, when 
Anna dies tragically leaving her son orphaned, while Reuven 
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agrees to accept the responsibility of raising his own son. As 
life is cut short in one plot, the hero of the other plot reveals 
a willingness to broaden his life by taking responsibility for 
his soon-to-be-born son. The two plotlines are not parallel, 
but rather they continue each other in winding ways: when 
one plot is stuck at a dead end, the other plot shows the 
possibility of a way out. 

The ties between the plots are depicted not only through 
events but by a special cinematic aesthetic that originates, 
among other places, in European Cinema (for example, 
Fellini’s sophisticated lighting or Antonioni’s combinations 
of lighting and color). Following the painful separation from 
her husband, who has refused to accept her pregnancy, 
Michal enters a dark apartment. The apartment is empty. A 
black wall in the foreground blocks our view which is also 
blocked by darkness. She phones her husband who is staying 
in his office. The office is dark as well. He is not planning 
on coming home. She sits down. A light source shines in 
the darkness, and she is in it. The camera moves closer, it 
is not just a beam of light that shines in the darkness it is 
also music that is suddenly heard. An invisible cut takes us 
to Eddie (Moni Moshonov), the blind man, who is engaged 
in Tai-Chi: the same strip of light, the same music and the 
same darkness surround him. It is as if we have stayed with 
the same image, while the heroes have swapped places. And 
now the camera pulls back, as the light slowly brightens 
until it floods the room, the walls, the furniture and Eddie, 

in his blinding white clothes which blend in with their 
surroundings. 

The light and music accompanying the scenes are 
the components without which the two plots remain 
meaningless. Michal has lost her husband and possibly her 
son who is about to be born, and Eddie has lost his dog, who 
was a substitute for a son. Both are alone in the dark, each 
in their own house, their own story, but the light forms a 
connection between them, speaks to them and of them: 
she has experienced loss, and he has experienced loss, 
but there is a light shining on both of them, and there is 
music accompanying both of them. There is something that 
goes beyond them and it ties them together even if they 
are unaware of it. These and other elements derived from 
European aesthetics establish the depth of the relationship 
between the characters.

In the film Contempt (Jean-Luc Godard, 1963), Paul paces 
on a smooth empty plane the roof of a villa in Capri, and 
calls his wife Camille who is nowhere to be seen. He turns, 
searches the foreground of the frame, then the background, 
and walks off, leaving the empty plane. Camille enters it 
now, searching, following the same route to the background, 
then to the foreground. There is no one around. She walks 
off as well, and the plane remains empty. 

Empty planes fill Year Zero as well, though the characters 
are not left alone lost within the planes; there is always 
somebody somewhere at the edge of the frame, off in the 
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distance. Anna and her son are filmed on an empty plane, 
a playground on the shore. A fence separates him from her, 
distances Anna from her son; she is in the foreground while 
he deep in the background. She removes a scarf from around 
her neck. The scarf flutters in the wind, and the camera 
follows, gliding, going off into the empty space. The fence is 
now between her and the scarf. The same participants and 
the same elements reappear toward the end of the film, after 
she has lost her home, her job and the possibility of getting 
an education. Once again she is at the beach with her son, 
once again in the same empty playground. She looks at the 
sea from a distance, seen from beyond the fence, and once 
again the scarf flutters. The camera follows it, closing the 
distance at a slow pace, but this time at the end we see a man 
standing. He grabs the scarf, holds out his hand to her, and 
a bond is formed.ֿ

European cinema of the mid-20th century, and in turn 
Israeli films of the 1960s (a group of filmmakers called the 
'New Sensibility'), have captured empty spaces that present 
loneliness, and lost, disconnected heroes as they grow farther 
apart from each other. In recent Israeli cinema, these same 

spaces and distances break the possibility of merging people 
with each other, assimilating them in an encompassing 
totality, where they lose their uniqueness. 

The same spaces enable a new kind of relationship 
that manages to exist through differences and distances; 
relationships based on compassion and responsibility. 
Beyond the fence, beyond the abyss, we can see in the new 
Israeli cinema the possibility to meet. As Levinas said, 
transcendence offers the possibility of a relationship that 
is real yet disconnected. The distance does not destroy the 
relationship and the relationship does not overcome the 
distance. In both cinematic eras, a wall separates man from 
man, but in the new cinema, at the end of this wall, there is 
an encounter. 

In certain films this encounter between the heroes takes 
place in the empty desert. This desolate desert, which has 
appeared in films by Antonioni, Angelopoulos, Wenders 
and Herzog, appears in the film The Band’s Visit and is shot 
in a similar fashion. But here, just as in Year Zero, the empty 
wilderness does not create estrangement but rather acts as a 
backdrop for human contact. 
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In The Band’s Visit an encounter takes place between Israelis 
and Egyptians yet no national characteristics or signs are 
present. The Egyptians are members of the Alexandria Police 
Department Orchestra, who have lost their way and end up 
in a small remote desert town, where the Israelis are their 
hosts. The encounter between them is not one between 
two groups but between singular individuals. The conflicts 
between them, the struggles or the reconciliations do not 
cross the borders between Egyptians and Israelis, or Arabs 
and Jews, but take place between the Jews and themselves, 
between the Arabs and themselves, and between both 
groups; the suspicion and animosity and the lack of 
understanding accompany all the human bonds in the film. 
But it is from this pitiful remote life, from the suspicion 
and animosity, through use of imagination, fantasy and 
fairytale, that human bonds are formed. 

In one famous scene from the Israeli film Avanti Popolo 
(Rafi Bukai, 1986), the desert serves as a ravishing 
aesthetic background to the revolutionary song ‘Avanti 
Popolo’, sung by Egyptian and Israeli soldiers who have 
bonded together, marching as silhouettes toward the sun 
setting in the horizon. An Egyptian soldier began singing 
the revolutionary song and was then joined in by the Israeli 
soldiers. As they march, the sound turns into a non-diegetic 
grand choir, accompanying the marching soldiers. 

This moment depicting a colorful, fairytale utopia where 
Jews and Arabs bond with each other and the desert, seems 
to have become a relatively small moment in The Band’s Visit, 
where the aesthetics of sound and image emphasize people, 
not nationalities, and creates a bond between them. Two 
men, the Egyptian guest and the Israeli host, sit silently 
in a narrow room beside a baby’s crib. The home-cooked 
meal they attended earlier revealed the miserable world in 
which they lead their lives. The Egyptian never successfully 
finished the concerto he has been dreaming of writing, 
while the Israeli is unemployed and at odds with his wife, 
suffering her complaints in silence. The room they sit in is 
as barren as the desert that houses the village. But when 
the Israeli gets up to leave the room, he stops for a moment 
and says: “You know, maybe this is how your concerto ends, 
not with a big finish with trumpets and violins… maybe 
this is the ending. Just like this, all of a sudden, not sad, 
not happy, just a small room, a lamp, a bed, a sleeping child 
and tons of sadness.” The Egyptian is left alone in the room. 
The camera, in a series of static shots, observes an empty 

white wall, the bars of the baby’s crib, the Egyptian’s face, 
a toy on the bed. Suddenly the toy makes a sound, and out 
of that sound the unwritten concerto bursts, starting as an 
inner voice inside the musician’s head, and continuing, as in 
Avanti Popolo, with an extra-diegetic orchestra accompanying 
the camera as it leaves the small room and village into the 
desert. 

TWO EVENTS TOOK PLACE IN ISRAEL IN 
2011: THE ‘TENTS’ PROTEST, AND THE 
GILAD SHALIT EXCHANGE DEAL. THESE 
EVENTS PLACED THE INDIVIDUAL OVER 
SOCIETY, COMMUNITY, TRIBE OR SECT

The utopian experience, illuminated by the cinematic 
aesthetics of the film, does not stand for the bonding of 
nationalities in this case, but for something experienced by 
individual heroes who find no refuge in social or national 
identities. In this empty, lonely, silent, static space, it is 
through an aesthetic of sound and image that the characters 
connect and bond with each other. 

Empty spaces, the lands of imagination and fairytales, 
are the places where utopia exist in this film, and from there 
it trickles into others - even those that are still immersed 
in suffering and hopeless desperation - spreading the 
utopian message of a new age, new relationships, possibly 
even a ‘new man’. This may have been the message echoing 
throughout the 2011 social protest and as indicated by the 
public's reaction to the return of Gilad Shalit – a message 
of mutual responsibility, of human relationships, of social 
responsibility for the other as an individual.

Nurit Gertz Professor Emerita of Hebrew literature and film at The 
Open University of Israel. Currently heads the Department of Culture Creation 
and Production at Sapir College.  

1   The discussion of the ethical turn is based on the research of 

Emmanuel Levinas, Thomas Elsaesser and Boaz Hagin. In 

Israeli cinema, it has been addressed by the research of Michal 

Friedman, Raya Morag, Anat Zanger, Judd Ne'eman, Yael Munk, 

Raz Yosef, Sandra Meiri, Shmulik Duvdevani and Pablo Utin. The 

essay is also based on developments on the works of Levinas by 

Hagai Kenaan and Tammy Amiel Hauser. 

The ‘Ethical Turn’ in Recent Israeli Cinema  Nurit Gertz
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A new wave in Israeli cinema began on the 1st of November 
2001, with the release of Dover Kosashvili’s Late Marriage. 
The film was released in cinemas after picking up the Wolgin 
Prize at the Jerusalem Film Festival that summer, and the 
Israeli Academy Award for Best Picture in September. This 
Israeli and French co-production, drew 350,000 people to 
the box offices, was screened at the Cannes Film Festival, 
and distributed in cinemas in Paris and New York. All this 
occurred before the full implementation of the Cinema Law.1

The Cinema Law was the gust of wind that helped fan the 
tiny spark of Israeli cinema and turn it into a great fire; one 
that saw a multitude of films produced, encouragement 
for new and veteran filmmakers, co-productions, and the 
transformation of Israel into a hot spot for producers, fund 
managers, and festival directors from around the world. 
Yet the first three successes of the early 2000s – Joseph 
Cedar’s Time of Favor (2000), Kosashvili’s Late Marriage and Nir 
Bergman’s Broken Wings (2002) – did what they did before the 
realization of the Cinema Law.  The success of Late Marriage 
triggered Israeli audiences, and the Israeli film industry, to 
pay attention to the fresh creative wind that was blowing 
through Israeli cinema at the beginning of the new century.

CEDAR’S FILMS SEEM TO BE TURNING IN 

DIFFERENT STYLISTIC DIRECTIONS EVEN 

WHEN HE REVISITS THEMES — THE 

MILITARY IN HIS FIRST AND THIRD FILM, 

THE FAMILY IN HIS SECOND AND FOURTH

The renaissance of Israeli cinema began with filmmakers, 
not politicians. It started with the coming of age of a new, 
exciting generation of filmmakers, who were unwilling to 
accept the cinematic stagnation that was evident throughout 
most of the 1980s and 1990s. These filmmakers had, for 
the most part, completed their studies in the 1990s. Many 
of them headed directly to the profitable and pampering 
dream industry that was the newly established Channel 2 
which began broadcasting in 1993. Yet toward the end of the 
decade television had lost much of its charm. Directors began 
dreaming of the big screen and discovered a budget-less 
infrastructure, and a fickle governmental attitude. So they – 
filmmakers like Doron Tsabari, Ori Inbar, Uri Rosenwaks, 

THE REMARKABLE 
CASE OF JOSEPH CEDAR 
Yair Raveh

and Ari Folman – began objecting, protesting, and rocking 
the boat persistently, until lobbyists and politicians woke 
up and set the Cinema Law in motion. Meanwhile, a 
second generation of filmmakers came of age; those who 
had finished their studies toward the end of the 1990s and 
had been spared the protests and demonstrations, heading 
directly to the creative process. Among this generation are 
Joseph Cedar and Dover Kosashvili, who are, in my opinion, 
cinematic monks; a new breed of Israeli filmmakers. Both 
have directed four films since 2000, both have remained 
exclusively loyal to film – without resorting to television 
projects which pay better – and both have brought the 
stories of previously unrepresented local communities to 
the screen. Cedar and Kosashvili have found great success 
in doing so. 

I would like to focus on Joseph Cedar (born 1968), who is, 
in my opinion, the most important filmmaker to have come 
out of Israel in the past decade. Moreover, Cedar’s cinematic 
output is evolving from film to film, so that despite having 
four excellent films to his name – all award winners and box 
office hits– it would seem his masterpiece has yet to come. 

Over the past decade or so, Israeli cinema has seen a 
number of filmmakers achieving notable acclaim; in many 
cases this was brought on by particular projects and not 
a whole body of work. There have also been directors who 
have gained box office success but lack critical acclaim, or 
vice versa. Cedar is a rare case of a filmmaker who has it 
all: creative continuity and popularity with audiences and 
critics alike.

F O O T N O T E

C A M P F I R E

The Remarkable Case of Joseph Cedar   Yair Raveh
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T I M E  O F  FAV O R

B E A U F O RT

Three of Cedar’s total of four feature films, have received 
the Ophir Award from the Israeli Film Academy (only 
Cedar and Savi Gabizon have won three Best Film Awards). 
Together, his films have brought approximately 800,000 
viewers to Israeli cinemas. Beaufort (2007) received the Best 
Director Award at the Berlin Film Festival. It also broke the 
curse of the Oscars, which had plagued Israeli cinema, by 
becoming the first Israeli film in 23 years to be nominated 
for Best Foreign Language film. Footnote (2011) won the Best 
Screenplay Award at the Cannes Film Festival and a second 
Oscar nomination. Following Ephraim Kishon and Moshe 
Mizrahi, Cedar is the third Israeli director to have been 
twice nominated for an Oscar. 

In fact, it is more accurate to begin discussing the new 
Israeli cinema wave not with Late Marriage, but with Cedar’s 

- B -
Though most Israeli films tend to show influences from 
European cinema, Time of Favor uses an American cinematic 
style, by mixing different film genres. Though the film 
contains elements of war and family films, the two subjects 
most recognized with Israeli cinema, the multilayered plot is 
set wonderfully on a thriller structure. By using the thriller 
form as the guiding genre, Time of Favor features an exciting 
dynamic missing from Israeli cinema since the late 1970s.
Cedar, who studied film at NYU, joined other Israeli 
filmmakers, such as Avi Nesher, Eran Riklis and Eytan Fox, 
who too used formats derived from American cinema. These 
three directors created some of their best work over the 
course of that decade. 

- C -
During the 1980s and 1990s, Israeli cinema turned its back 
on Jewish identity and the realities of various religious 
communities. Religion and faith were linked to the ethnic 
folklore featured in the highly popular films of the 1970s; 
films that were looked upon in contempt by secular 
filmmakers in the 1980s. Suddenly, a yarmulke-wearing 
filmmaker emerged, who not only dealt in his film with 

settlers, but did so from a place of intimate familiarity 
with the subject. While this familiarity creates a critical 
reading of his origins and the community he belongs to 
(or belonged to), it is also an empathic look at this world 
and its characters. The cinema of the decade following Time 
of Favor would be characterized by these kind of films: ones 
coming from the personal and biographical experiences of 
filmmakers, and a cinema where increasingly more titles 
dealt with issues of faith and the conflicts arising from a 
religious way of life such as Gidi Dar’s Ushpizin (2004) and 
David Volach’s, My Father My Lord (2007). The demographics 
now represented on Israeli screens had gone through an 
extreme transformation. 

CEDAR, WHO STUDIED FILM AT NYU, 

JOINED OTHER ISRAELI FILMMAKERS, SUCH 
AS AVI NESHER, ERAN RIKLIS AND EYTAN 
FOX, WHO USED FORMATS DERIVED FROM 

AMERICAN CINEMA 

The Remarkable Case of Joseph Cedar   Yair RavehThe Remarkable Case of Joseph Cedar   Yair Raveh

Time of Favor, released a year earlier, in 2000. The box office 
success of Late Marriage was indeed much more impressive, 
but Time of Favor was a sign of things to come, signaling the 
arrival of a new cinematic generation; one that thought of 
film in a radically different way.

Time of Favor marks three achievements that predicted the 
future of Israeli cinema in the coming decade:

- A -
Time of Favor was the first film to draw over 100,000 viewers. 
Following nearly 5 years of plummeting ticket sales and 
dwindling audiences it became the first local hit after years of 
drought and frustration (100,000 viewers is the number that 
defines an Israeli hit, though it is a rather arbitrary number).
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J O S E P H  C E D A R

1   The Cinema Law of 2001 stated that 50% of the license 

fees paid by commercial and cable TV to the Israeli 

government will finance the support the local film industry.

2   In Treatment (created by Hagai Levi) – a hit Israeli 

television series that aired in 2005 to rave reviews and    

was adapted for American TV by HBO. 

To these achievements can be added the rediscovery of Assi 
Dayan’s quiet charisma as an actor; a charisma he continued 
to develop in Cedar’s Campfire (2004), before bringing it to a 
peak in the television drama series In Treatment.2 

Campfire, Cedar’s second film, seems slightly less unique 
compared with the innovations featured in Time of Favor. 
Campfire fit into the Israeli cinematic landscape blending in 
like a chameleon with the films of the time. And yet in this 
film, Cedar proved to be a screenwriter and director with an 
extremely sensitive eye and ear. From a screenwriting point 
of view, Campfire is Cedar’s best work to date. In hindsight, 
it is also different from the rest of Cedar’s output, in that it 
features three main female characters, while the world Cedar 
depicts in his other films, is primarily masculine. 

Beaufort (2007), Cedar’s third offering, is one of the most 
impressive achievements in the history of Israeli cinema. 
It features a highly sophisticated blend between Israeli 
and North American cinematic models. Constructed as a 
war film, and not as a military drama, Beaufort successfully 
merges lyrical observation of nature with the claustrophobic 
human drama facing a group of soldiers trapped on a 
mountaintop. From there they are confronting an invisible 
enemy, while dealing with their tangible fear and personal 
sense of failure. With an opening sequence that practically 
predicted The Hurt Locker, which was released a year later, and 
featuring a climax of explosive production value unseen in 
Israeli cinema, Beaufort was the first of three films to deal 
with the first Lebanon War - alongside Ari Folman’s Waltz with 
Bashir (2008), and Samuel Maoz’s Lebanon (2009). All three 
films are, in my opinion, not only some of the best Israeli 
cinema ever produced, but can also be named beside the 
greatest war films of all time. 

Footnote (2011), Cedar’s latest film to date, offers 
final proof of his uniqueness as a filmmaker. This very 
formalistic film seems at first to show a change in direction, 
yet it is also a direct continuation from his previous works. 
As in Beaufort, this is the story of men who spend their 
time beneath the ground, though on a hill rather than a 
mountain: Givat Ram, the home of the Hebrew University 
in Jerusalem. Once again Cedar sets his eyes on a social 
milieu that might seem esoteric to most audience members, 
but one with which the director has close ties (Cedar’s 
father, Haim Cedar, is a professor at the Hebrew University 
and recipient of the Israel Prize in biology). At first glance 
Footnote seems like a family drama, yet a sharp screenplay 

The Remarkable Case of Joseph Cedar   Yair Raveh

and original usage of clever cinematic language – moving 
from the long, uninterrupted one-shot to fast-paced 
montages, plus brilliant casting - with Shlomo Bar-Aba in 
the leading, father role – infuse this Israeli family drama 
with an entirely different flavor. 

Taken as a total, Cedar’s films seem to be turning 
in different stylistic directions even when he revisits 
themes – the military in his first and third film, the family 
in his second and fourth. Over a period of ten years, Cedar 
has proven that he is not only the most prolific young 
filmmaker in Israel, but one who will most likely continue 
to produce ever more complex and intricate films.

Above all, Cedar belongs to a generation of filmmakers – 
modern, refined, and precise– who have taught the local 
industry that it is possible to make films that please critics 
and audiences alike; and that quality and success can and 
must go hand in hand. This combination is what made 
Israeli cinema in this decade so successful and impressive. 

Yair Raveh  Film critic for the entertainment magazine Pnai Plus and 
writer of the popular film blog Cinemascope. He teaches courses on Israeli 
cinema. This year Raveh created the documentary film Sharon Amrani, 
Remember His Name.
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WHAT WAS THE KEY FACTOR IN 

SHAPING THE CHARACTER OF OR 

IN OR (my TREASURE)?
There were many factors. Foremost the 

script that from the first page touched 

my heart and mind. Following that were 

months of research and conversations 

with Keren Yedaya whom I consider one 

of my acting mentors. She has valuable 

instinctive knowledge in acting and 

revealed things about me and the world 

at large. There were also meetings with 

Keren and Ronit Elkabetz where we 

would run scenes and talk for hours, 

turning things into a reality that exists 

only between us three. Ultimately the 

key factor was letting the entire process 

(that went on for almost three years 

from the day I read the script) just sink in 

and fill me; just agreeing to be there… 

truly.

WHAT FICTIONAL CHARACTER 

WOULD YOU LIKE TO PLAY?

Fictional... I never thought about 

that. I would really like to play Amy 

Winehouse, but Lady Gaga took on that 

role plus she’s not fictional. Other than 

that I’d like the role of Richard the Third, 

but basically I’m happy with any evil 

role that involves flying and shooting at 

things.

WHAT’S YOUR 

FAVORITE FILM?

It’s hard to say because it changes every 

day! And every time I really think that 

the current favorite is the best but then 

I remember another one... Wow, I have 

a lot of favorite films! David Lynch’s Wild 
at Heart has to be watched at least once 

a year; Lars von Trier’s Dancer in the Dark; 

Mike Leigh’s Naked and Michael Haneke’s 

Benny’s Video are all big favorites. Not to 

mention Lynch’s Elephant Man, and Fellini’s 

Le notti di Cabiria and La Strada. And many 

many more!

TELL US ABOUT AN ACTOR 

YOU ADMIRE.

During the preparations for Or Keren 

showed me The Lacemaker, a stunning, 

beautiful film. The closing shot in Or is a 

homage of sorts to it. Isabelle Huppert 

took that role when she was about 18 

and the way she acts is just unbelievable. 

When I saw her I thought 'that is the 

best acting possible'. She’s so pure and 

exposed but in a way that really scorches 

the screen and draws you to her. Her role 

is complicated but she seems like water 

pouring into each situation so that at 

the end her character remains in your 

head and it’s difficult to think of her as 

an actor playing a role. She stays as a 

character in the tape reel (yes…I saw it 

on tape) and she comes to life only when 

you press play. She was my inspiration in 

Or, and in general I always hope to reach 

that level of honesty and simplicity in 

complex moments. Also, a while ago I 

saw The Iron Lady and went crazy over 

Meryl Streep. She managed to invent a 

new type of acting. I couldn’t believe my 

eyes; she was doing something almost 

impossible. Actually doing the most 

natural and precise imitation all the way 

down to intonations and voice patterns; 

her walk and expressions were just so 

true and yet so free and real and easy. I 

wanted to stand up and applaud even 

though I was in a room watching on an 

iPad... afterwards I watched a few videos 

of Margaret Thatcher and felt she was 

less reliable than Streep. It felt suddenly 

as if acting is a sport and she broke some 

world record that will remain intact for 

ages.

WHAT INSPIRES YOU? 

To see someone going the whole distance 

no matter how amazing or how terrible; 

it always surprises me and makes me 

get up immediately and want to do the 

same. This occurs whenever I encounter 

a genuine and original spectacle that 

came to be, not because it had to, or was 

told to – it can be a book, a film, or a five 

year old singing the American national 

anthem on YouTube.

Questions & Answers  ActorsQuestions & Answers  Dana Ivgy

dana ivgy
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WHAT WAS THE KEY 

 FACTOR IN SHAPING THE 

CHARACTER OF NATHANIEL 

IN POLIcEmAN? 

There were a few. One, which is 

based on something that was in 

the original script but didn’t make it 

into the film, is Nathaniel Brenner’s 

charged relationship with his father 

the District Judge. He’s the great 

overbearing shadow that represents, 

in the eyes of Nathaniel, the entire 

system he’s fighting against. 

Nathaniel’s attempt to gain access 

and visibility in his father’s emotional 

world was a major motive in his inner 

psyche. An additional aspect came 

from director Nadav Lapid’s research 

on radical leftist groups in Israel and 

elsewhere, like the Baader Meinhof. 

This led to the realization that the 

motive behind the acts of rebellion 

come from an entirely personal 

place – not ideological at all. Due to 

this, the script describes the rebel 

as a character wanting to escape 

his reality in order to save his soul. 

Another guide was Dostoyevsky’s 

Demons which tells about a group 

of revolutionary democrats in 19th 

century Russia. Heading this group 

is Nikolai Stavrogin, a charismatic 

yet ambivalent character who 

plays a double game with the local 

aristocracy. I took a lot from him for 

the character of Nathaniel.

WHAT FICTIONAL CHARACTER 

WOULD YOU LIKE TO PLAY?

I have a little dream I’m still waiting 

to happen in which I land the role of 

Shakespeare’s Richard the Third. The 

multiplicity of facets, characteristic traits 

and emotional bends associated with this 

role fascinates me. I get the feeling that 

Shakespeare wrote this character with a 

specific member of his troupe in mind; 

someone that could move swiftly and 

precisely between extreme colors and 

modes. 

WHAT’S YOUR FAVORITE FILM?

The list is too long to pick just one, so I’ll 

tell of a recent new favorite. It’s Aureliano 

Amadei’s 20 Cigarettes. It tells the director’s 

personal and rough experience in the 

Iraqi war zone, to where he set out as a 

young documentary filmmaker. It’s told 

in a funny, moving, tantalizing way with 

great directing and cinematography.

TELL US ABOUT AN ACTOR 

 YOU ADMIRE.

One of my most admired actors, 

whose work fills my dvd shelf, is Marlon 

Brando. He manages to bring such great 

strength in his performances; full of 

emotion and honesty that make all his 

appearances unforgettable; scorched in 

the viewer’s mind forever. His genius in 

understanding cinematic space, intuition, 

virtuosity, and passion inspired a whole 

generation of great actors that followed.

WHAT INSPIRES YOU?

Great works of art, whether paintings 

sculptures, theatre or films, are always 

very inspiring; especially looking at 

seemingly secondary, minute details. 

Random encounters between people, 

and of course a good meal – nothing 

quite like it for spiritual elevation.

IS THERE ANYONE YOU 

APPRECIATE IN PARTICULAR IN 

THE ISRAELI FILM INDUSTRY?

One of the most brilliant, daring, 

passionate Israeli filmmakers I’ve been 

fortunate enough to work with is Dover 

Kosashvili. I’m always fascinated by his 

vision. His ability to make you laugh 

through the tears is, in my opinion, the 

sign of his artistic genius. He manages 

to get the most out of his actors, taking 

them to untouched regions; this I know 

from my own experience working with 

him. 

I’d also like to mention Ari Folman 

and Joseph Cedar. Both fascinating 

directors creating great films, and major 

achievements for Israeli cinema at home 

and abroad.

Questions & Answers  Michael Aloni

michael aloni
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WHAT WAS THE KEY FACTOR IN 

SHAPING THE CHARACTER OF 

AARON IN EyES WIdE OPEN?

Jewish law forbids sexual intercourse 

between males. The religion demands the 

same diligence towards minor and major 

decrees. As such, the commandment  

‘You shall not kill’ bears the same weight 

as the prohibition of sex between men. 

For a religious person there’s no question 

about the need to adhere to the holy writ. 

On the other hand, we can all identify 

with the power and impact the sexual 

urge carries. If a man’s tendency is toward 

a fellow man, he finds himself with a huge 

problem. In this case there are 3 options, 

all very problematic, to say the least. The 

first is to abandon God, which for Aaron 

is not an option, religion is his world. A 

second option is to find someone who 

will write a new, external book for the 

Bible – 'the book of Aaron', discussing 

issues surrounding homosexuality. The 

last option is simply committing suicide. 

Aaron finds another, interesting, solution 

to the problem. He understands that the 

passion in itself isn’t forbidden, only the 

act. As such, Aaron sees in his passion 

for Ezri a chance to avoid sin. He treats 

his desire as a substitute for the actual 

consummation. By not having a sexual 

relationship, Aaron and Ezri feel a deeper 

commitment to God than those who don’t 

have to overcome their desires. The key 

to shaping Aaron’s character was in the 

decision that regardless of the huge force 

of his yearning toward Ezri, it wouldn’t be 

visible, it would all be internal.

WHAT CHARACTER WOULD 

YOU LIKE TO PLAY?

Diego Maradona. I like playing people 

who have extreme characteristics 

and emotional complexities. He’s a 

professional footballer and hard partyer; 

an admired man and king of the world, yet 

wild and impulsive. Actors are similar to 

sportsmen in that they get instantaneous 

feedback on their performances. The 

gratification is huge and immediate. 

I’ve always thought that running to the 

stands after scoring the winning goal of 

the World Cup must top anything and 

everything else.

WHAT’S YOUR 

FAVORITE FILM?

Trainspotting, it raises serious conflicts 

in an objective and non-judgmental 

way. Through it I was able to connect 

to a significant period of my life, a 

time when a person has to choose his 

way – if he’s going to participate with all 

it takes, or kick back without assuming 

responsibilities, and without much 

hope; a great entertaining and thought 

provoking film.

TELL US ABOUT AN ACTOR 

YOU ADMIRE.

Charlotte Rampling. It seems as if for 

her the word ‘acting’ doesn’t carry that 

much meaning as simply ‘being’. Acting 

means being in front of a camera, being 

a different character that’s of interest to 

you, that you’re intrigued by their journey 

throughout the film. It doesn’t look as if 

Rampling cares much for entertainment 

per se. She seems like someone who 

does only projects that mean something 

to her, that have something to say about 

the human condition and this world we 

live in.

WHAT INSPIRES YOU?

Immediately after I graduated drama 

school I started teaching there. In my 

lessons I deal with pieces that the 

students write and develop. This weekly 

encounter with personal stories and 

the attempt to turn them into artistic 

creations worthy of an audience is 

always exciting and inspiring, especially 

when working with the young and 

inexperienced. 

IS THERE ANYONE YOU 

APPRECIATE IN PARTICULAR IN 

THE ISRAELI FILM INDUSTRY?

I really admire Samuel Maoz, director of 

Lebanon. Like a painter, he was able to 

elucidate and illustrate the memory of his 

experience as it was etched in his mind. 

He managed not only to recall a personal 

and authentic story in detail, but to also 

add a very real sense of time in memory;  

uniqueness of the colors and details that 

accumulated and came to life in his mind 

following the trauma, and what had 

become of them over 25 years.

Questions & Answers  Actors Questions & Answers  Zohar Strauss

zohar strauss
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WHAT WAS THE KEY FACTOR IN 

SHAPING THE CHARACTER OF 

MARY IN my LOvELy SISTER?

Mary's character is a woman who follows 

her own heart… love is a supreme 

value in her eyes, and everything else is 

secondary. She isn't afraid of smashing 

taboos in her society and marrying her 

heart's desire, an Arab man, even though 

it's clear to her that she will be ostracized 

by her family and the society she lives in, 

and pay a heavy price. There's always the 

option of running away or looking for a 

place that is more open, less judgmental 

toward people. But she chooses to stay, 

and insists on being accepted by the very 

people who rejected her. Amazingly, she 

does not bear a grudge, and is simply 

waiting for the moment when she can 

once again be loved by her sister. She sees 

love and forgiveness as supreme values, 

and this is the key to her character. Even 

when she dies and reappears as a ghost. 

She understands and accepts that she 

had to die so that her sister Rama could 

finally live, love herself and allow herself 

to be loved. Mary is built of the elements 

of water and wind; she flows and floats, 

even when she's upset. I was inspired by 

many similar love stories between Arabs 

and Jews, and the effects they've had on 

brothers and sisters, which have taken 

place in our harsh reality. The Moroccan 

background I brought from home. She 

undoubtedly contains many women that 

I've known throughout my life. 

WHAT FICTIONAL CHARACTER 

WOULD YOU LIKE TO PLAY?

I'm extremely drawn to the fantastical, 

mystical world of the films of Tim Burton, 

and I'd certainly have been happy to 

portray any of the characters played by 

Helena Bonham Carter in his films. Evil, 

extreme, clownish and absurd, yet oddly – 

very human. Other than that, I admit the 

genre of bloodsuckers appeals to me, and 

the world of fairies and wizards of the 

ancient kingdom of Avalon. 

WHAT’S YOUR 

FAVORITE FILM?

It seems impossible to name just one! 

Nearly every year, I come across a film that 

shakes my world for a while, and then it 

seems that it is the best. Gladly, this never 

seems to end. So I'll choose to mention 

several films that have influenced me. 

When I was a young girl, it was Bettie Blue 
and Mommie Dearest with Faye Dunaway, 

which led me to become an actress. 

Afterwards it was Three Days and a 
Child by Uri Zohar, Mulholland Drive by 

David Lynch, Blue by Kieslowski, Head On 

by Fatih Akin, Le Notti di Cabiria by Fellini, 

21 Grams, House of Sand and Fog by Vadim 

Perelman, and most recently, Drive with 

Ryan Gosling. 

WHAT INSPIRES YOU?

First and foremost – people. After that, 

fiction and documentary films, in which 

I will always be searching for a reference 

as inspiration for whichever part I'm 

working on at the time. Literature and 

poetry, and especially the author Aharon 

Appelfeld and the Portuguese poet 

Fernando Pessoa. The Bible, Arabic music 

and Nina Simone. The social and political 

reality in our country and the world. I'm 

addicted to the news and to knowledge; I 

refuse to live in a bubble, and feel that it's 

important for me to know the world I'm 

living in. I'm addicted to stories, and try 

to find an anchor for my characters within 

this reality. 

IS THERE ANYONE YOU 

APPRECIATE IN PARTICULAR IN 

THE ISRAELI FILM INDUSTRY?

Ronit and Shlomi Elkabetz, who 

together and individually create a 

cinematic language that is always sharp 

and fascinating, fearlessly refraining 

from flattery. They always intrigue my 

curiosity. The young director Omri 

Givon, with whom I worked on the film 

Seven Minutes in Heaven, a gifted, humble 

and unconventional director. Working 

with him was a wonderful experience, 

and I have no doubt he'll continue 

experimenting within Israeli cinema. The 

cinematographer Giora Bejach, whose 

frames I feel, paint the soul of the film. 

And there are many other impressive 

artists, but you've got to stop somewhere. 

Questions & Answers  Actors

reymonde amsellem



68 69

WHAT WAS THE KEY FACTOR IN 

SHAPING THE CHARACTER OF MIRI 

IN GOd'S NEIGHBOURS?

Miri is simply a ‘girl next door’ type. Very 

average Israeli on the one hand and yet 

also very worldly. Miri is searching for 

truth in her life and in the lives of those 

around her. That’s what motivated me 

as the character, the desire to expose 

her truth and everyone else’s. She’s the 

kind of girl that can’t be fooled; she has 

acquired wisdom and street cred, and a 

lot of compassion.

WHAT CHARACTER WOULD YOU 

LIKE TO PLAY?

I would like to act in a period piece; a 

female character like Queen Esther or the 

Prophet Deborah, or Medea…larger than 

life type of women – strong, sensitive and 

powerful.

WHAT INSPIRES YOU? 

When I read a script I imagine a certain 

situation and feel like there’s something 

in me that wants to burst out into the 

world; that inspires me - the wish to give 

of myself. The thought that people will 

watch a film and my performance will 

leave some lasting impression on them, 

incites my creation.

IS THERE ANYONE YOU 

APPRECIATE IN PARTICULAR IN 

THE ISRAELI FILM INDUSTRY?

I admire everyone who has made and 

will make films in Israel! It’s a complicated 

thing. I will mention Gila Almagor in 

particular. In my eyes she is a founding 

figure in Israeli cinema. She made films, 

acted in dozens of them and was really 

ahead of her times in films like Malkat 
Hakvish, Siege, and others. She’s a true icon 

of Israeli cinema. 

WHAT’S YOUR

FAVORITE FILM?

Jean-Jacques Annaud’s The Lover. I saw 

it at 14 which is the age of Jane March’s 

character. The forbidden love, the desire 

to become a woman, the passion, the 

cinematography, Chopin’s waltz, I fell 

under its spell. Today when I watch it 

I’m saddened that even now love can be 

stunted because of cultural differences. 

Another favorite is Vicky Cristina 
Barcelona… a film that’s pure Woody 

Allen magic!!!

TELL US ABOUT AN ACTOR  

YOU ADMIRE.

I like a lot of actors but I’ll go with 

Penelope Cruz. Fantastic actress, radiates 

a lot of feeling, warmth, beauty… Has had 

allot of diverse roles and very feminine.

Questions & Answers  Rotem Zisman CohenQuestions & Answers  Actors
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WHAT WAS THE KEY FACTOR IN 

SHAPING THE CHARACTER OF 

BATIA IN JELLyFISH?

Batia was a character that emerged 

quite tangibly from the first reading of 

the script. Her missteps, the unfitting 

ways she has to relate to the world. 

She's always a step behind, with this odd 

rhythm, because she has her very own 

perception of the surroundings, but is not 

quite connected to herself. That she will 

slowly acquire through the hypnotic eyes 

of the little girl. 

WHAT FICTIONAL CHARACTER 

WOULD YOU LIKE TO PLAY?

Merlin the wizard, or an Alien who carries 

ancient knowledge and abilities. 

I'm always intrigued by people 

who transcend the conventional ways 

of conception, and being a wizard, 

even if through fiction, would be an 

opportunity  to explore a different level 

of consciousness. 

WHAT’S YOUR 

FAVORITE FILM?

So many films have forged my love 

for cinema. To name a few: What ever 
Happened to Baby Jane, a film I watched 

time after time growing up, 12 Angry Men, 

so wonderfully written, and Dodes'ka-den, 

set up so far culturally yet profoundly 

human and therefore moving, intimately 

touching while utterly cinematic. 

TELL US ABOUT AN ACTOR 

YOU ADMIRE.

Toni Collette is an inspiring contemporary 

actress. I love actresses that have the 

courage and capacity to constantly 

reinvent themselves, and Toni has this 

powerful yet humble quality which allows 

her to devote herself to any character 

she portrays, in versatile genres, leaving 

herself aside. 

WHAT INSPIRES YOU? 

Observing people and the processes of 

human behavior. Transformation. The 

streets of different populations. To watch 

and understand situations in order to 

later shed little lights on the subtleties of 

existence. 

IS THERE ANYONE YOU 

APPRECIATE IN PARTICULAR IN 

THE ISRAELI FILM INDUSTRY?

Eran Kolirin and Jonathan Gurfinkel are 

two directors to which I wish a long life 

of cinema. They have remained free in 

their making, and truly devoted to what 

they believe in. Although we have never 

worked together, there is a passion and 

humility in their approach I recognize and 

respect. 

sarah adler
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WHAT WAS THE KEY FACTOR IN 

SHAPING THE CHARACTER OF 

TOMER IN THE FLOOd?

In the film The Flood I played an autistic 

boy and for the first time I went out to 

do some real research, in addition to 

the regularly scheduled rehearsals and 

plenty of preparation doing physical 

work on the character’s world. I spent a 

lot of time with autistic people and their 

families, and after a deep conversation 

with the father of an autistic child, I 

realized that the key to my character was 

'communication'. He told me something 

I’ll never forget: “I’m just waiting for the 

moment when my son will look me in 

the eyes." That line accompanied me 

throughout the shooting process. 

WHAT CHARACTER WOULD YOU 

LIKE TO PLAY?

Lately I’ve been having fantasies about 

playing Moses, but that’s coming from a 

very Jewish place, and possibly having 

to do with the fact that it was my 

grandfather’s name. But to be honest, I’d 

love to be Spiderman. I think it’s a great 

privilege to play a superhero. Maybe it’ll 

happen in Israel one day, and I’ll get to be 

super Moses. 

But seriously, I’d love to portray 

Shimon Peres or Itzhak Rabin, if a film is 

ever made about them. michael moshonov

WHAT’S YOUR  

FAVORITE FILM?

This is considered a very difficult question, 

but for some reason it’s perfectly clear to 

me. My favorite film is Taxi Driver. It’s a film 

where the cinematography, the acting, 

the music, the locations, the wardrobe, 

the makeup and the sound all come 

together in the most natural, moving and 

innovative way. It’s the most prominent 

film of the golden age of American 

cinema, and a perfect display of acting 

by the best actor of all times, Robert De 

Niro. It’s a film that changed something 

within me, and swept me away to a shore 

of inspiration, strength and hope. The 

connection between director and actor is 

something I’m always looking for, and in 

this film it’s evident on the screen. 

TELL US ABOUT AN ACTOR

YOU ADMIRE.

Gena Rowlands, for her roles in Opening 
Night and A Woman Under the Influence. It’s 

true that Meryl Streep is the first actress 

who comes to my mind, but there’s 

something about Gena that is unique and 

honest in a way that cannot be replicated. 

Her fascinating relationship with John 

Cassavetes led her to a truth that is 

permanently etched in my mind. 

WHAT INSPIRES YOU?

Friendship, professionalism, music, art 

and relationships. 

IS THERE ANYONE YOU 

APPRECIATE IN PARTICULAR IN 

THE ISRAELI FILM INDUSTRY?

Menashe Noy because of his right attitude 

toward acting, and the way in which he 

discovered it. For his honest characters, 

who are colorful without exaggeration. 

It’s fun to see him on the screen, and I’ve 

had the pleasure of acting alongside him. 

In addition, I’ll mention all the people that 

are never talked about, the soundmen 

and gaffers and grips and the entire crew, 

who are the reason I want to be on set. 

Questions & Answers  Michael MoshonovQuestions & Answers  Actors
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WHAT WAS THE KEY FACTOR IN 

SHAPING THE CHARACTER OF 

ANTON IN RESTORATION?

A man's wish to feel present, worthy, 

loved, to justify his being.

WHAT FICTIONAL CHARACTER 

WOULD YOU LIKE TO PLAY?

Hamlet. Because I feel like the prince 

of Denmark.

WHAT WAS THE KEY FACTOR IN 

SHAPING THE CHARACTER OF ASSI 

IN LEBANON?

Assi’s main characteristics are fear, 

weakness, and lack of confidence. He 

seems the least suitable of the crew to be 

in charge of the tank. As the situation gets 

increasingly tougher, he loses control and 

cracks down.

henrY david itay tiran

WHAT INSPIRES YOU?

God. 

IS THERE ANYONE YOU 

APPRECIATE IN PARTICULAR IN 

THE ISRAELI FILM INDUSTRY?

All the artists who are capable of stepping 

out of the box and all those that want to 

make really good cinema. 

 

TELL US ABOUT AN ACTOR  

YOU ADMIRE.

Robert Downey Jr. I've been seeing  

many of his films lately. I'm really envious. 

WHAT'S YOUR FAVORITE FILM?

All of Stanley Kubrick's films. 

King Kong.

Questions & Answers  ActorsQuestions & Answers  Actors

WHAT IS YOUR FAVORITE FILM?

I don’t have a particular one that I can 

point out over others.

WHAT INSPIRES YOU?

Beauty, truth and originality. 

IS THERE ANYONE YOU 

APPRECIATE IN PARTICULAR IN 

THE ISRAELI FILM INDUSTRY?

The Israeli film industry counts many 

talented people among its ranks. I have 

been fortunate enough to work with a 

variety of creators. Each project presented 

different approaches and perceptions. 

I’m going with the entire film industry – 

it’s diverse, challenging, and interesting.
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WHAT WAS THE KEY FACTOR IN 

SHAPING THE CHARACTER OF 

YOCHAI IN FILL THE vOId?

I began work on Fill the Void immediately 

after Policeman. These are really opposite 

characters. Policeman demanded a lot of 

physical work whereas Yochai belongs 

to a very spiritual world, which is what I 

focused on. He’s Israeli like me, yet at the 

same time his world is isolated and very 

different from the one I live in. People 

like Yochai live in a ghetto by choice. 

They’re devout; their life is all about 

spiritual fulfillment while this world is 

viewed upon as a corrective path. Our 

personal and private struggles are part 

of the correction process, the journey we 

receive or are forced to travel. Yochai’s 

character is based on a real person. I met 

him and we spoke about faith and acting. 

He’s an open and curious man, a devout 

believer. He is also a man, a man with 

desires and strong emotions; he needs 

truth and intimacy. Leading up to the role 

I gained access into the inner workings 

of the Hassidic world. I met leading 

spiritual leaders and took part in prayers 

and festivities. I wanted to be them, to be 

part of them, that amazing community. 

The work process was accompanied by 

a certain sense of frustration over the 

huge, unbridgeable gap of knowledge; 

it’s an essence that takes a life time to 

experience. I touched a drop in the ocean, 

and that was very satisfying.

WHAT FICTIONAL CHARACTER 

WOULD YOU LIKE TO PLAY?

Rightly or wrongly, Israeli art and cinema 

of the past years are going through 

a process of critical self-examination. 

Israeli film characters touch upon this 

guilt and try to find some sort of outlet 

for the emotional burden that comes 

with it. I would like to act the role of a true 

Israeli hero who makes real changes; who 

puts his life on the line for a better future; 

someone who’s made of the right stuff.

WHAT’S YOUR FAVORITE FILM?

The films I saw as a teenager. Those I 

watched again and again, tens of times. 

They form the emotional foundations 

of my love for cinema and acting. My 

ultimate hero was Robert De Niro, and 

Raging Bull was the cinematic climax as 

far as I was concerned. I was drawn to the 

boxing, which became a hobby of mine, 

and to the perfect story of a man's rise 

and fall. These make this film into one 

that can be watched over and over.

 

TELL US ABOUT AN ACTOR  

YOU ADMIRE.

The introverted Clint Eastwood, the 

playful Marcello Mastroianni, a crazy 

Jack Nicholson, and also Hugh Grant, 

are all inspiring men that I really like. 

They made cinematic history by creating 

unforgettable moments; each with his 

own uniqueness and qualities. There are 

many more and it’s always nice to meet 

new talents. These are actors with sharp 

instincts, tons of talent, great work ethic 

and mostly, fantastic charm and charisma. 

WHAT INSPIRES YOU?

Good texts are always inspiring.  

Writers like Tennessee Williams, Cormac 

McCarthy, the poet Mark Strand and 

naturally many others. Good music, hiking 

and being in nature, cities and people, 

spending time alone, physical work, 

Gaudi, a prayer book, a woman’s body, 

acts of heroism, and sports. Inspiration 

arrives unexpectedly and pushes you 

forward to uncharted territories and 

discoveries. You need to seek inspiration, 

insist on it with curiosity, passion and 

commitment. 

Questions & Answers  Actors
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A significant number of Israeli feature films based on the 
personal experiences of their creators were produced in the 
first decade of the 21st century. Filmmakers and producers 
of feature films made during those years linked the personal 
with the autobiographical introducing these elements into 
their narratives. This led to a sequence of successful films 
based on childhood memories and experiences, shot at times 
in the actual locations they occurred, touching on the private 
history of their creators and based on some level upon their 
lives.

What characterized these films was an element of 
candidness and willingness to touch upon, at times very 
courageously, the raw nerves of their creators. Like any trend, 
it is highly possible that these personal films influenced 
and fed one another, until they became something of a 
phenomenon. But an interesting question remains as to 
what brought these films into being at that time.

Linking the personal with the autobiographical might 
have derived from autobiographical-documentary films 
produced in Israel during the 1990s and early 2000s. These 
documentaries received wide success and recognition. These 
films were reflective self-documentations that referred back 
to David Perlov’s seminal documentary Diary (1973-1983). 
Documentary filmmakers turned their cameras toward 
themselves and their homes, but dealt, mostly, with the 
wider implications of the national political situation.1 As 
opposed to these, the personal fictional films of the early 
2000s were based purely on the domestic and the personal, 
focusing on the nucleus family and home. An interesting 
point is that toward the end of the first decade of the 21st 
century the personal tone carried over from the domestic 
films and was utilized to describe a completely different 
kind of experience in the war films Waltz with Bashir (2008)
and Lebanon (2009); films based on the experiences of their 
creators during the first Lebanon war.

The personal voice is a central motive for examining 
mainstream Israeli cinema from the 2000s. As such there 
is place to deepen the investigation into the local roots 
of this trend. In this article, I will look at some of the 
prominent personal films of the time, and the impact of 
the autobiographical dimension in them. 

ISRAELI FILMMAKERS OF FEATURE FILMS 
MADE DURING THE FIRST DECADE OF THE 

21ST CENTURY LINKED THE PERSONAL 
WITH THE AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL 

INTRODUCING PERSONAL EXPERIENCES 
INTO THEIR NARRATIVES

BROKEN WINGS (2002)
Broken Wings, Bergman’s beautifully poignant film was so 
outstanding and influential at the time of its release it 
prompted critic Joshua Simon to blame the entire Israeli 
film industry of ‘Sam Spiegelization’ (on the basis of the 
Sam Spiegel Film School which counts Bergman as one of 
its notable graduates): “Family dramas that mix between the 
‘character arc’, conflict and scriptwriters’ jargon”2, central 
issues, it seems, in the school’s curriculums. And indeed, 

Broken Wings is considered as constituting the realistic family 
genre that characterized early 21st century Israeli cinema. 
As such it received a lot of appreciation but also a fair share 
of criticism for being too ‘saccharine’; Simon termed its 
style as the ‘cuddle genre’.

Yet it seems that beyond the meticulous considerations 
toward a ‘professional’ script, the story is mediated by a 
sensitive creator and is honest and direct. The distinct 
presence of the creator’s personal voice provides a moving 
viewing experience.

Broken Wings follows a family dealing with the sudden 
death of the father. The film, set in Haifa, begins nine 
months after the fatal bee sting that took his life. There are 
some autobiographical signs, beginning with the first shot 
which is dedicated to the city of Haifa, where Bergman was 
born. The words of the poem written about the father and 
sung by his fictional daughter Maya in the film were co-
written by Bergman and his sister Ronit Bergman.

One look at the house in Haifa is enough to convey 
to viewers that the director knew exactly what he’s after; 
shelves laden with household objects radiating comfort 
and embracing familiarity, children of various ages, and 
love. But present is also a sense of heaviness, chaos, dust. 
There’s something laden that’s going out of control. The 
characters are immersed in something very dense and 
heavy - the mourning that surrounds and encumbers them. 
This feeling is almost tangible and one senses that Bergman 
knows it well.

SWEET MUD (2006)
A poem written by Tzipora Shaul, the mother of the film’s 
director Dror Shaul, opens the end credit roll of Sweet Mud.  
A moment earlier viewers saw the ending shot of the 
film in which its main protagonist, 13 year old Dvir, and 
his girlfriend Michal, are riding a bicycle through a green 
field, escaping from the Kibbutz where they live. They are 
leaving behind Dvir's mother, Miri, who has committed 
suicide. This is an extraordinary ending, carrying a sense 
of fantasy and fairytales. The children have backpacks and  
are planning to escape to Switzerland. It’s baffling how 
they can just simply leave this situation behind them; but 
seeing that in doing so they are fulfilling Dvir’s mothers 
wishes to "just get out of this place and never come back," 
viewers are led to believe for a moment that this magical 
ending is possible.

Then, the painful poem appears on the screen, and under 
it the dates of Tzipora Shaul’s lifetime. This makes us think 
of Miri, the fictional character whom we've come to love 
during the film. Although the film shows Miri committing 
suicide, there isn’t a shot of her actually dead. The viewer is 
left with a slight doubt. Could she perhaps still be alive? Can 
she possibly be saved? When the poem appears the viewer 
understands the film is about Miri’s death at the Kibbutz.

Dror Shaul has said the poem brings us back to the 
present moment: “[the film] goes to black and then my 
mother’s poem appears and brings us back to reality.”3 It is 
an intimate moment reading the words of the filmmaker’s 
mother immediately following the departure and suicide of 
the fictional mother. This feeling is exacerbated by the fact 
that already in the closing shot where Dvir is escaping the 
Kibbutz, one can almost feel Dror Shaul deciding against the 
Kibbutz and departing from what he’s leaving behind. For 
that reason it doesn’t matter if the characters will manage 
in their plan or not. As the image moves farther away from 
Dvir and Michal disappearing into the distance, so the viewer 
moves further away from the fictional characters, and in the 
same breath is confronted with the personal point of view of 
the filmmaker.

LEBANON (2009)
“The production of personal films was accompanied by 
a certain concern as to the ability of filmmakers, who in 
these cases were usually the directors and scriptwriters, to 
distance themselves from the story and remember they are 
making a film meant for an audience” says Katriel Schory, 
executive director of the Israel Film Fund. “Evidently, one 
of the characteristics of biographical films is the difficulty 
their creators have in taking out various scenes or parts of 
the script. This challenge was manifested for example, in the 
editing room, when some of the biographical films demanded 
long months of editing, in a slow process of moving away 
from how things actually were toward the construction of 
a cinematic film. This concern led at times to doubts as to 
funding the production of personal films, but we learned 
over time that if creators are able to go through the process 
and make the film there’s a good chance it will be powerful, 
truthful and potentially very successful.”

Samuel Maoz, director of Lebanon, spent nine months in 
the editing room with editor Aric Lahav Leibovitz. The film is 
bound by strict aesthetic rules. The action takes place inside 

T O  TA K E  A  W I F E

In the early 2000s, a group of young directors got their first 
shot at directing feature films. A number of first-time films 
were produced, and quite naturally their creators turned 
to their personal experiences. A few of these directors 
were fresh out of film school where their autobiographical 
diploma films, received special recognition. These shorts 
were developed when they advanced into their first full 
length feature. Such was the case with Nir Bergman’s short 
Sea Horses (1998), and Dover Kosashvili’s short Im Hukim 
(1999). Alongside these young directors were a group of 
creative producers (like Assaf Amir in the case of Bergman 
and Marek Rozenbaum in the case of Kosashvili) who were 
scouting young talents. These producers nourished and 
supported them in making their personal features.
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an army tank on the first day of the 1982 Lebanon war. The 
world outside is visible only via the perspective of the scope 
used to aim the tank’s cannon toward its targets. Like Maoz, 
who was 20 years old during the war, the young gunner’s 
name is Shmulik. With the release of the film Maoz was 
interviewed in the international press where he spoke about 
the film being based on his experiences during the 30 days he 
spent in a tank. He revealed candidly that while he had come 
back from the war physically unharmed, the fact that he had 
killed a man had turned him into an ‘empty shell’. Work on 
the film began after 25 years of silence, and was prompted 
by the outbreak of the second Lebanon war in 2006. Maoz 
said that he was hoping to make a film that might somehow 
save lives after the one he took4. War is a beast which once 
released, cannot be controlled. War, said Maoz, does not offer 
any kind of solution.

USHPIZIN (2004)
While the majority of Israeli filmmakers in the early 2000s 
were basing their scripts on their own personal experiences, 
toward the end of the decade the situation changed 
dramatically with the release of a number of films based 
on canonical or popular Israeli novels. Such was Joseph 
Cedar’s Beaufort (2007), an adaptation of Ron Leshem’s 2005 
bestseller and the new films by Nir Bergman and Dover 
Kosashvili as well as the veteran filmmakers Avi Nesher,  
Dan Wolman and Eran Riklis.

It seems that in the midst between a personal story 
and a fictional adaptation stands Ushpizin. The film, written 
by Shuli Rand and directed by Giddi Dar, tells the story of 
an impoverished orthodox couple who have no means for 
the necessities of the Jewish holiday Sukkot, in particular 
the precious Etrog. The couple prays for a miracle and one 
arrives in the form of money from a charity. But with the 
money comes a test of character – two unpleasant visitors, 
‘usphizin’, are to spend the holiday with them.

Ushpizin is a rare collaboration between an ultra-orthodox 
community in Jerusalem, where the production was granted 
a special Rabbinic permit to film, and the secular director 
and crew. Rand and his wife Michal Bat-Sheva Rand play the 
leading roles of Moshe and his wife Malli. Like the fictive 
characters the Rands have both returned to religion after 
years of secular life. The film is set in the couples’ current 
community and reveals the specific religious traits and 

realities of the Breslov branch of Hassidic Judaism as never 
seen on cinematic screens. The characters call God ‘father’ 
and speak to him in a direct and everyday language – as if 
to a close friend. Prayers, miracles, experiences, and the 
tendency to treat everyday occurrences as moments of 
divine intervention express a very private and specific 
religious world represented reliably in the film. Yet it is 
not only the Rands’ private story that provides the film’s 
premise. The script discloses influences from traditional 
Jewish texts and fables. As Moshe overcomes struggle after 
struggle, his much admired Rabbi lets him in on the secret 
that the greatest challenge will be achieved by conquering 
his anger. An opportunity to do just that presents itself 
when the visitors damage his treasured Etrog, deemed as the 
best in the entire city of Jerusalem. A perfect Etrog, Moshe 
explains to Malli, is a sign for a baby boy for which the couple 
has been yearning for many years. The filmic story does not 
adhere to Shuli Rand’s personal biography but rather refers 
to Jewish sources involving a righteous protagonist, a Rabbi, 
a special Etrog, and the everyday coping and hoping for a 
miracle. These make Ushpizin into an interesting and touching 
combination between the personal and a wider Jewish texts 
and tradition. 

LATE MARRIAGE (2001)
Arguably the most remembered familial performance of all 
is that of Dover Kosashvili’s mother Lili, in his debut feature  
Late Marriage. The film was one of the most personal of the 
time yet simultaneously, and rightly so, the autobiographical 

story was less dominant than Kosashvili’s distinct cinematic 
imprint and language.

Here too, a considerable asset of the film lies in its reliable 
depiction of the Georgian community previously unseen on 
Israeli screens, in which Kosashvili grew up. The film which 
is in Georgian, tells the story of Zaza, a 31 year old bachelor 
whose parents, following Georgian tradition, wish to set 
up with a virgin bride. Unsurprisingly, Zaza is Kosashvili’s 
Georgian name and the fictional Zaza’s nickname Dubi, is his 
as well. Perhaps like the director, the fictional Zaza, who is 
a PhD candidate in philosophy, is trying to find his personal 
path mediating between the two worlds – that of his tradition, 
and that of his private skepticism. This tension might never 
be settled, which is what makes Zaza’s story so intricate and 
compelling. 

For the major role of Zaza’s mother, who is the one pulling 
the strings, Kosashvili cast his mother Lili Kosashvili, who 
won the Best Actress Award from the Israeli Film Academy 
for her performance. Dover Kosashvili said he cast his 
mother, who was working as a cook at a boarding school, 
simply because he couldn’t find an actress who could take on 
the part as convincingly as her.

TO TAKE A WIFE (2004)
A few years after Late Marriage Ronit Elkabetz, who played 
the role of Zaza’s lover in Late Marriage, moved behind the 
camera alongside her brother Shlomi Elkabetz. The duo’s 
first feature was To Take a Wife, a film dedicated in the closing 
titles to their parents.

The film opens with Viviane, the film’s main protagonist, 
surrounded by her 7 brothers all trying to convince her to 
return to her husband Eliahou for whom she has no love. 
Vivian, played by Ronit Elkabetz, stares aimlessly, smokes 
one cigarette after another, and remains silent. She is deeply 
unhappy. This scene is encumbered by layers and sub-layers 
of meaning conveyed through Elkabetz’s haunting eyes and 
demeanor. Elkabetz’s performance generates a very specific 
type who manages at the same time to present a complex 
character. This is a beautiful woman who on the one hand 
is colorful and larger than life, full of aspirations, standing 
out in her traditional and conservative environment. Yet on 
the other hand, she’s a woman with a peculiar weakness, 
who tends to grovel before her children and sending mixed 
messages to those around her. 

To Take a Wife is a joint collaboration of a sister and brother 
telling a familial story with autobiographical aspects.  
This story deals with their mother and the extended family 
during the 1970s. The result is a beautifully frank and 
affecting film. 

WALTZ WITH BASHIR (2008)
The film that combines fiction and reality in the most 
pronounced manner is Ari Folman’s animated Waltz with 
Bashir. Folman introduced a different aspect in relation to the 
massacre in Sabra and Shatila during the first Lebanon war. 

The scenes that make up Waltz with Bashir form an extremely 
loaded emotional statement as to the absurdities of war 
and sacredness of life; all from a personal point of view. 
Following a process of mostly documentary interviews with 
fellow fighters conducted in an assured cinematic language, 
the film returns to the massacre which is the narrative’s 
starting point.

Now, while viewers are identifying with the young 
Folman's animated character and after hearing the personal 
testimonies of his  fellow fighters, the film returns to the 
massacre. Screams of agony are heard from inside the refugee 
camp, while the shot moves closer and closer to Folman. The 
image moves to his face and eyes, staring forwards clear and 
amazed. This powerful construct creates an intense sense of 
identification, but not with the victims. That is what makes 
this story stand out. This is, indeed, identification with a 
different gaze, that of the filmmaker’s. The entire effect 
functions as a catharsis of unbearable pain for the agony and 
death, and genuine bitter-sweet concern for the life of every 
human being. The pain increases when viewers are crushed 
by images, real this time, of original footage shot by a BBC 
documentary crew at the time of the actual event.

Avital Bekerman  Manager of the Israel Film Fund’s special projects. She 
is the recipient of the 2011 Ministry of Culture 'Art of Cinema' Prize (together 
with Marat Parkhomovsky) for their documentary project The Israeli Cinema 
Testimonial Database. 

U S H P I Z I N

1   As illustrated brilliantly by Shmulik Duvdevani in First 

Person, Camera, Keter, 2010.

2  Maarvon (Western) - New Film Magazine, Isuue 1, 2006.

3   In Pablo Utin: The Iceberg Effect: Israel’s Cinema of 

Disengagement, Resling, 2008. 

4   Interview by Rachel Cooke, Observer, May 2010.
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Avishai Sivan’s first full-length film The Wanderer featured at the 

Cannes Film Festival in 2010. The film tells the story of a troubled 

Jewish orthodox adolescent ceaselessly wandering the streets. 

The terse acting and distressed color palette pose an uneasy 

viewing experience; one that drives viewers to adapt a sort of 

apathetic meditation, concurrent with the alienation the main 

protagonist feels toward himself and his surroundings. At the 

core of Sivan’s vision lies a bold visual language, both contained 

and refined. This vision is based on the talents and skills of Shai 

Goldman, one of the most brilliant and sought-after Israeli 

cinematographers. Among Goldman’s works are Under Western 
Eyes (1996), Bésame Mucho (2000), Three Mothers (2006), The Band’s 
Visit (2007), It All Begins at Sea (2008) and The Exchange (2011). 

Goldman is the kind of cinematographer whose contribution 

is acknowledged by sharp-eyed viewers: an inclination toward 

a unique pastel toned palette, precise compositions, gentle, 

calculated camera movements and above all soft, subdued 

imagery, devoid of strong contrasts.

 This interview took place during Goldman’s work on the 

set of Nadav Lapid’s first full-length feature film Policeman. 

Lapid’s first offering went on to win the Special Jury Prize at 

the Locarno film Festival of 2011. As literature on the work of 

Israeli cinematographers is scarce, Goldman’s generosity in 

sharing his cinematic outlook and perceptions leads the way to 

a fascinating world. One that combines astute intellect, artistic 

sensitivity, and technical skills, that come together to create the 

unique visual realm of each and every project.

MY FEELING, WHEN WATCHING THE WANdERER, 

IS THAT THERE’S A VERY INTERESTING DISTINCTION 

BETWEEN THE CONSTANT MOVEMENT OF THE 

PROTAGONIST, AND THE STATIC POSITIONING OF THE 

CAMERA. THIS LEADS TO A CERTAIN PARADOX: 

YOU’RE IN CONSTANT MOVEMENT WITHOUT 

REALLY MOVING AT ALL. THIS HELPS TO CONVEY 

THE SENSE OF HOPELESSNESS THE LEAD 

CHARACTER IS EXPERIENCING.

In a film about wandering you’d expect the camera movement to 

follow the main character. For that reason there’s a contradiction 

between what you’re expecting to happen and what actually 

does. At times there’s something very tactile and yet also very 

flat in the composition. There aren’t any close-ups in the sense 

of ‘cutting into a close up’. Those close-up shots that do feature 

aren’t part of the scene, so to speak. All of the emotions, the 

ideas and the action, occur seemingly effortlessly in one static 

shot. I like creating a sense that things are happening naturally. 

This carries the notion that the action is unfolding in a simple 

and unobtrusive manner; that the camera has no intention of 

creating drama and yet the drama is going on. It’s important the 

camera doesn’t impose its presence – that there isn’t something 

overbearing drawing too much attention. I don't like it when 

people come up to me and say "the film isn't very good, but 

the cinematography is great". That’s like saying ‘the operation 

succeeded but the patient died’. I feel huge responsibility toward 

the outcome of the film. The role of the cinematographer is to 

serve the script, not to manifest his virtuosity. I’d prefer setting 

up a shot that might be technically boring if that’s what the 

script demands. All the photographic aspects - choosing the 

lens, the lighting, the camera angle and so on - have to serve the 

scripted moment. It’s vital the camera is in tune with the rhythm 

of the viewers; in that lays the success of the cinematographer. 

I call it, ‘photogenic-ness’. It’s very important that the 

photography is photographic, not ‘pretty’ or ‘impressive’. If the 

script calls for an ugly-looking location, I’ll make sure it’s ugly  

yet also photogenic; that there’s something visually arresting 

about it. 

DO YOU ALWAYS PREFER 

WORKING WITH NATURAL LIGHT 

OVER ARTIFICIAL LIGHTING?

Yes. Generally speaking I like working with the available light. 

I’ve worked differently as well, like in Three Mothers, but my 

natural preference is working with natural light or imitating 

natural light.

WHEN YOU SAY “I WORK WITH 

THE AVAILABLE LIGHT” PEOPLE MIGHT THINK YOU SIMPLY 

ARRIVE ON SET AND SHOOT AND DON’T REALLY DO MUCH. 

BUT YOU DO WORK ON DESIGNING YOUR LIGHT.

The starting point for film lighting is the location and the time in 

which shooting takes place. After those have been established 

I work with the light during the filming. So for example, I won’t 

block a ray of light coming in through a window, but will rather 

make sure to arrive at the shot when the ray of light is present 

and try to use it in a constructive way.

IT’S KNOWN THAT YOU LIKE SHOOTING ON FUJI FILM. 

WHAT IS IT ABOUT THAT FILM STOCK THAT YOU LIKE?

Frankly, it initially began because Fuji’s was the cheaper film 

stock in Israel. That has changed nowadays. In The Exchange we 

had a very good offer from Kodak and I tried using their film 

stock, but it didn’t work out and I went back to Fuji. It must be 

that I’m just used to it. There’s a certain quality of softness in the 

Fuji film that works very well with the local light. Another reason 

is that the 500 ASA Fuji film works really well for interior as well 

as exterior shots and for both day and night shots. Originally it’s 

meant for night shots, but it works well in daytime as well. 

GOLDMAN IS THE KIND OF
CINEMATOGRAPHER WHOSE

CONTRIBUTION IS ACKNOWLEDGED
BY SHARP-EYED VIEWERS: AN

INCLINATION TOWARD A UNIQUE
PASTEL TONED PALETTE, PRECISE
COMPOSITIONS, GENTLE CAMERA 

MOVEMENTS AND ABOVE ALL, DEVOID 
OF STRONG CONTRASTS
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BUT THE 500 ASA FILM IS VERY SENSITIVE TO LIGHT 

AND GRAINY. ALSO, THE STRONG ISRAELI LIGHT OUGHT 

TO BURN THE FRAME qUICKLY, NO?

I actually like that graininess; it isn’t obtrusive and provides a 

nice texture. I work using a wide aperture, that’s my fixation, and 

I try to be at maximum lens length. That means that I let a lot 

of light in through the lens which exacerbates the graininess. In 

order to do so I use a lot of ND filters that darken the lens. When 

I look through the eyepiece I need a moment to get used to the 

darkness before I start shooting.

IT WAS ALWAYS SAID THAT THE 

ISRAELI LIGHT IS VERY DIFFICULT TO WORK WITH.

 DO YOU ALSO FEEL THAT WAY?

I might have the advantage of having attended lectures 

given by still photographers in Israel and not those given by 

cinematographers. That’s why I don’t experience that sense 

of inferiority when dealing with the light. That said, I began 

working when sensitive film stock was available. In the past it 

was common to use 100 or 200 ASA film. The 500 ASA film is 

more sensitive to light, but is also softer, which helps solve the 

strong contrasts local light conditions create. That way you 

can avoid over-dense blacks or bright or burned whites. That’s 

something it’s harder to do with film stock of 100 or 200 ASA. In 

the past there was also a strong emphasis on lighting the actors’ 

eyes, really showing them off well. Cinema has advanced since 

then; audiences are open to a wider range of imagery. Back then 

you were expected to imitate the classic Hollywood style with 

sound, clean lighting. Nowadays directors let cinematographers 

engage in a different kind of dialogue with their objects. For 

example, you can shoot an actor from the back or in the dark. 

I can place one character in the shade and the other in full 

sunlight. You have more freedom to manipulate the light. 

That’s why these days it’s easier to deal with the strong light 

by using different methods. Still, it must be easier in Europe. I 

think shooting a film in Europe would probably be quite easy 

for Israeli cinematographers. Here I always have to reduce the 

amount of light, in Europe you have to constantly add light. It’s a 

different attitude altogether.

IS THERE A COLOR OR COLOR RANGE YOU PREFER?

I like a certain achromatic feel. Most of the directors I’ve worked 

with prefer a realistic look without colors that are too loud or 

bold. Achromatic colors are, in that sense, more realistic. For 

example, if you look at the red chairs out here, you realize that 

the strong light fades their color. Actually, if you look around, 

you hardly see colors; everything is flooded with sunlight. When 

I shoot indoors I try to carry over that impression of color. But 

the color palette is achieved primarily by picking the right 

time and location for filming. I don’t make much effort to reach 

a certain color with the camera or lab manipulations. Each 

location has its unique, specific colors that obviously change 

throughout the day. You see the locations under certain light 

conditions. Sometimes locations are ruled out simply because 

you were there at the wrong time of day. I think Three Mothers 

has elements coming from fantasy films not only in its plot but 

also in its stylistic choices of bold colors. In that case I followed 

the color, the sensitivity and the poetry the film required. The 

result is achromatic in its own way, seeing the color scale is very 

consistent and homogeneous.

Goldman began his career as a still photographer. He also 

worked as a set assistant at a television studio, when he 

realized that making a living as a photographer was a tough 

call. At the studio he met a young guy by the name of Joseph 

Cedar. When Cedar moved to New York to study film, he asked 

Goldman to shoot his short. Goldman returned to Israel after 

two years in New York. A mutual friend introduced him to 

Joseph Pitchhadze who was looking for a cinematographer 

for his first feature, Under Western Eyes. “I met with Pitch” recalls 

Goldman, “and he made me promise that even if I get a call 

from Spielberg I remain committed to his project. I said that’s no 

problem, and really I wasn’t doing much at the time. That’s how 

we got into a prolonged intensive work process that went on for 

six months. I had no previous experience in shooting in Israel. At 

the time Pitch was working in print and I was restoring Indian 

furniture. We would meet after work, draw the storyboard and 

plan the filming. The intention was to shoot in black and white, 

something I was comfortable with due to my background in still 

photography.” 

IN THE FILMS YOU MADE WITH DIRECTOR JOSEPH 

PITCHHADZE THE CAMERA MOVEMENT IS VERY 

PRECISE – HOW WAS THE SHIFT FROM THINKING IN 

STILL FRAMES TO THINKING IN MOTION?

In those initial six months with Pitch I received my cinematic 

education. I was always interested in cinema but didn’t know 

of directors like Tarkovsky and such. Pitch and I began to enrich 

our knowledge together. Under Western Eyes was where I really 

learned a lot. By now I’ve developed my personal outlook, but 

the basis was what I’d learned with Pitch. Regarding camera 

movement, I treat each shot as one big still frame. It’s all about 

one utterance, one meaning. When I started out, I used to 

work on the premise that the first frame of the shot was a still 

image and the last frame of the shot is another still image, and 

what remains to be figured out is where I begin and where I 

end. Over time, I developed this approach and now consider 

the shot in its entirety as one large still image.

WHAT IS YOUR WORK PROCESS WITH DIRECTORS?

I like analyzing, understanding why things are done one way 

and not another. I like getting the intentions. Some directors 

“I THINK SHOOTING A FILM IN EUROPE 
WOULD PROBABLY BE QUITE EASY 

FOR ISRAELI CINEMATOGRAPHERS. 
HERE I ALWAYS HAVE TO REDUCE THE 

AMOUNT OF LIGHT, IN EUROPE YOU 
HAVE TO CONSTANTLY ADD LIGHT. IT’S A 

DIFFERENT ATTITUDE ALTOGETHER”

Reducing the Light  Pablo Utin Reducing the Light  Pablo Utin
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find it difficult to relate to this, while others like a highly involved 

cinematographer. With Pitch the work was very intense in that 

respect. But I take from each director what she or he is able to 

give. If the explanation for the way things are is ‘because’, that’s 

fine. But I do enjoy understanding the contextual motivations, 

and working with directors with wider philosophical meanings 

in their films. 

“I LIKE A CERTAIN ACHROMATIC
FEEL. ACHROMATIC COLORS ARE, 
IN THAT SENSE, MORE REALISTIC. 

IF YOU LOOK AROUND,  YOU HARDLY 
SEE COLORS,  EVERYTHING IS  
FLOODED WITH SUNLIGHT”

These conversations provide me with a range of tools that 

help me figure out what I need to do. Often it’s really very 

simple things. Like at a specific moment, you want to see 

an actor from the back because it’s more important to hear 

what he’s saying than to see how he feels. In The Exchange 

Eran Kolirin began working with me as if we’d never met. 

He sat with me for an entire month explaining the different 

characters’ motives, what the main protagonist was going 

through, the way he sees things. I got to a point where I began 

perceiving things the way he would. As the story unfolds the 

audience should gradually identify more and more with the 

protagonist’s perception. At some point I stop showing the 

protagonist’s face, you don’t need his reaction – the reaction 

of the actor. You see the shot of what he sees and as a viewer 

you’re supposed to know by now how he’ll react. This is how 

the idea of ‘cinematic time’ came to be. That’s something Pitch 

and I used to speak about frequently. It’s the moment you’re 

seeing a shot and as you’re watching, a different sense of 

time is formed. These meanings derive from conversations 

with directors. If Eran felt I didn’t fully get what it is he 

wants, we’d talk until I did. By the time we began filming we 

were totally in sync. I knew why the camera was capturing the 

way it was.

Reducing the Light  Pablo Utin

THE ExcHANGE AND THE WANdERER STAND OUT FOR THEIR 

METICULOUS COMPOSITIONS. DIRECTORS WHO’VE 

WORKED WITH YOU SAY THAT ALL SORTS OF LITTLE 

THINGS IN THE FRAME CAN BOTHER YOU, AND THAT 

YOU’LL TRY TO CLEAN-UP, FIX, AND ESPECIALLY 

REMOVE THINGS FROM THE FRAME IN ORDER TO FIND 

THE RIGHT BALANCE. IS THAT HOW YOU FEEL?

I feel personally attached to what I’m filming. These types 

of corrections occur because I’m not trying to copy any 

given composition or make one up for a certain need. The  

compositions reflect the way I see life. Of course, if the director 

wants something, that’s what he’ll get, but I do try to maintain 

a personal connection. I think I tend to remove things I find 

irrelevant, things that don’t add anything. People can say that I 

clean, sweep, remove. The way I see it, if there’s something in the 

frame that’s beautiful but irrelevant, I won’t use it. The greatest 

responsibility of the cinematographer is to determine what’s in 

and what’s out. You’re responsible for what is seen. I take this 

concept from still photography. People see one image and think 

it somehow just 'came out', as if by chance. But it’s not like that. 

The photographer shot that same image many times until he 

reached the right composition and balance. He selected. That’s 

my responsibility – to make sure what’s in the frame is relevant.

First Published in Cinematheque, The Tel Aviv Cinematheque Quarterly, 2010.

THE PEOPLE WANT 
POPULAR CINEMA (!?)
Marat Parkhomovsky 
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The reception of national cinematic industries is a curious 
thing. Many films that gain success and popularity with local 
audiences do not cross national borders; whereas films that 
receive international acclaim might leave local audiences 
indifferent. Such was the case with Akira Kurosawa in Japan, 
Abbas Kiarostami in Iran, and Amos Gitai in Israel. In other 
words, it is hard for us, as ‘citizens of the world’, to reach 
solid conclusions as to what constitutes ‘Japanese’, ‘Iranian’, 
or ‘Israeli’ cinema, simply as they are perceived by local 
audiences. 

ONE OF THE CHARACTERISTICS  
DISTINGUISHING ISRAELI FILMS FROM 

THE YEAR 2000 ONWARDS IS THAT THEY 
MANAGED TO BALANCE BETWEEN POPULAR 

AND ARTISTIC FEATURES

In the last decade, many Israeli films were successful both 
locally and with foreign audiences. In order to examine 
the relationship between the success Israeli cinema has 
had at home and abroad, I will attempt to outline what 
characterizes it as a national cinema and it's relationship 
with Israeli viewers.

Before 2001, the year that is usually referred to as the 
renaissance of Israeli cinema, the reception of Israeli films 
by local audiences can be divided into two periods. The first 
period is one of blossoming - spanning roughly from the 
early 1960s to the late 1970s. The second period began with 
the establishment of ‘The Fund for Quality Israeli Cinema’ 
and spans a period of around twenty years, running up to 
the legislation of the Cinema Law. During this period local 
audiences turned their back on Israeli cinema which was 
regarded as uninteresting or incommunicative. 

In the 1960s and 70s, several Israeli filmmakers, Among 
them Menahem Golan, one of the founding fathers of 
Israeli cinema, created what can be described as a formula 
for producing successful Israeli films. Golan’s perception 
of the local situation was visionary. He understood that in 

spite of a common aspiration to become ‘one nation’, the 
various immigrant groups that make up Israeli society, were 
holding on to their divergent cultural values and traditions. 
Golan saw clearly that in contrast to urban consumers of 
‘high’ culture (such as opera and theatre), the majority of 
movie audiences were based in peripheral towns. Those were 
mostly populated by immigrants from the Middle East and 
North Africa. Golan, who grew up in provincial Tiberius, was 
familiar with this audience and sympathized with it. He drew 
up a winning formula that consisted for the most part of 
comedies and melodramas. These joined American cinematic 
structures with influences from Italian neo realism. This 
combination touched the hearts of local viewers, and set a 
model that was developed by additional filmmakers. This 
filmic genre received the name ‘Bourekas’ after the popular 
pastry. 

LATE mARRIAGE FEATURES NARRATIVE 
ELEMENTS THAT CAN BE FOUND IN 

‘BOUREKAS’ FILMS. YET THE FILM ALSO 
USES A MINIMALISTIC SOPHISTICATED 
CINEMATIC LANGUAGE. THIS FUSION 

APPLIED BOTH TO VIEWERS LOOKING FOR 
POPULAR ENTERTAINMENT, AND TO 
THOSE WHO WERE AFTER STYLIZED 

ARTISTIC CINEMA

The result was exceptional. The 1964 comedy Salach Shabati, 
directed by Ephraim Kishon and produced by Golan, which 
tells of a good–for-nothing yet witty new immigrant that 
turns local authorities into a joke was seen by 1,200,000 
viewers, half of the country’s population at that time. 
Golan’s Kazablan from 1973, a musical about a Moroccan 
hoodlum that falls in love with an Ashkenazy ‘princess’, was 
seen by 1,100,000 people. George Obadiah’s Nurit of 1972, a 
melodrama in the vein of Arabic popular cinema, brought in 
750,000 viewers. In those days films that did not cross the 
half a million viewer mark were considered a failure. 

Yet as Israeli audiences filled cinemas, enjoying the 
‘Bourekas’ films, a cultural war was taking place behind the 
scenes and in the newspapers. The debate was about the 

definition, character, and nature of Israeli cinema and Israeli 
culture as a whole. A group of Israeli filmmakers called "The 
New Sensibility"argued strongly that cinema should not be 
considered a commercial industry but rather an art form; 
an expression of a personal and artistic vision that did not 
always comply with its audiences’ tastes.  Their films were 
highly influenced by European cinematic aesthetics. For 
the most part their films portrayed an urban, hedonistic, 
alienated lifestyle, European in nature. In most cases these 
films received positive reviews from local critics, yet failed 
to bring more than a few thousand viewers to the box office.

A second era began in 1979 – an era in which Israeli 
popular cinema almost disappeared, following the 
establishment of ‘The Fund for Quality Israeli Cinema’. 
The Fund directed most of its support to what was defined 
as ‘quality films’: personal, low budget films, with clear 
political or social agendas. This was also the era in which 
local audiences started turning their back on Israeli films. 
An average year would see the box office success of one film 
only. There was a strong sense that Israeli viewers had lost 
interest in their cinema.

The People Want Popular Cinema (!?)  Marat Parkhomovsky The People Want Popular Cinema (!?)  Marat Parkhomovsky
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the ‘Bourekas’ films of old. The new films now contained in 
addition either biographical narratives or a strong artistic or 
social statement. 

The result is a fusion of sorts. Israeli films that enjoyed 
the greatest box office success applied to the ‘new’ audience 
that appreciated artistic films, and to the ‘old’ audience that 
preferred the more popular mainstream ones. It turns out 
that people still want popular cinema.

Marat Parkhomovsky  Film and theatre director and journalist. 
In 2010 established (with Elad Peleg) 'Cinema Fringe', an enterprise dedicated 
to promoting Independent low-budget films. Recipient of the 2011 Ministry of 
Culture 'Art of Cinema' prize. 

With the turn of the century a new chapter began for Israeli 
cinema. Filmmakers were benefiting from the outcome of 
the legislation of the Cinema Law that promised the film 
industry secured production budgets.

THE PAST TWO DECADES SAW THE 
EMERGENCE OF A NEW KIND OF ISRAELI 
FILM CONSUMER – ONE THAT CREATED 
DEMAND FOR ART HOUSE FILMS, THAT 

COULD STILL BE DEFINED AS MAINSTREAM

I would like to suggest that one of the characteristics 
distinguishing Israeli films from the year 2000 onward is 
that they managed to balance between popular and artistic 
features. The key film of the new decade, Dover Kosashvili’s 
Late Marriage from 2001, is such a film. It received excellent 
reviews from the critics and was also a box office success 

AV I VA  M Y  L O V E

with 350,000 viewers in Israel alone. Late Marriage also gained 
international success. It offered a new model of ‘hybrid’ 
films, a term coined by the critic Shmulik Duvdevani, in 
relation to the cinematic output of Uri Zohar in the 1960s 
and 70s. ‘Hybrid’ films, popular yet at the same time artistic, 
offered a model which is characteristic of many of the films 
that enjoyed box office success since 2001.

Late Marriage features narrative elements that can be 
found in ‘Bourekas’ films. A domestic conflict between a 
man and his family about his right to marry the woman 
he loves. Yet the film also deals with personal issues taken 
from the directors' own biography, and uses a minimalistic 
sophisticated cinematic language. This fusion applied both 
to viewers looking for popular entertainment, and to those 
who were after stylized artistic cinema.

The ‘hybrid’ form was adopted by most of the box office 
successes of Israeli Cinema since. Like Late Marriage, Shlomi 
Elkabetz and Ronit Elkabetz’s 7 Days (2008; 215,000 viewers), 
combined a ‘Bourekas’ type plot with biographical motives 
and stylized visual features. The film’s plot follows a Moroccan 
family gathered during the seven days of Jewish mourning. 

Shemi Zarhin’s Aviva My Love (2006; 300,000 viewers), tells 
about the relationships and mundane lives of two sisters 
in a small town. The ‘Golan’ style provincial comedy relates 
a story which deals with the essence of creativity and art. 
Reshef Levi’s Lost Islands (2008; 285,000 viewers), is a coming 
of age comedy and family drama, based on the filmmaker’s 
personal background. Avi Nesher’s Turn Left at the End of the 
World (2004; 450,000 viewers), is actually a ‘Bourekas’ film 
in essence. It tells about a rivalry between two families, 
Moroccan and Indian, in a small immigrant settlement in 
the desert. Erez Tadmor and Sharon Maymon’s, A Matter of 
Size (2009; 200,000 viewers), is a suburban comedy dealing 
with questions of body image and self- esteem. 

Other box office hits that do not comply with the 
‘Bourekas’ formula usually made use of topics derived from 
popular culture. For example, Joseph Cedar’s Beaufort (2007; 
280,000 viewers), is a cinematic adaptation of Ron Leshem’s 
bestseller from 2005. Adam Sanderson’s This is Sodom (2010; 
310,000 viewers), featured the extremely popular cast of 
the TV satire ‘A Wonderful Country’. The film was one of 
the biggest cinematic hits of the past few years. Its success 
due in part to its distribution at the popular ‘Cinema City’ 
complex, owned by film producers Moshe and Leon Edery.

An interesting question that remains open is what 
happened to the Israeli audience from the golden age of the 
1960s and 70s? In the last decade local audiences regained 
their interest and faith in Israeli cinema and returned to the 
theaters in surprising numbers. Is this the same audience 
which filled the cinema theatres in Israel 40 years ago? It is, 
and it isn’t.

The past two decades saw the emergence of a new kind 
of Israeli film consumer – one that created demand for art 
house films, particularly European. These were screened 
mainly at the ‘Lev’ theater established by Nurit Shani three 
decades ago. Following the opening of Late Marriage and 
other prominent Israeli films at ‘Lev’, it became clear that 
there was demand from a public of educated, middle class 
consumers. This audience preferred high quality artistic 
cinema, which was aesthetical, political and social, and yet 
could still be defined as mainstream. 

This new audience was not the same one that went to 
see Salach Shabati, Nurit and Kazablan. Regardless, the “old” 
audience did not completely abandon the cinemas; in 
fact most Israeli films that crossed the 200,000 audience 
attendance mark resembled, stylistically and narratively, 

The People Want Popular Cinema (!?)  Marat Parkhomovsky The People Want Popular Cinema (!?)  Marat Parkhomovsky
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THE TEL AVIV INTERNATIONAL 
CHILDREN FILM FESTIVAL 

COPRO
 THE ISRAEL DOCUMENTARY SCREEN MARKET



E R A N  R I K L I S  

p r o d u c e r  LEMON TREE ( 2 0 0 8 )

C H A I M  S H A R I R  

p r o d u c e r  RESTORATION ( 2 0 1 1 )

TA L I A  K L E I N H E N D L E R  

p r o d u c e r  AJAMI ( 2 0 0 9 )

M O S H  D A N O N  

p r o d u c e r  AJAMI ( 2 0 0 9 )

E I L O N  R AT Z K O V S K Y  

p r o d u c e r  THE BAND'S VISIT ( 2 0 0 7 )

I TA I  TA M I R   

p r o d u c e r  POLICEMAN ( 2 0 1 1 )

S H A R O N  S H A M I R  

p r o d u c e r  SWEET MUD ( 2 0 0 6 )

D AV I D  Z I L B E R 

 p r o d u c e r  BEAUFORT ( 2 0 0 7 )

C H I L I K  M I C H A E L I  

p r o d u c e r  A MATTER OF SIZE ( 2 0 0 9 )

A S S A F  A M I R  

p r o d u c e r  BROKEN WINGS ( 2 0 0 2 )

A M I R  H A R E L  

p r o d u c e r  WALK ON WATER ( 2 0 0 4 )

D AV I D  M A N D I L  

p r o d u c e r  FOOTNOTE ( 2 0 1 1 )

E I TA N  E VA N  

p r o d u c e r  THE DEBT ( 2 0 0 7 )

M A R E K  R O Z E N B A U M  

p r o d u c e r  LATE MARRIAGE ( 2 0 0 1 )

E YA L  S H I R AY  

p r o d u c e r  MY FATHER MY LORD ( 2 0 0 7 )

PRODUCERS

HHH
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WHERE WERE YOU BORN 

AND RAISED?

Saar: I was born and raised in Binyamina. 

But for over 20 years (which is telling 

of my age…) I’ve been in Tel Aviv. The 

combination of the city man I am today 

and the country boy I once was, the 

contrast between today’s urban vistas 

and the landscape of fields from my 

childhood have made me obsessively 

curious – about different characters, 

different stories and different landscapes. 

Naomi: I grew up in Jerusalem in a place 

of conflicts, history and emotion – 

everything a dramatic character needs to 

breathe. 

WHAT’S YOUR 

FAVORITE FILM?

Naomi: Umberto D. – Vittorio De Sica

Saar: Down By Law – Jim Jarmusch, and 

Cinema Paradiso – Giuseppe Tornatore 

 

HOW DID YOU

START WORKING TOGETHER?

Naomi & Saar: We met at the 2005 Jerusalem 

Film Festival. We were both working at 

the festival. We found love like they do in 

the movies, and to this very day we enjoy 

both worlds. 

WHAT IS YOUR

ELEVATOR PITCH?

Naomi & Saar: It depends on the elevator…

 

Questions & Answers  Producers: Couples Working Together

Saar Yogev 
Naomi Levari

THE RED CARPET IN CANNES OR 

THE OSCARS AFTER-PARTY?

Naomi & Saar: A giant screen in the city 

square, with free admission for all. 

 

THE PRODUCER DAVID PUTTNAM 

SAID, THAT IT’S THE  

PRODUCER’S JOB TO BE ‘THE 

GUARDIAN OF  THE IDEA’. HIS 

JOB IS TO ASK ‘WHAT WAS THE 

REASON THAT MADE ALL OF US 

THINK IT WAS A GREAT IDEA'?

Naomi & Saar: We view this quote within 

a broader context. The quote is in 

regards to one, partial aspect out of the 

many fields within the industry and the 

producer’s responsibility. Guarding is by 

and large a passive act, and a producer is 

by nature an active person of vision who 

initiates, creates and manages. There’s no 

doubt that the daily care for the reasons 

that motivated us to believe in and love 

the idea is crucial, if we are to remain 

focused, energetic, active and guarded 

throughout the complex process of 

making a movie. But it’s not just guarding 

the idea. It’s the demand that one stay in 

constant motion and take responsibility 

over aspects pertaining to content, 

which in turn affect economic, legal and 

psychological aspects. We prefer to liken 

our profession to a lighthouse, a guiding 

light leading the ship and its crew to 

safety, avoiding obstacles, storms and 

vicious predators. The producer is there 

with the director from the very beginning 

to the very end – through thick and thin, 

in sickness and in health, in richness and 

poverty, and any action that occurs. 

WHAT DO YOU THINK IS 

THE SECRET OF THE NEW 

 ISRAELI CINEMA?

Naomi & Saar: A combination of an endless 

fount of dramas supplied by reality in  

all aspects of life, the emphasis Israeli film 

schools place on character and story, and 

the need to operate within budgetary 

constraints. The talents and stories are so 

plentiful, that the lucky ones who make it 

to production truly are the cream of the 

crop.  

Black Sheep Film Productions was formed in 2010 out 
of a love for film, stories, the creative process and the 
people involved in them. We believe in a personal, 
direct approach to the screenwriters and directors 
we work with, and are involved only in projects that 
move us and get us excited. 
Black Sheep Film Productions produces narrative films, 
documentaries, and TV dramas. Select works: Life 
Isn’t Everything, Good Tidings (TV dramas), Ameer got 
His Gun, Teacher Irena (documentary), Love is Real 
(feature film – co-production) , Farewell Herr Schwarz 
(documentary – co-production).
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WHERE WERE YOU BORN 

AND RAISED?

Haim: I was born and raised in Israel, in a 

family that mixed Judaic and German 

traditions. Although these two traditions 

don't affect the choices of the themes 

in my work, there's no doubt that the 

values I got from my parents tailored the 

way I work. From the German side I've 

received the need for order, organization, 

ambition to excel and a hardworking 

ethic; from the Jewish one – analyticity, 

self-depicting humor, and the eternal 

belief that hardships and difficulties are 

an inseparable part of life and success. 

This combination sets high standards 

which I hope are expressed in the films 

I produce, and in my working relations 

with filmmakers. It's not that I open every 

morning with 'Modeh ani'  (the Jewish 

Morning Prayer), but it's clear to me that 

I'm a lucky man because I wake up every 

morning to go do the thing I love most; 

and that's not to be taken for granted.

Estee:  I was born in Jaffa in an apartment 

block of Jewish and Arab families run by 

strong women. Since then it's been clear 

to me that the 'other' and myself are in 

fact very similar, and the mutual impact 

our cultures have on each other can breed 

fascinating works. It's very important 

for me to encourage women creators. 

Haim and I work with such women in 

order to encourage and support the 

female agenda, to present heroines that 

cope with difficult social environments 

and empower the feminine voice and 

creation. 

   

Questions & Answers  Haim Mecklberg & Estee Yacov-Mecklberg

WHAT’S YOUR 

FAVORITE FILM?

Estee: That’s easy - Wim Wenders's Wings of 
Desire. 

Haim:  I have a long list of favorite films. 

One of my ultimate favorites is Orson 

Welles’  A Touch of Evil. 

HOW DID YOU START WORKING 

TOGETHER?

Haim: Estee had a lot of criticism about the 

way I ran my previous company, the one 

prior to 2-Team Productions.

Estee: They made wonderful films, but 

the company wasn’t run properly. I 

laid my vision out before Haim, as to 

how a production company should be 

managed – the need to work continuously, 

to have a wide development plan for 

future projects, to invest in developing of 

young filmmakers, and to add, alongside 

full length features, the production of TV 

programs and documentaries. He told 

me he couldn’t do it alone. 

Haim: I proposed, half-jokingly, that she 

join in and manage the company with 

me, but she didn’t get the joke. At nine 

o’clock the following morning she was 

already in the office. 

Estee: The funny thing is, that I came in 

initially just to manage the company. 

Soon I fell in love with the creative work, 

and started producing and developing 

my own projects. 

Haim: The outcome is wonderful, her 

management plan worked fantastically 

and our work is being well received in 

Israel and in the rest of the world. Working 

with all the up-and-coming talent she 

managed to attract to us is unbelievably 

fulfilling.

THE PRODUCER DAVID PUTTNAM 

SAID, THAT IT’S THE PRODUCER’S 

JOB TO BE ‘THE GUARDIAN OF  

THE IDEA’. HIS JOB IS TO ASK 

‘WHAT WAS THE REASON THAT 

MADE ALL OF US THINK IT WAS A 

GREAT IDEA'?

Haim & Estee: We totally agree. Moreover: 

we not only ask ourselves why are we 

making this film, but also why are we 

shooting this scene or that shot. A director 

on the set is constantly surrounded by 

many opinionated people, and has to put 

up with a lot of pressure so he may stray 

once in a while from the path he originally 

planned to follow. The producer's job is 

to fully understand, way before shooting 

begins, where he and the director want 

to go, and then maintain the direction 

at every stage of production in casting 

each role, choosing each shot and in each 

editing cut.

A producer will not be blown away 

with some 'cool' casting idea or a good 

audition, but will constantly bring the 

director back to the original idea and ask 

if this actor fulfills its requirements; if he 

doesn't the producer will persist until 

finding the actor that does.

WHAT DO YOU THINK IS  

THE SECRET OF THE NEW  

ISRAELI CINEMA?

Haim & Estee: It's a combination of a few 

factors. Firstly, there's a young generation 

of filmmakers that aren't afraid to cope 

with a variety of subjects. While in the 

past most films dealt primarily with 

the occupation, or represented only 

a fracture of the Israeli demographic, 

Israeli cinema today captures a variety of 

voices and subjects. Filmmakers, coming 

from various walks of life – religious, 

secular, Jews, Arabs, native Israelis, new 

immigrants, women and so on – expose a 

wide range of concerns and issues.

Secondly, ICP's project 'Films From 

Here', which saw the creation of over 30 

made-for-TV films in a relatively short 

time. And thirdly, the legalization of the 

Cinema Law in 1999, which  secured 

budgets for the production of feature 

films. This carries on in the active 

participation of United King Films that 

invests private money in many film 

productions. All these factors have 

helped new filmmakers and professional 

crew members improve their skills and 

reach the high production standards we 

are witnessing today. 

Haim Mecklberg
Estee Yacov–Mecklberg

2-Team Productions focuses on local productions 
and international co-productions of feature 
films, docs and TV series. The company also 
provides one-stop production services for 
foreign productions in Israel. 2-Team's recent 
projects include: The Human Resources Manager 
(Dir: Eran Riklis, 2010), winner of 2010 Israeli 
Academy's Best Film Award, 2010 Locarno IFF 
Audience Award and 2010 Toronto IFF Official 
Selection. The film has been distributed in over 
30 territories worldwide. Land of Genesis (Dir: 
Moshe Alpert, 2010), the first Israeli nature film, 
received an Israeli Film Academy nomination.  
5 Hours from Paris (Dir: Leonid Prudovsky, 2009), 
winner of 2009 Haifa IFF Best Film Award, 2011 
Naples IFF Best Film Award and 2009 Toronto 
IFF Official Selection.
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WHERE WERE YOU BORN 

AND RAISED?

Aurit: I was born in Tel Aviv and grew 

up there and in the United States – in 

Michigan, in the north and Alabama in the 

south. Being a frequent outsider made 

me look at things from the sidelines and 

develop my own take on them. And also 

to form a deep relationship with books – 

my best friends at every turn. Language, 

stories, journeys – all these terms are 

embedded in my biography and in all the 

projects I’m involved in.

yoav: I’m from Jerusalem. In the 1970s I 

spent two years in New York which felt 

like a trip to the future. Since then time is 

an issue that occupies me not only in my 

cinematic work.

WHAT’S YOUR FAVORITE FILM?

Aurit: It changes, but there are some fixed 

ones on the list. Altman’s Nashville, Leigh’s 

Naked, Lee’s Brokeback Mountain, Audiard’s 

The Beat That My Heart Skipped, lately I’ve 

added Cristian Mungiu’s 4 Months, 3 Weeks 

and 2 Days.

yoav: Michael Cimino’s The Deer Hunter – 

it’s the first film that I wanted to watch a 

second and third time.

Aurit Zamir
Yoav Roeh

HOW DID YOU START 

WORKING TOGETHER?

Aurit: Yoav produced Miss Entebbe, a 

feature in collaboration with the Sam 

Spiegel Film School. He recruited the crew 

from among the students and I was first 

assistant director. The dialogue between 

us was great, productive, and egoless. 

We continued to work together in our 

respective roles on a few more projects, 

and 8 years later founded Gumfilms. 

WHAT IS YOUR ELEVATOR PITCH?

Aurit and yoav:  Documentary films and 

a walk with the dog; feature films and 

sandwiches for the kids; internet content. 

Everything feeds into everything.

THE RED CARPET IN CANNES OR 

THE OSCARS AFTER-PARTY?

Aurit and yoav: Lev cinema. Reaching 

our local audience is our goal more so 

than festivals. Wardrobe wise, definitely 

Cannes.

THE PRODUCER DAVID PUTTNAM 

SAID, THAT IT’S THE PRODUCER’S 

JOB TO BE ‘THE GUARDIAN OF  

THE IDEA’. HIS JOB IS TO ASK 

‘WHAT WAS THE REASON THAT 

MADE ALL OF US THINK IT WAS A 

GREAT IDEA'?

Aurit and yoav: Directing is a process of 

selecting. A director makes her film  

attending to all the large details, like 

casting, and the small ones, such as the 

props or the brand of cars that will be 

seen in the shot. There is no detail too 

minute for a director. In this context, the 

producer’s job is to have her eye fixed on 

the big picture at all times. Sometimes 

this is done by preserving the conceptual 

core; other instances can be thinking 

about the distribution during filming. The 

dialogue between director and producer 

is what enables the fullest creation.

WHAT DO YOU THINK IS

THE SECRET OF THE NEW

ISRAELI CINEMA?

Aurit and yoav: Creativity born out of 

necessity.

Questions & Answers  Aurit Zamir & Yoav Roeh Questions & Answers  Producers: Couples Working Together

Gumfilms is a production hub for feature and 
documentary films. Its founders Yoav Roeh and 
Aurit Zamir graduated from the Sam Spiegel Film 
School and have been making films for 10 years. 
Gumfilms first feature film, Maya Kenig’s Off White Lies 
was released in April 2012 following screenings at 
the Busan International Film Festival in 2011, Palm 
Beach International Film Festival,  and Generation 
Programm, Berlinale in 2012. Films in current 
production include Eytan Fox’s Song Number Six; 
Yotam Feldman’s The Lab; IDFA Forum Hotdocs, 
Manpower with director Noam Kaplan and Regev 
Contes’ Friends.
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International nominations and awards for Israeli filmmakers 
have practically become a matter of routine in recent years. A 
greater number of Israeli films are reaching increasingly large 
audiences around the world, achieving successful festival 
screenings, and landing distribution deals worldwide. It is 
clear that besides plenty of local talent and infinite stories 
the location has to offer, a combination of structural 
elements has enabled Israeli cinema to establish its audience 
at home and abroad.

It seems obvious that this achievement consists of more 
than simply the prizes awarded to any one director, producer, 
screenwriter, or actor. If such is the case, how can the success 
of Israeli cinema be understood as a team effort, and not just 
the product of a talented few? 

Renen Schorr, founding-director of the Sam Spiegel 
School for Film and Television – Jerusalem, who together 
with others helped shape the film fund system in the 
country, wrote in 1992: “In Israel in the late 1980s, the 
cinematic infrastructure was not defined – on a cultural, 
industrial, and public level. Though things were happening 
all the time, where there is no center there is no fringe; 
when an essential internal and public debate is lacking there 
are only rash initiatives, and everyone is a satellite, each 
man in his own spaceship.”1 However, over the years a rich 
bedrock for activity was formed, including the film funds, 

ONE BIG
FILM SCHOOL
Joshua Simon

the academic film schools, film and communication studies 
in high-schools, as well as military film units. 

A COMBINATION OF STRUCTURAL
ELEMENTS HAS ENABLED ISRAELI  

CINEMA TO ESTABLISH ITS AUDIENCE
AT HOME AND ABROAD

When observing the trends and initiatives that led Israeli 
cinema to its current state, we discover that, just as in 
film productions, this too is a collaboration of many 
different participants – educators and producers, directors 
and lawmakers, cinematheque directors and festival 
programmers, as well as producers of audio-visual content 
for the military. It is a team effort made by people from 
different areas of expertise, at times holding contradictory 
positions and promoting opposing agendas. Taken together 
they form a platform from which an increasing number of 
contemporary Israeli films emerge, with growing appeal for 
audiences at home and abroad. 

The matter of public funding was addressed by the 

  Israel currently has Official Co-production Agreements with:
AUSTRALIA / BELGIUM / BRAZIL / BULGARIA / CANADA / FRANCE

GERMANY / HUNGARY / ITALY / POLAND / SWEDEN / U.K

Feature films produced with 
International partners 2001-2011

FRANCE    → 40 CO-PRODUCTIONS

GERMANY  → 25 CO-PRODUCTIONS

CANADA    →  7  CO-PRODUCTIONS

ITALY   →  3  CO-PRODUCTIONS

BELGIUM   →  4  CO-PRODUCTIONS

POLAND   →  4  CO-PRODUCTIONS

AUSTRALIA  →  1  CO-PRODUCTION

$51,655,947
THE ISRAEL FILM FUND INVESTMENTS 
(PUBLIC FUNDING)

$50,778,855
FOREIGN INVESTMENTS  

(CO-PRODUCTIONS)

$15,239,605 
ISRAELI BROADCASTERS’ INVESTMENTS

$14,774,789 
PRODUCERS, CREW & CAST INVESTMENTS

$14,231,263 
Israeli Private Investments  

$146,680,459

Film Financing Sources 
2001-2011

INDUSTRY 
FACTS & FIGURES
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T H E  S L U T

—

Directed by Hagar Ben-Asher, produced by Marek Rozenbaum. 

PAT H WAY S , Hagar Ben-Ashers' graduation film from the Minshar for Art Film School was screened at the Cinéfondation –

Cannes film Festival 2007. Ben Asher won the "Residence" scholarship where she developed the script for T H E  S L U T.

One Big Film School  Joshua Simon One Big Film School  Joshua Simon

legislation of the Cinema Law. Israeli cinema approached 
the European threshold in terms of an infrastructure for 
public funding, enabling more feature films to be produced, 
and creating more possibilities for co-productions when 
agreements were signed between Israel and several European 
countries. The Israeli film funds’ structures coincides for the 
most part with the European funds, and support screenplay 
applications according to funding schemes for screenplay 
development, production, marketing, and distribution.

The Israeli Cinema Law, which guarantees funding 
for local productions, created a bureaucratic unification. 
Israel is now on par with European cinema in terms of its 
bureaucratic structures, and can communicate with it on the 
same level – through a variety of means such as the funds, 
independent producers, pitching workshops, conventions, 
co-productions, and so on. The bureaucratic unification is 
part of an aspiration for aesthetic unification and a matching 
of technical standards. In all of these areas, Israeli cinema 

world. The fact that the Film and Communication majors 
are present throughout the whole country produces a great 
number of young filmmakers from various backgrounds, 
who know and love film. When these youngsters are drafted 
into the mandatory military service, some are appointed to 
one of the military’s film units. In addition to instructional 
videos, known as ‘button’ films, where sequential editing of 
a series of actions is used to teach soldiers how to operate 
military equipment, the soldier-filmmakers gain experience 
in production, editing, cinematography, and directing. This 
might seem an oppressive working environment for 18 to 21 
year-olds, but compared to service in other military units, 
for some it is a dream come true. Traces for this experience 
can be seen in the tendency of Israeli films to seek the 
approval of their audience and critics.

ISRAEL, A COUNTRY OF 
7 MILLION CITIZENS, HAS 15 FILM 

SCHOOLS WHICH PRODUCE A 
GREAT NUMBER OF FILMMAKERS, 

CONTENT AND ACTIVITY

Then there are the film schools, where programs run between 
3 to 5 years. This is the moment when those who have gained 
knowledge both in film theory and film production during 
their high school and military years, come to the fore. 

Today Israel has 15 academic film schools. Some operate 
within departments of humanities, sciences, and social 
sciences in colleges and universities, while others operate as 
art schools proper. Some film schools preserve the structure 
of the educational and military systems - linking media, 
cinema, and forms of audio-visual work - while others 
tend toward a theoretical, contemplative angle. Some of 
the schools routinely hold international film festivals for 
student shorts or other themes, while other schools work 
toward different cultural exchanges. Israel, a country of 7 
million citizens, has 15 film schools which produce a great 
quantity of content and activity. 

To give an example for the proportion of this 
phenomenon, Germany, a country of 80 million citizens, 
with a rich cinematic history and tradition, and present-

Communication programs have been launched in high-
schools around Israel.

What started with art high-schools in the affluent 
center has reached all parts of the country, with educational 
programs focused on media analysis, cinematic expression, 
film theory, and hands-on departments for audio-visual 
productions. The students watch and analyze cinematic 
masterpieces, enriching their cultural world, and experience 
the different stages of production – from the initial idea to the 
screening of completed films. The production of these films, 
as exercises and personal projects, has become a tradition 
over the past 20 years, with screenings of graduate films 
made by seniors submitting their work for matriculation 
exams in filmmaking.

As such, the junior-high and high schools experience of 
many of Israel’s contemporary filmmakers includes intimate 
knowledge derived from viewing and producing films from 
a young age. This pre-academic experience is exceptional in 
comparison to any other public educational system in the 

 Top Film Schools in Israel

TEL AVIV UNIVERSITY 
FILM & TELEVISION DEPARTMENT

THE SAM SPIEGEL 
FILM & TELEVISION SCHOOL JERUSALEM

SAPIR COLLEGE
SCHOOL OF AUDIO & VISUAL ARTS

THE MA'ALEH SCHOOL
OF TELEVISION, FILM & THE ARTS

MINSHAR FOR ART 

BEIT BERL COLLEGE
HAMIDRASHA SCHOOL OF ARTS

CAMERA OBSCURA SCHOOL OF ARTS 

BEZALEL ACADEMY OF ARTS & DESIGN JERUSALEM
SCREEN BASED ARTS

TEL HAI RODMAN COLLEGE 
FILM & ANIMATION DEPARTMENT

KINNERET COLLEGE ON THE SEA OF GALILEE
CENTER OF COMMUNICATION STUDIES

has made great strides toward the desired professionalism2. 
Yet, when watching the films themselves, we discover a 
much wider constitutional platform from which the films 
have originated.

SINCE THE 1980S, ABOUT
250 FILM AND COMMUNICATION 

PROGRAMS HAVE BEEN 
LAUNCHED IN HIGH-SCHOOLS 

AROUND ISRAEL

Besides the similarly structured funds, the framework for 
filmmaking in Israel is unique in terms of the education of 
its local filmmakers. Since the 1980s, about 250 Film and 



1   Cinematheque 135,July- August, 2005 

2   For more on this, see: A Certain Tendency in Israeli 

Cinema: The Aesthetics of Film Fund Films, Maarvon 

(Western) - New Film Magazine, Issue 1, 2006.
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R E S T O R AT I O N

—

Directed by Yossi Madmoni, produced by Chaim Sharir.

The script was developed by the writer Erez Kav-El during his studies at the Film & TV department of the Tel Aviv-University.

The script was awarded Best Script at the Sundance International Film Festival 2011.

day achievements in shorts, student, and commercial films, 
has 6 film schools only; and already there is talk about the 
saturation of the cinematic labor industry, with many film 
school alumni failing to find work in their chosen field. 
Denmark, whose Dogma ‘95 group changed the rules of 
the world of distribution in the 1990s, with commercial 
screenings of films shot using digital video, is a country of 5 
million citizens, and around 10 graduates per year from its 
one prominent film school. 

The leading film schools in Israel pride themselves on 
their individual style and tradition. Roughly, it can be stated 
that Tel Aviv University promotes ‘auteur’ filmmakers, while 
Sam Spiegel Film School promotes films with a ‘mainstream’ 
dramatic structure; Sapir College emphasizes social and 
political topics, while the Ma’aleh school concentrates on 
themes and subjects pertaining to Jewish religion. 

By the time those who have started their filmmaking 
experience at a young age graduate from film school, they 
have already undergone a thirteen year-long course of 

out to film without a professional crew or special equipment and 

wrapped shooting in 16 days. 

The independent scene has encouraged the appearance of 

genres : such as thrillers like Veronica Kedar’s Joe + Bell (2011) and 

horror films like Navot Papushado and Aharon Keshales’s Rabies 

(2010), and Yuval Mendelson and Nadav Hollander’s horror 

comedy Cats on a Peddle Boat (2011). In the light of this rise, the 

Israel Film Fund initiated the Low Budget Guerilla Section. This 

section operates by a quick submission process – If the script has 

a good potential and production seems feasible by the Fund’s 

director and consultants, the project gets a green light and up 

to $100,000 in financial support. 

The first film produced within the scope of the Guerilla 

section was Strangers (2008) directed by Guy Nattiv and Erez 

Tadmor. Strangers was screened at the Sundance Film Festival. 

More to follow: Phobidilia (2009) by Doron Paz and Yoav Paz 

was screened at the Toronto International Film Festival; Avishai 

Sivan’s The Wanderer (2010) took part in the Directors’ Fortnight at 

the 2010 Cannes Film Festival; Sharon Bar Ziv’s Room 514 (2012) 

premiered at the Rotterdam International Film Festival and the 

Tribeca Film Festival in 2012; Ami Livne’s Sharqiya (2012) featured 

at the 2012 Berlin Film Festival.

Independent filmmaking has become so dynamic that 

a new private initiation titled Cinema Fringe was established, 

providing independent low budget films with production 

support packages, which included free filming equipment, PR 

and cash. Cinema Fringe has also initiated 'Fringidaire', a special 

section dedicated to independent Israeli cinema at the Haifa 

International Film Festival in 2011. Earlier that year, South Film 

Festival also launched a new section featuring independent 

Israeli cinema. 

In recent years an independent alternative film scene has 

developed and established itself as an integral part of Israeli 

filmmaking. A raising number of films are being produced with 

low budgets. The independent cinema is based on the creative 

energy of young filmmakers, low cost technologies, and the 

development of alternative distribution platforms. 

Driven by the force to ‘make it happen’, young filmmakers, 

frustrated and discouraged by the governing production and 

funding system, set out to produce their films independently. 

They recruit a crew (most of whom are ready to work voluntarily), 

release personal savings, and with a limited personal budget 

‘grab’ a camera and start filming. The new trend has given rise to 

novel production possibilities and room for more experimental, 

avant-garde, and provocative films.

Independent and low-budget films have proven to be 

innovative in their cinematic language, daring, powerful, and 

successful. 

Danny Lerner’s Frozen Days (2005) was one of the first 

independently produced films. It followed the footsteps of 

pioneers of independent films, like directcor/producer Dan 

Wolman. With a budget of $25,000 Frozen Days received the 

Israeli Film Competition Award at the Haifa International Film 

Festival and was commercially distributed. This set the tone 

for the beginning of a new discourse on independent Israeli 

R A B I E S

One Big Film School  Joshua Simon

The Independent Film Scene
NOA MENDEL

practical and theoretical cinematic education.
The yearly crop of graduates is one the local industry 

finds hard to absorb. While most graduates do not become 
active filmmakers, they surely contribute as viewers to 
Israeli cinema - in their demand for more challenging, more 
creative, and more ambitious films. 

Joshua Simon  Founding editor of Maarvon (Western), New Film 
Magazine

2  N I G H T

cinema. Many began to realize that it was possible to successfully 

produce a film on a micro budget, win awards and an audience. 

More filmmakers got courageous and dared to set forth on  

independent production adventures. Yair Hochner made his 

first feature film, Good Boys (2005), on a budget of merely $500. 

The film received acclaim in many LGB film festivals. Hochner set 



WA L K  O N  WAT E R

ISRAELI CINEMA 
COMES OUT 

OF THE SHADOWS
HÉLÈNE SCHOUMANN

feature Waltz with Bashir (2008): “Israel is a 

democratic system that finances its own 

trial.” From Eytan Fox’s The Bubble (2006) 

to Scandar Copti and Yaron Shani’s Ajami 
(2009), through Samuel Maoz’s Lebanon 

(2009) and Hagar Ben Asher’s The Slut 
(2011), one always senses the same 

determination to provide the deepest 

insight into the story; a dazzling dramatic 

intensity, and a desire to show the truth 

and nothing but the truth, regardless if it 

shocks or displeases. 

This free spirited imagination, this urge 

to tell and say things, to show life in a 

country at war where no one knows what 

tomorrow will bring, is the essence of 

Israeli cinema. The news that electrifies 

everyday Israeli life is also what forms 

the basis of its creativity and inspiration. 

Joseph Cedar’s Beaufort (2007), Folman’s 

Waltz with Bashir, and Maoz’s Lebanon all 

brought war stories to the big screen. 

These followed three great classics of 

Israeli cinema, Gilberto Tofano’s Siege 

(1969), Rafi Bukai’s Avanti Popolo (1986), 

and Amos Gitai’s Kippur (2000). Sadly, 

terrorist attacks are also present, in films 

like Haim Bouzaglo’s Distortion (2005), 

and Omri Givon’s Seven Minutes in Heaven 

(2008).

Israeli films also tell stories of 

everyday life with a humorous tone 

reminiscent of Italian cinema from 

the 1960s: Dover Kosashvili’s Late 
Marriage (2001), Eran Kolirin’s The Band’s 
Visit (2007), or more recently Joseph 

Cedar’s Footnote (2011), have been a 

true revelation. The days Israeli movies 

couldn’t get foreign distribution are all 

but over. The time when Amos Gitai was 

the sole ambassador of Israeli cinema has 

ended. A new generation of filmmakers 

emerged - creative and demanding.

Israeli cinema has also opened up 

for co-productions. The French cultural 

Cannes Film Festival has awarded the 

new Golden Age of Israeli cinema many 

times: Best Screenplay Award for Footnote 

in 2011, Camera d'Or for Or (My Treasure) 
by Keren Yedaya in 2004, for Etgar Keret 

and Shira Geffen’s Jellyfish in 2007, and a 

special mention for Ajami by Yaron Shani 

and Scandar Copti in 2009. Hanna Laslo, 

lead actress of Gitai’s Free Zone (2005) 

was crowned Best Actress of the Year in 

Cannes. The Band’s Visit, the most awarded 

movie in the history of Israeli cinema, 

received more than fifteen awards, 

including the Jury Coup de Coeur in the 

Un Certain Regard category at the Cannes 

Film Festival in 2007. 

Israeli cinema achieved its recognition 

also by extending an embracing hand to 

the Israeli cinema of the past; to great 

filmmakers such as Ephraim Kishon, 

David Perlov, Uri Zohar, Moshe Mizrahi, 

and others. Could Oded the Wanderer 
(1933), the daydreamer who roamed the 

hills of Zion, imagine that his successors 

would be walking the red carpets of the 

world’s greatest film festivals?

Hélène Schoumann   French journalist. 
Wrote several books and is about to publish a 
dictionary of Israeli cinema. She is the President 
of the Israeli Film Festival in Paris.

channel ARTE has become one of its main 

partners collaborating on 2 to 4 Israeli 

films per year. 

Eytan Fox’s Walk on Water (2004) 

provoked a sensation which pushed 

Israeli cinema to skyrocketing success. 

Fox raised essential issues, spoke of 

tolerance as well as remembrance, made 

a visually beautiful movie and created a 

brilliant narrative voice. Lior Ashkenazi's 

extraordinary performance as the 

antihero contributed to the magic of the 

movie. 

This filmmaking obsession, this 

pressing urge young filmmakers have 

to find their way in the film industry, is 

also due to the increasing number of film 

schools. Israel may be small, but it has a 

great number of them. From the Sam 

Spiegel Film School to Ma’aleh, the Tel 

Aviv University Film Department (which 

counts no less than a thousand students), 

the Bezalel Academy of Art and Design, 

Beit Berl College, and others, film schools 

have been educating young filmmakers 

with a rarely-seen professionalism. 

A PRIME FEATURE OF 
RECENT ISRAELI CINEMA 

THAT REALLY STANDS OUT 
IS A SPIRIT OF FREEDOM

International success wasn’t late to come. 

Among other awards and nominations, 

Waltz with Bashir was shortlisted for the 

Palme d’Or in Cannes 2009 and the 

recipient of the César Award for Best 

Foreign Movie the same year; Beaufort 
received the Silver Bear Award in Berlin 

in 2007; Lebanon was distinguished with 

the supreme award: the Leon d’Oro at 

the Venice Film Festival in 2009. The 

In the past fifteen years, Israeli films 

have become an essential part of Israel’s 

culture. Acknowledged at the most 

prestigious international film festivals, 

the movies made by Israeli filmmakers are 

challenging and fascinating; capturing 

the attention of critics and audiences 

throughout the world.

How did these filmmakers find 

their rhythm and identity in such a 

short time? Where does this incredible 

narrative strength – supported by no 

less than incredible actors – come from? 

From where does this clever, vigorous 

technique that gives their stories all their 

dramatic tension derive? 

A prime feature of recent Israeli 

cinema that really stands out is a spirit 

of total freedom — Israeli cinema seems 

free of censorship.

The new generation of Israeli 

filmmakers can say anything, show 

anything, criticize everything, and still be 

supported by Israeli public funds. As Ari 

Folman noted regarding his animated 
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Footnote at the Oscars 2012

The Band's Visit  Un Certain Regard, Cannes 2007Actor Yoav Donat, director Samuel Maoz, actor Michael Moshonov 

and actor Zohar Strauss - Lebanon - Golden Lion, Venice 2009 

LEADING FESTIVAL
AWARDS

2002 Broken Wings Grand Prix – Tokyo Film Festival
2004  The Syrian Bride Audience Award – Locarno Film 

Festival 
2004  Or (My Treasure) Camera d’Or, Critics Week Grand 

Prize,  Prix Regards Jeune, SACD Screenwriting 
Award – Cannes Film Festival 

2005  Free Zone Best Actress – Hanna Laslo – Cannes Film 
Festival 

2007  Beaufort Silver Bear Award for Best Director, 
 Joseph Cedar – Berlin Film Festival 
2007 Sweet Mud Crystal Bear – Berlin Film Festival 
2007  Sweet Mud First Prize – International Competition -  

Sundance Film Festival

2007 The Band’s Visit   European Discovery Award for First
 Feature Director – Eran Kolirin and Best Actor  
 Award – Sasson Gabai – European Film Awards
2007  The Band’s Visit Tokyo Grand prix – Tokyo Film 

Festival 
2007  The Bands Visit Jury Coup de Cœur – Cannes Film 

Festival
2007 Jellyfish Camera d’Or – Cannes Film Festival
2008  Lemon Tree Panorama Audience Award – 

Berlin Film Festival
2008  Lemon Tree Best Screenplay –Asia Pacific Screen 

Awards 

2009  Ajami Audience Award, Best Screenplay,  
Golden Alexander Award – Thessaloniki  
Film Festival 

2009  Waltz with Bashir Golden Globe for Best Foreign Film
2009 Waltz with Bashir  Cesar award for Best Foreign Film  
2009 Lebanon Golden Lion - Venice Film Festival 
2010  Lebanon Best Screenplay, Jury Grand Prize – Asia 

Pacific Screen Awards 
2011 Footnote Best Script Award – Cannes Film Festival 
2011  Restoration Crystal Globe – Karlovy Vary Film 

Festival 

Jellyfish Etgar Keret & Shira Geffen

 with the Camera d'Or, Cannes 2007

Waltz With Bashir Ari Folman with

 the Golden Globe, 2009

OSCAR — ACADEMY AWARDS NOMINATION
FOREIGN LANGUAGE FILM

2008 Beaufort 
2009 Waltz With Bashir 
2010 Ajami 
2012 Footnote
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The Bubble  courtesy of United King Films
Strangers  Christine Halina Schramm
-
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Beaufort  Karin Bar courtesy of United King Films 
-
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The Syrian Bride  Yoni Hamenachem
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Lost Islands  Eyal Landsman , Courtesy of United King 
Or  Anna Morawska
Broken Wings   Sharon Bareket
-
THE REMARKABLE CASE OF JOSEPH CEDAR
Footnote  Ran Mendelson
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Joseph Ceder  Ran Mendelson
-
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Turn Left at the End of the World  Design: Yehudith Schatz 
'Studio Yesh'
A Matter of Size  Shay Cohen
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-
THE 'ETHICAL TURN' IN RECENT ISRAELI CINEMA
The Band's Visit  Meir Rajuan  
Year Zero  Itay Neeman
-
ONE BIG FILM SCHOOL
The Slut  Vered Adir 

REDUCING THE LIGHT  
The Wanderer  Michal Levi
Policeman  Amit Berlowitz
The Band's Visit  Meir Rajuan
It all Begins at Sea  Vered Adir
Shai Goldman  Vered Adir
-
AJAMI: ONE CONFLICT, MANY VIEWS, NO ACTORS
Yaron Shani & Scandar Copti  Sami Boukhary
-
THAT KID IS ME 
Sweet Mud  Eyal Fisher
-
LEADING FESTIVAL AWARDS
Etgar Keret and Shira Geffen  Imagebank/ Gettyimages 
Lebanon  Imagebank/Gettyimages
Ari Folman  AP Archive
-
PORTAITS
Avi Nesher  Iris Nesher
Ronit and Shlomi Elkabetz  Uzi Amir
Keren Yedaya  Amit Berlowitz
Shemi Zarhin  Ohad Romano
Eran Riklis  Eitan Riklis
Itai Tamir  Amit Berlowitz
Dan Wolman  Dina Guna
Jonathan Sagall  Gerhard Kassner

Directors & Scriptwriters to Watch  Amit Berlowitz
Actors to Watch  Amit Berlowitz
Producers: Couples Working Together  Amit Berlowitz
-
COVER
Broken Wings  Sharon Bareket
The Band's Visit  Meir Rajuan  


