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Introduction

A veritable palimpsest of historical influences, Israel stands at the point of conver-
gence of multiple cultures, languages, traditions, and political tendencies. Israeli
cinema, as the mediated expression of this multiplicity, is necessarily marked by
the struggle of competing class and ethnic discourses, of conflicting ideological im-
pulses and political visions, most obviously by the conflict with the Arabs generally
and the Palestinians in particular, as well as by tensions between Oriental Sephardi
Jews and European-origin Ashkenazi Jews, between religious and secular, between
“left” and “right.” Israeli society and Israeli cinema are above all characterized
by contradiction and ambivalence. Geographically set in the East, the dominant
Israeli imaginary constantly inclines toward the West. On a political level, Israel
is at the same time an emerging nation, the product of a liberation struggle (that
of the Jewish people and particularly that of European Jews) in some ways not
unlike that of Third World peoples against colonialism, and a constituted state
allied with the West against the East, a state whose very creation was premised on
the denial of the Orient and of the legitimacy of another liberation struggle, that
of the Palestinians.

My purpose in this book is to offer a coherent theoretical and critical account,
within an East/West and Third World/First World perspective, of the development
of Israeli cinema. I trace the broad movement of Israeli cinema, from the first film-
making attempts in Palestine at the turn of the century, when the Lumiéres’ and
Edison’s cameramen shot “exotic” footage of the “Holy Land,” to the first Jewish
film pioneers (Nathan Axelrod and Baruch Agadati) making documentaries and
newsreels starting in the twenties and thirties, through to the emergence of a truly
national cinema after the inauguration of the Jewish state in 1948. I privilege the
feature-film production of the last four decades, making only occasional excur-
sions into the area of documentaries, during the prestate period, when feature
filmmaking was virtually nonexistent. I do not deal, however, with later documen-
taries, such as the significant works of Edna Politi and Amos Gitai. Occasionally I
venture into the area of coproductions and foreign productions made in or about
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Israel (Exodus, 1960) and even relevant films and genres from other national tra-
ditions. Although the approach is largely diachronic, I occasionally flash forward
or backward to draw a parallel, follow a theme, or trace an overall trajectory.

The corpus of Israeli films is not vast; feature production has hovered around the
ten-film-per-year level over the past decades. The films nonetheless display a wide
gamut of cinematic approaches, ranging from the Hollywood-style ambitions and
“production values” of Menahem Golan to the low-budget austerity of the “Kayitz”
group (from the Hebrew initials for “Young Israeli Cinema”). In generic terms,
the films cover a spectrum from what I call “heroic-nationalist” films centering on
the struggle for statehood and survival, through the commercially successful but
critically disdained “bourekas” films—sentimental comedies and melodramas—to
the personal and intimist, and at times socially and politically conscious, films
of the “Kayitz” movement. I refer, in one connection or another, to virtually all of
the fiction features produced in Israel up to the present (1986).

In addition to delineating the historical contours of Israeli cinema, my discus-
sion is oriented by the larger thematic issue of the political and cultural encounter
of East and West. My analysis is indebted to anti-colonialist discourse gener-
ally (Frantz Fanon, Aimé Césaire, Albert Memmi), and specifically to Edward
Said’s indispensable contribution to that discourse, his geneaological critique of
“Orientalism” as the discursive formation by which European culture was able to
manage—and even produce—the Orient during the post-Enlightenment period.'
The Orientalist attitude posits the Orient as a constellation of traits, assigning
generalized values to real or imaginary differences, largely to the advantage of the
West and the disadvantage of the East, so as to justify the former’s privileges and
aggressions.” Orientalism tends to maintain what Said calls a “flexible positional
superiority,” which puts the Westerner in a whole series of possible relations with
the Oriental, but without the Westerner ever losing the relative upper hand. This
book concerns the process by which one pole of the East/West dichotomy is pro-
duced and reproduced as rational, developed, superior, and human, and the other
as aberrant, underdeveloped, and inferior—in this case as it affects Palestinians
and Oriental Jews.

The East/West dichotomy, however, is in some ways overly schematic and mis-
leading. My approach, therefore, hopefully transcends this binarism to demon-
strate flexibility and an eye to cultural syncretism. It is all too easy to fall into the
temptation of limiting one’s conception of the East to all that is Muslim, Arab,
and Third World. But the Jewish people themselves can be seen as the product of
East/West syncretism. As an ethnos with roots in Palestine, speaking (in Israel) a
Semitic language, and with a religious idiom intimately linked with the topogra-
phy, the seasonal rhythms, and even the vegetation of the Near East, Jews should be
the last to endow the word “East” with exclusively negative associations. In the case
of that oxymoronic entity, the “Arab Jews,” or “Sephardim,” the balance shifts even
further to the Eastern side of the dichotomy, for here we have a people historically
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and culturally rooted, in most cases for millennia, in the societies of the East. The
paradox of secular Zionism is that it ended a Diaspora, during which all Jews
presumably had their hearts in the East—a feeling encapsulated in the almost
daily repetition of the ritual phrase “next year in Jerusalem”—only to found a
state whose ideological and geopolitical orientation has been almost exclusively
toward the West. The Arabs, for their part, are hardly unalloyed representatives
of a pristine East untouched by Occidental influence. The so-called “world of
the Orient” has for centuries itself been syncretic, aware of the West and partially
molded by it.

This book concerns, in a sense, the political uses of representation, which oper-
ates according to specific tendencies, within historical, cultural, and sociopolitical
contexts. And while all representations embody intentions and have real reverber-
ations in the world, filmic representations, given their technological, institutional
and collaborative mode of production, and their public, mass mode of consump-
tion, are even more consequential and especially well suited to accomplishing larger
social tasks. The very word representation, of course, has political as well as aesthetic
connotations. The Palestinians have been denied the right to “self-representation.”
Since Zionism undertakes to speak for Palestine and the Palestinians, the Pales-
tinians have been largely unable to represent themselves on the world stage. The
same “blocking” of representation takes place, in a different way and by different
means, with regard to the Oriental Jewish population within Israel. The Zionist
denial of the Arab Muslim and Palestinian East has as its corollary the denial of
the Jewish “Mizrahim” (the Eastern ones) who, like the Palestinians, but by more
subtle and less obviously brutal mechanisms, have been stripped of the right of
self-representation. Within Israel, and on the stage of world opinion, the hege-
monic voice of Israel has almost invariably been that of the European Jews, the
Ashkenazim, while the Palestinian as well as the Sephardi voice has been largely
muffled or silenced.

Superimposed on the East/West problematic is a corollary problematic, in-
terrelated but hardly identical, namely that of the relation between the “First”
and the “Third” Worlds. I take a “Third World” approach in a strangely double
sense: first, in terms of the analogies between the struggle for Jewish liberation
and Third World struggles against colonialism—Jews formed Europe’s internal
“other,” Tzvetan Todorov points out, long before the nations in Latin America,
Africa, and Asia became its external “other”—as well as certain Third World
characteristics of Israel itself; second, in terms of the negative consequences of this
form of Jewish liberation for specific Third World peoples. Although Israel is not
a Third World country by any simple or conventional definition, it does have
affinities and structural analogies to the Third World, analogies which often go
unrecognized even, and perhaps especially, within Israel itself. In what senses, then,
can Israel be seen as partaking in “Third Worldness?” First, in purely demographic
terms, a majority of the Israeli population can be seen as Third World or at least as
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originating in the Third World. The Palestinians make up about 20 percent of the
population, while the Sephardim, the majority of whom come, within very recent
memory, from countries such as Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Egypt, Iraq, Iran, and
India, countries generally regarded as forming part of the Third World, constitute
another 50 percent of the population, thus giving a total of about 70 percent of
the population as Third World or Third World—derived (almost 90 percent if one
includes the West Bank and Gaza). European hegemony in Israel, in this sense,
is the product of a distinct numerical minority within the country, a minority in
whose interest it is to deny Israel’s “Easternness” as well as its “Third-Worldness.”

At the same time, despite Israel’s official First World orientation, Israel itself,
as an emerging nation in the post—Second World War period, as the product of a
liberation struggle (whatever the consequences of that struggle for others), offers
certain structural analogies with emerging Third World nations. The situation
of cinema in Israel is comparable to that of countries such as Algeria, not only
in terms of the challenge of developing ex nihilo a cinematic infrastructure and
wresting control of the domestic market from foreign domination, but also in
terms of the overall historical evolution of the films themselves, moving from
a somewhat idealizing nation-building “mythic” cinema into a more diversified
“normal” kind of industry. Yet Israeli filmmakers and critics almost invariably
speak, and make films, as if the natural points of reference were to countries
with long-developed infrastructures, such as France or the United States. They
rarely refer to Third World films or directors, or to the intense debates—practical,
theoretical, political, aesthetic—that have animated Third World film discourse.
While Israeli filmmakers have often referred their work to such movements as
the French New Wave, British “Free Cinema,” Italian Neo-Realism, and even
Eastern European cinema, they have failed to perceive the relevance of movements
such as Cinema Novo in Brazil or of the various liberation cinemas in Chile
and Argentina, or of the attempt, by Algeria and Cuba, to create a cinematic
infrastructure in a remarkably short period of time. Discussions of such alternative
cinemas might have enriched debate in a country such as Israel, characterized by
minimal infrastructure and low-budget films, with pressing political problems and
a Third World population. Third World debates linking production strategies,
aesthetics, and politics within the search for a dealienating, non-Hollywood mode
of filmic discourse have unfortunately had little or no resonance in Israel.

An awareness of Israel’s problematic situation as a volatile amalgam of East/West
and First World/Third World is essential to analysis of such questions as how the
Arab-Israeli conflict has been represented in film and how that representation has
evolved over time. The early films, such as Pillar of Fire (Amud haEsb, 1959) and
Hill 24 Doesn’t Answer (Giva 24 Eina Ona, 1955), embody an unproblematized
nationalistic spirit, pitting heroic Israelis against dehumanized Arabs, while later
films, such as Hamsin (1982) and Fellow Travelers (Magash haKessef, literally The
Silver Platter, 1983) eschew Manicheism, instead depicting a complex struggle
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between recognizably human adversaries. At the same time, the unvarnished mil-
itary heroics of the early films give way, in some of the later films, such as The
Paratroopers (Massa Alunkot, literally Journey of Stretchers, 1977), The Wooden Gun
(Rove Huliot, 1979), and The Night Soldier (Hayal haLaila, 1984), to a more nu-
anced and even demystificatory portrayal of some of the negative consequences of
militarization.

Corollary questions concern the role of Israeli cinema in the resurrection of
Hebrew as a living quotidian language and the ways it has dealt with the challenge
of a multilingual society in which Hebrew, Arabic, Yiddish, Russian, and English
have all had their historical role to play; the extent to which classical Biblical
stories (the Exodus, Abraham and Isaac, David and Goliath) resonate in the filmic
fictions; the impact of specifically Western traumas, particularly the nightmare of
the Holocaust; and the question of whether in some sense Israeli cinema, although
physically situated in the Middle East, has repressed its “Easternness” by cultivating
the image of an idealized West.

Another key issue orienting my analysis is the question of the filmic representa-
tion of the Oriental Jews, the Sephardim, the majority of the Jewish population in
Israel, and the link between their representation and that of the “other East” of the
Palestinians. In some films, such as A Thousand Little Kisses (Elef Neshikot Ktanot,
1982), partially filmed in a south Tel Aviv Sephardi neighborhood, Oriental Jews
form a kind of “structuring absence” due to their conspicuous, even unnatural
exclusion from the image. Other films, such as Sallah Shabbari (1964), promote
a sentimental integrationism by having their Sephardi “noble savage” protagonists
marry their children to the fair-haired offspring of a nearby kibbutz. Casablan
(1973), a decade later, coming in the wake of the Sephardi revolt, follows a similar
scenario, with the difference that the protagonist this time is more aware of the
socially imposed nature of his “inferiority.”

The terms of debate here presented are unabashedly political. For, while it
can be argued that all films are political—or, more accurately, have a polit-
ical dimension—Israeli films are necessarily and intensely political, including,
and perhaps even especially, those films which claim not to be. Politics is of
the essence in any discussion of Israeli cinema, for a number of reasons. First,
the foundation of Israel as a state, unlike that of most countries, was the result of
the enactment of an explicit political ideology, Zionism, rather than the product of
a kind of aleatory historical accretion over centuries. The debates which attended
the foundation of the state reverberate within the biographical and historical mem-
ory of the filmmakers. While the original debates concerning the Magna Carta or
the Declaration of Independence are a distant memory for most English people
or Americans, debates concerning the nature of Zionism and the Jewish state are
not only fresh in the collective Israeli memory but continue to the present day.
Second, the existence of the State of Israel as a political entity is the result of a
problematical and much-debated—to put it euphemistically—exercise of power.
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Jewish national liberation, as Said puts it, took place “upon the ruins” of another
national existence. This problematic has a linguistic dimension as well, manifested
in a kind of “war of nomenclatures.” The process of writing is afflicted by a
kind of lexical hesitation, since the very terms we use—"“Israel?” “Eretz Israel?”
“Palestine?” “Occupied Palestine?”—already implicate us in questions of point of
view and political perspective. The act of textual interpretation, furthermore, has
itself a political dimension; it is more than an autonomous hermeneutic enterprise
designed to reveal immanent meanings. My intention, therefore, is to be decon-
structive. Rather than submit to the textual discourse, I hope to provoke a rupture
with the text, by unveiling, where necessary, its mythical tendencies. I hope to
expose the text’s other face, to make its silences speak.

Although this book is partially concerned with the question of the “image” of
the Palestinians and of Sephardim within Israeli cinema, I have tried to transcend
in its methodology some of the pitfalls and inadequacies of the “positive image”
school of film criticism, a method which undialectically focuses on the positive
or negative valence of characters within fiction films. Many of the existing studies
of racism and colonialism in the cinema have been marred by theoretical and
methodological naivéte, since they have too often been simplistically mimetic,
assuming a one-to-one relation between the film text and the pro-textual reality,
forgetting that films are inevitably constructs, fabrications, representations. Such
studies have tended to privilege social portraiture in the conventional sense—i.e.,
“depiction of milieu”—and plot and character while slighting the specifically cin-
ematic dimensions of films.* The emphasis on “positive images,” meanwhile, has
blinded some analysts to the fact that “positive images,” if they are ill-informed,
condescending, or stereotypical, can be as pernicious as overtly degrading images,
as can be seen in the cases of the “good Arab” and the “warm Sephardi.” “Negative”
images, meanwhile, can form part of a critical dialectical perspective in which a
negative character, even when a representative of an oppressed group, becomes,
in Walter Benjamin’s words, a “stage on which the contradictions of the age are
played out.” Filmic signification, in other words, cannot be reduced to questions
of character and image, excluding the full dynamic of ideological and cinematic
contradictions. My approach, therefore, stresses what is excluded by the image as
well as what is included in it, again in an attempt to articulate the “gaps” of the
text. I also pay attention to questions of casting in relation to the issue of self-
representation, exploring the implications of the fact, for example, that Ashkenazi
Jews have often played Sephardi roles, while Sephardim have often played Arab
roles. Rather than overly preoccupy myself with the question of “realism,” I stress
instead all the “mediations” which intervene between film and actual social life—
mediations having to do with production methods and possibilities, with genre
and with cultural codes. I am concerned with the generic conventions underlying
the films; the “bourekas” films, for example, are frankly comic and often emphasize
the grotesque, while the “high-art” personal films are absorbed in a quite different
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system of conventions. Rather than assume the possibility of a perfectly adequate
representation, of fidelity to an originary “real,” I emphasize intertextual analo-
gies, i.e., the correspondence between cinematic and extracinematic discursive
formations.

This book is not a study of auteurism or of authorial intention. It is not my
purpose to establish or promote a “pantheon” of noteworthy Israeli directors,
candidates for a universal gallery of film prestige, or to distribute praise and blame,
bestowing adjectives and honorifics. Rather, I am proposing a theorized analytical
history of Israeli cinema. It is a history, first of all, in its concern with the diachronic
dimension, with providing a historical overview not only of Israeli cinema as a
body of texts, but also of the intersection of film with historical process in the
larger sense. When appropriate, I perform close textual readings, drawing on the
methodologies of both film and literary analysis, bringing to bear all the relevant
theoretical discourses available, discourses which concern not only the nature of
Judaism, Zionism, colonialism, and so forth, but also film theory, text theory, and
discourse theory.

To be more specific, my approach is, first of all, zextual. Rather than consider the
films merely as historical reflection or social symptom, I attempt to deal with them
as films, seeing film texts, following Christian Metz, as the product of the inter-
weaving of specifically cinematic codes (lighting, editing, camera movement) with
more widely shared artistic codes (narrative structure, character, genre and point-
of-view conventions), together with broadly disseminated cultural and ideological
codes (the question of “Jewish identity,” the myth of the “Sabra,” the definition
of the “terrorist”). In my discussion of individual films, I characterize their genre
conventions and their particular style of narration, drawing on conceptual cate-
gories developed by Erich Auerbach, Mikhail Bakhtin, Roland Barthes, Fredric
Jameson, and Gérard Gnette, among others. A political analysis, I am convinced,
must also address the specific instances through which the film speaks. Questions
of image-scale and duration, for example, are inextricably linked to questions of
social representation, to the respect, or lack of it, accorded characters or groups,
and to the potential for audience sympathy, solidarity, and identification. Which
characters, representing which gender, ethnic groups, or nationalities, are afforded
close-ups, and which are relegated to the background? Does a character look
and act, or merely appear, to be looked at and acted upon? With what character
or group is the audience permitted intimacy? In all such questions, politics and
cinematics, text and context are intimately linked.

My approach, second, is intertextual; that is, it deals with the relation between
the film texts and all the other texts (filmic and non-filmic) that have preceded or
influenced them. In the case of Israeli cinema, the intertext embraces a concentric
set of progressively more inclusive categories: (1) the immediate play of allusion
and citation within Israeli cinema itself; (2) the influence of specific non-Israeli
films; (3) the more diffuse stylistic impact of broader movements such as Italian
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neo-realism, the French New Wave, or the American action film; (4 ) the presence
of non-filmic texts in the films themselves, in the form of source-plays and novels
adapted for the screen, along with the textual resonances of contemporary practices
in the other arts (in this sense, I am concerned with “translations” from medium
to medium, with what Metz calls “semiotic interference between languages”);6
and finally, (5) the larger textual practices or “discursive formations” (Michel
Foucault) of a culture, within which each single text is situated. I discuss, for
example, the ways in which the basic “discursive formations” of Zionism are
mediated by film texts, and how they evolve over time along what Foucault
would call “vectors of determination.” I am concerned, with “lateral” relations
between modes of discourse, the ways in which films might echo, in however
distant or mediated a fashion, the “already said” and “prior speakings” (Bakhtin)
of journalists, politicians, theologians, and propagandists. I am attentive to the
inter-animation and inter-fecundation of texts. From time to time I leave the
discussion of specific text, therefore, in order to see it as part of a larger discursive
formation, or as parallel to other texts (for example, journalistic texts) by which it is
inflected or whose underlying logic or “structure of feeling” (Raymond Williams)
it shares.

I mightadd, here, that a textual and discursive approach is especially appropriate
to the cultural products of a people which has enjoyed a kind of privileged relation
to the very idea of textuality, which has cultivated a mystique and even erotics of
the text in its physicality (the touch of the zefil/in on arm and forehead, the kissing
of the muzuzah, and the dance around the text in Simchat Torah), whose history
has been deeply imprinted by texts. The messianic verses of the Sephardi poet
Edmond Jabes describe Judaism as preeminently a passion for writing. For the
homeless Jew, Jabes argues, the Book is fatherland and home is Holy Writ. Jabes
anticipates, in this sense, not only George Steiner’s “textual homeland,” but also the
glorification of text and writing in the work of another Sephardi—Jacques Derrida.
In his essay on Jabes, Derrida speaks of the exchange between the Jew and writing
as a “pure and founding exchange”: the Jew chooses Scripture (writing-Ecriture)
and Scripture chooses the Jew.” The Israeli state, meanwhile, is inextricably linked
to texts, first as the long-term product of a historical memory stimulated by Judaic
texts (the Bible, Tanach, the written “oral” Torah [Torah shebeAlpe]), and second,
as partially the contemporary product of a body of Zionist writing. In this sense
many of the films to be discussed can be seen as Zionist texts, which not only
literalize specific Zionist tropes (for example, “making the desert bloom”) but also
translate the Zionist “master narrative” (Jameson) into the specific modalities of
the film medium.

Textual and intertextual analysis do not, however, exhaust a film’s significations,
and for this reason my approach is also contextual. Films are informed by their
ambient cultures, shaped by history, and inflected by events. The barrier between
text and context, between “inside” and “outside,” is, in this sense, an artificial one,
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for in fact there is an easy flow of permeability between the two. The context
itself has passed through what Jameson calls “prior textualization,”® while the text
is permeated at every point by shaping contextual elements (the temporal evo-
lution of technology and cinematic practices, the historical stage of the language
spoken by the characters, and so forth). It is important to see Israeli cinema, there-
fore, within multiple contexts—historical, economic, political, cultural. It is here
that this project becomes necessarily interdisciplinary, exploring, for example, the
evolving role of state regulations and government-sponsored financial incentives
in relation to the film industry and the imprint on the films of contemporaneous
events.

As a kind of bridge between text and context, Lucien Goldmann’s notion of
“homologies” between narrative structure and historical moment,” a notion de-
veloped with greater subtlety and density by Fredric Jameson in The Political
Unconscious, is useful to this study, enabling me to draw parallels between filmic
microcosm and social macrocosm. The tendency of the personal films of the seven-
ties and eighties to portray outsider protagonists suffering from a claustrophobic
sense of isolation, for example, might be metaphorically read as mirroring not
only the directors’ (largely illusory) sense of marginality, but also the political
sensibility of a country under siege and diplomatically shunned by much of the
world. The frequent recourse to the imagistic leitmotif of the sea as finale in such
films as Peeping Toms (Metzitzim, 1972), The Wooden Gun, and Transir (1980),
similarly, might be understood as an evocation of a watery escape route to a more
“sympathetic” West.

Another category crucial to the bridging of text and context is the contemporary
concept of allegory as a fragmentary utterance which solicits hermeneutic com-
pletion or deciphering. Building on the work of Erich Auerbach, Angus Fletcher,
Walter Benjamin, and Paul de Man, both Fredric Jameson and Ismail Xavier have
applied this conception of allegory to Third World cultural productions. Fredric
Jameson generalizes somewhat precipitously, in his essay “Third World Literature
in the Era of Multinational Capitalism,” that all Third World texts are “neces-
sarily allegorical,” in that even those texts invested with an apparently private or
libidinal dynamic “project a political dimension in the form of national allegory:
the story of the private individual destiny is always an allegory of the embattled
situation of the public third-world culture and society.”!® Ismail Xavier, mean-
while, in his “Allegories of Underdevelopment,” traces two kinds of allegory within
recent Brazilian cinema: the teleological Marxist-inflected meliorist allegories of
early Cinema Novo, where history is shown as the unfolding of a purposeful
historical design, and the modernist self-deconstructing allegories of the Brazilian
Underground, where the focus shifts from the figural signification of the march of
history to the discourse itself as fragmentary, and where allegory is deployed as a
privileged instance of language-consciousness in the context of the total absence

of teleology.11
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Although both Jameson’s hasty generalization about the necessarily allegorical
character of Third World fictions and Xavier’s application of the category to spe-
cific instances require modification and adjustment for the case of Israeli cinema,
the category itself remains germane to this discussion. Indeed, the history of Israeli
cinema demonstrates a striking penchant for projecting “national allegories” in the
Jamesonian sense. The “heroic-nationalist” films of the early period constitute di-
dactic allegories, in which an explicit Zionist-Socialist intention guides the staging
of “sensible images,” exemplary characters, and typical events calculated to inspire
dedication and commitment to the Zionist cause. The Zionist didactic allegories
remain, however, on the level of conscious intention. And indeed the classical
definition of allegory has always privileged intention as well as the complemen-
tary activities of an author who hides and hints and a reader who discovers and
completes. But it is possible to detach allegory from any originary intentionality
in order to discern implicit, unconscious, and even inadvertent allegories. Here,
the allegory lies less in the intention than in the reading, and also inheres in the
context from which the films emerge. The comic “bourekas” films, for example,
can be seen as submerged allegories of ethnic tension and reconciliation, in which
mixed couples microcosmically unite conflicting communities. The apparently
apolitical films of the self-designated “personal cinema,” similarly, can be read as
projecting allegories of solitude and displacement, in which anguished personal
destinies, inadvertently and perhaps despite the intentions of the authors, come
to “figure” the displacement of a milieu and the solitude of the nation state as a
whole.

I am concerned, finally, with the spectator-in-the-text. The filmic experience is
inevitably inflected by the cultural and political awareness of the audience itself,
constituted outside the text and traversed by social realities such as nationality,
ethnicity, class, and gender. The ideological “word” of a film, to use Bakhtinian
terminology, is oriented toward an addressee, a spectator in this case, existing in
clear social relation to the speaker or framer of the text, in this case, the cinematic
institution, the filmmakers. The spectator is always specific, not an abstract human
being but a woman or a man, an Ashkenazi, a Sephardi, a Palestinian, someone
with more or less power, on intimate terms with the world portrayed in the film
or more distant. One must take into account, therefore, not only the audience
to which the film, explicitly or implicitly, is addressed, but also the possibility of
“aberrant readings,” the way films may be read differently by different audiences,
the way that the particular knowledge or experience of a particular sector of
the audience—for example, the Sephardi population in Isracl—can generate a
counter-pressure to oppressive representations. I see a film’s significations, then, as
negotiable, an object of struggle and dispute.

The struggle over filmic signification also takes place in the pages of newspapers,
film journals, and books. The effort to analyze and contextualize Israeli cinema has
scarcely begun to be engaged. There is but one published monograph on Israeli
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cinema: Ora Gloria Jacob-Arzooni’s The Lsraeli Film: Social and Cultural Influ-
ences, 1912—1973, originally written as a dissertation for the Speech Department
at the University of Michigan in 1975 and subsequently published by Garland
Press in 1983. While the book does offer some plot synopses along with some
basic contextual information, it is, unfortunately, methodologically flawed, offer-
ing little in the way of specifically cinematic, narrative, or ideological analysis.
A discourse “of the object” rather than “on the object,” it reproduces the same
myths as the films, without any sense of rupture or provocation. The book betrays,
furthermore, a severe lack of knowledge of Israel’s Sephardi community, which is
described repeatedly as “exotic” and which is said to have arrived in Israel plagued
by “almost unknown tropical diseases” and “virtually destitute.”'* The putative
“tropical” origin of the Sephardim is a bit of fanciful geography, and the descrip-
tion of their lives as “destitute” gives a misleading impression about the material
conditions which the Sephardim left behind. The North African Jews, we are told
in surprisingly prejudicial language, were hardly “racially pure,” and among them
one finds “witchcraft and other superstitions far removed from any Judaic law.”!?
While Palestinians scarcely appear in the Jacob-Arzooni book, Guy Hennebelle
and Janine Euvrard’s Israel Palestine: Que pent le cinéma?, a special issue of LAfrigue
Littéraire er Artistique (Summer 1978), is, as its title suggests, an attempt to pro-
mote an Israel-Palestinian dialogue. The book consists of interviews with Jewish
and Arab filmmakers and historians (Ram Levi, Edna Politi, Moshe Mizrahi, Yigal
Niddam, Monique Nizard-Florack, Tawfik Saleh, Maxime Rodinson), dialogues
(Amos Kenan and Rachid Hussein), and articles (Mahmoud Hussein, Muham-
mad Ben-Salama, Walid Chmyat, Amnon Kapeliouk, Aly Choubachy). In sum,
Israel Palestine: Que peut le cinéma? is a useful collection which provides a wealth
of impressions from an alternative perspective.

Apart from these longer studies, there are a few memoirs by participants in
the Israeli film industry, only two of which directly concern the cinema, Margot
Klausner’s The Dream Industry (1a'asiyat haKhalomot), which was published by the
studio she headed, Herzliya, in 1974, and Yaacov Davidon’s Fated Love (Ahava
meOnes, 1983). Generally, however, the commentary on Israeli cinema has been
largely in the hands of journalistic critics, or part-time writers who also work in
the film industry. Yehuda Har’el was the first Israeli to attempt a survey article
about Israeli cinema, in his 1956 book Cinema from Its Beginning to the present
(HaKolnoa miReshito veAd Yamenu).'* Nathan Gross, Arye Agmon, and Renen
Schorr have written useful overview articles for Israeli journals and newspapers.'®
Otherwise, film criticism is limited largely to the workaday “reviews” of news-
paper journalists. Occasionally I cite such “reviews” in order to deconstruct the
underlying premises of their discourse, performing, in certain instances, a kind of
metacritique of what Metz calls the “third industry,” the “linguistic appendage”
of the film industry proper, i.c., the critical apparatus which mediates the rela-
tions between film and public. Israeli journalistic criticism, like film criticism in
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much of the world, has tended to be impressionistic and evaluative, conceived in
conceptual categories that have been largely superseded by contemporary theory.
At its most sophisticated, for example, in the film journals Ko/noa, Close-Up, and
Sratim (which were published intermittently), it has been largely auteurist, gen-
erally untouched by the subsequent theoretical currents—Marxist, semiotic, and
psychoanalytic—which have rendered auteurism somewhat obsolescent. Israeli
film critics, furthermore, have tended to see Israeli films through the distorting
lenses of high-art nostalgia and ethnocentric prejudice, often condemning them in
the name of an internalized Western “ideal ego.” While many contemporary film
analysts, such as Richard Dyer and Jane Feuer, have usefully applied the category
of the “utopian” to explore the dense significations of “low” popular genres like
the musical comedy, Israeli critics have facilely dismissed the popular “bourekas”
films as vulgar and unworthy of critical consideration. But Israeli cinema, in my
view, merits a contemporary, politically informed methodology, one adequate to
its cultural range and ideological complexity.



Beginnings in the Yishuv:
Promised Land and
Civilizing Mission

The portrayal of Palestine in the cinema begins virtually with cinema itself, dating
back to 1896 when Louis and Auguste Lumiere shot “exotic” footage—much as
they did in other Third World countries such as Mexico, India, and Egypt. At
the turn of the century, Thomas Edison’s cameramen also filmed local scenes,
especially in Jerusalem. While the Lumiere brothers’ Train Station in Jerusalem
echoes their LArrivé du train en gare de la Ciotat, Edison’s To Dance in Jerusalem
(1902) recalls his earlier Fatimas Dance. With very few exceptions, such as Sidney
Olcott’s Christian Biblical epic From the Manger to the Cross (1912), production in
the silent period was limited to travelogues, newsreels, and documentaries largely
by foreigners. Palestine was particularly attractive to Western filmmakers for its
mythical locales. The Lumiére brothers’ crews shot scenes from Palestine to be
shown on European screens, and From the Manger to the Cross was not only the
story of Christ, but the story of Christ re-created in the land of his birth.

As in other parts of the world, film exhibition in Palestine began even before
movie theaters were built. It was the Italian Collara Salvatore who first screened
a number of films in various cities. In 1900, in Jerusalem’s Europa Hotel, among
the first films to be exhibited was The Diary of the Dreyfus Trial, an account of the
September 1899 anti-Semitic trial of the French-Jewish officer. The subsequent
establishment of new movie theaters was tangentially related to the major film in-
dustry in the Middle East, the Egyptian. The first movie theater, the Oracle, whose
clientele was composed of the diverse ethnic-religious communities of Palestine,
was inaugurated by Egyptian Jews in Jerusalem in 1908. In Tel Aviv, meanwhile,
the first Yishuv (Hebrew for “settlement,” referring to the Zionist Jewish settle-
ment in Palestine) official to recognize the economic and cultural values of cinema
was Tel Aviv’s first mayor, Meir Dizingoff. In 1913, he traveled to Alexandria to
study its urban administration, paying special attention to the management of the
movie theaters, knowledge that contributed to the establishment of the first Tel
Aviv movie theater, Eden Cinema, which opened in 1914. The actor and movie
theater pioneer Yaacov Davidon, similarly, learned aspects of film techniques in
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Egyptian studios. Egypt was also the center of distributing international (largely
European and American) films in the Middle East; and it was via Egypt that these
films were exhibited in Palestine. Even before the famous Yerushalyeem Segal’s Tel
Aviv film translation laboratory opened, moreover, movie theater owners ordered
Hebrew film translations from Cairo—the major translation center in the area,
whose services were used even by India—from the translator Piorilo.

There were also certain historical intersections between Egypt and Palestine on
the level of production. Forties producer Yona Friedman, who produced one of
the earliest Israeli films, Faithful City (Kirya Neemana, 1952), gained invaluable
experience through his film company in Egypt, a company which produced films
in Arabic with Egypt’s great stars and musicians such as Muhammad Abdul Wahab
and Farid al-Atrash.! In Palestine itself, an Arab from Jaffa approached Nathan
Axelrod in 1944 about filming a newsreel in Arabic, resulting in a short film about
an orphanage which was distributed in the major Palestinian cities. Axelrod was
then invited by an Arab from Jerusalem (on behalf of himself and his Egyptian
partners) to direct a narrative film in Arabic entitled Oumniyati or My Wish.
(Axelrod, who did not know Arabic, worked with an Armenian translator.) The
script, which employed the typical plot of the social melodramas, accompanied
by songs and dances then produced largely in Egypt, concerned wealthy parents
who oppose their daughter’s marriage to a poor man, while urging her to marry
a rich man of their choice. At the film’s happy ending, the poor man manages to
earn enough money to be able to marry his beloved. The film touched on some
“delicate” matters, since one scene, set along the HaYarkon River (Tel Aviv area),
featured Palestinians singing “our beautiful country,” while another has a character,
playing an important public figure, attend an Arab nationalist conference. Shot
between the end of 1945 and the beginning of 1947, the film was screened in
several Arab countries but, given increasing Jewish-Arab tensions, never reached
the screens of Palestine. Following the United Nations vote in favor of partition
of Palestine, the producers, frightened by the bad publicity that might arise were
it known that the film had been made by Zionists, took the negatives to Beirut.?

The attention given to the first screenings in the Europa Hotel, particularly to
The Diary of the Dreyfus Trial, led one of the major Hebrew-language revivers,
Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, to Hebraize “cinematograph” to re7noa (“moving images”).
This gesture was especially striking in a period when respectable Hebrew journal-
ism and Zionist institutions tended to completely neglect the cinema since it “did
not suit the spiritual world of the Eretz Isracli [Hebrew ‘Land of Israel,” Jewish and
Zionist designation for Palestine that suggests its Biblical root] Jew and his labor
ideology”®—an elitist attitude that has characterized the Israeli cultural establish-
ment up to the present day. While Europe and America published magazines
devoted to the “seventh art,” writers and art critics in Palestine ignored cinema,
obliging movie theater owners to translate segments of articles from abroad, or,
at times, to write their own “criticism” for purposes of promotion. The first
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significant cultural figure to review cinema was the writer Avigdor Hameiri in his
1927 article on Charlie Chaplin.? It is only in the late fifties, however, that one
can speak of the beginning of a film criticism industry, largely through David
Greenberg’s magazine Omanut haKolnoa (The Art of Cinema) which was active
during 1957-1963.

Already in 1908, the establishment of the Oracle movie theater provoked anger
in the ultra-orthodox Jewish-Ashkenazi religious community in Jerusalem. Three
Yeshiva men broke into the movie theater and interrupted the screening with
curses (among the films shown was 7he Dreyfus Case).’ In 1913 the newspa-
per HaAhdur (The Unity) reported, similarly, on religious posters expressing rage
against the “cinematograph” (in this case that of the Rumanian Eugin Jorilesh)
with its promiscuous mingling of women and men in the movie theaters. Censori-
ous voices of both religious leaders and puritanical laymen were also raised against
theater plays and shows.® (This attitude still prevails in ultra-orthodox religious
circles, which now demonstrate against Sabbath evening screenings.) Resentments
of a different nature were voiced as well. Although cinema was considered a vul-
gar entertainment, it was nevertheless used by some Jews for charitable purposes.
While the Jerusalem newspaper HaOr (The Light) praised such aid for the needy,
the Jaffa newspaper HalPoel haTzair (The Young Worker) criticized this unworker-
like habit of posting daily ads for “cinematographic shows for the benefit of the
poor, sick, and helpless family, hakbnasat kala [dowry collected for a poor bride]
and pidion shvuyim [redemption of prisoners; the terms used are those of religious
Jewish duty] and in this way public charity is being utilized without any control
or supervision.”’

Much as in Europe and the United States, the distribution of sound films,
furthermore, antagonized specific movie theater workers—the musicians. To their
economically based resentment, there were added other more patriotic anxieties
related to the putative negative effects talking cinema might have, for example, on
the evolving Hebrew language:

The growing importance of [sound] cinema endangers our independent, spir-
itual life-building in Eretz Israel; willy-nilly it infiltrates; foreign culture si-
lences the Hebrew language, loudly proclaims visions and spectacles not our
own. This diffusing poison might turn the hearts of the young generation
from its people and culture, not to mention the amounts of money transferred
to foreigners.®

The first sound film to be exhibited in Palestine, at the end of 1929, was Sonny
Boy (1929)—which arrived even before The Jazz Singer (1927)—accompanied
by a new lexical contribution to the Hebrew language, ko/noa (“moving sound”),
suggested by the writer Yehuda Karni.

The origins and evolution of filmmaking in the Yishuv, meanwhile, closely par-
alleled the evolution of Zionist activity in Palestine, and on one level constituted
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an extension of that activity, thus establishing a basically harmonious interac-
tion between film pioneers and Zionist pioneers. Moshe (Murray) Rosenberg, in
all probability, authored the first Zionist film in Palestine, a short (twenty min-
utes) entitled 7he First Film of Palestine (HaSeret haRishon shel Palestina, 1911),
which largely concentrates on Jewish locales and Zionist activities, and which was
screened at the tenth Zionist Congress in Basel. In 1912, Akiva Arye Weiss, one
of the founders of Tel Aviv, shot a film about Eretz Israel, subsequently distributed
by the Jewish National Fund.? Later filmmakers such as Yaacov Ben-Dov, Nathan
Axelrod, and Baruch Agadati filmically represented Jewish progress in Palestine
from a Zionist perspective—Axelrod, for example, claimed to see himself first as a
Zionist and only then as a cinematographer.'® Zionist organizations, furthermore,
formed a major financial source for such productions. Various Zionist institu-
tions such as the Jewish National Fund (Keren Kayemet lelsrael), Jewish Agency
(HaSokhnut haYehudit), United Jewish Appeal (Keren haYesod), and the General
Federation of Laborers (Histadrut haOvdim haKlalit) were commissioning film
production aimed not only at the local public, but also, and in fact primarily,
abroad. At the same time, the financial problems faced by the first (Zionist) film-
makers engendered a dependency on Zionist institutions, trapping the filmmakers
within the propaganda apparatus. As a consequence, very few narrative features
were produced until the early sixties, while documentary practice in Palestine be-
came virtually a synonym for Zionist propaganda films, some of which promoted
specific enterprises and institutions.

Soon after his arrival from the Soviet Union in 1926, the foremost film pioneer,
Nathan Axelrod, for example, was obliged to set aside his plans for narrative
films, since he realized that it was impossible for the small Jewish Yishuv (with
a population of around 200,000) to cover the expense of even low-budget films.
Leaving the Soviet Union around the time when Sergei Eisenstein began shooting
Potembkin (1925) and Vsevolod Pudovkin was working on Mother (1926), Axelrod
arrived hoping to work in the Yishuv film industry but soon discovered that
he would have to build that industry singlehandedly. Reportedly, Yaacov Ben-
Dov, the only photo/cinematographer before Axelrod and Agadati, laughed at the
newcomer’s (Axelrod’s) idea of a film industry, arguing that only in a country with
a minimum of 40 million people would it be possible to build a film industry: “I
shoot according to the invitations of the Jewish National Fund and make a living
from my photo shop,” Ben-Dov said, and added, “Cinema in Palestine is a fata
morgana.”!! (In 1919 Ben-Dov had himself established a film company, Menorah,
that survived only a year.)'? A year and a half later Axelrod nevertheless made
the first Eretz Israeli attempt at a narrative film, 7he Pioncer (HeHalutz, 1927),
produced by that rare phenomenon, a film production cooperative, which included
Axelrod, Yerushalayeem Segal, and the poet Alexander Penn. The film, never
completed due to financial difficulties, was intended to deal with the dilemmas
and ordeals of a Jewish pioneer. Its failure stands as an ironic testimony to the
sufferings of the film pioneers themselves.
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Nathan Axelrod in 1980 and photographed as a young filmmaker in Palestine,
1930.

Following this failure, Axelrod and some members of the cooperative established
the Moledet (Homeland) company, which in its five years of existence produced
a number of promotional films (for example, for the wine of Rishon leZion and
Zikhron Yaacov in which a dozen bottles dance the hora a la Mélies), documentaries
(e.g., concerning the establishment of the town Tel Mond), and the first Eretz
Israeli newsreel (“Yoman Moledet”). The films of Moledet constituted a significant
change in relation to earlier films produced in the Yishuv, since the Moledet projects
were based on collective effort rather than individual initiative. It was primarily
Axelrod, however, who built a celebratedly primitive laboratory in Tel Aviv. Due to
lack of electricity, the filmmakers were forced to take creative advantage of sunlight
focused with the help of a complicated series of mirrors and lenses.

Between 1931 and 1934 another major film pioneer, the artist and dancer
Baruch Agadati, produced the second newsreel, “Yoman Aga,” which appeared
intermittently as well. In 1935 he produced the first sound documentary, This
is the Land (Zot Hi haAretz), partially consisting of segments shot for newsreels,
presenting early Zionist history in Palestine. Axelrod, meanwhile, expanded his
operations after the success of his narrative Oded the Wanderer (Oded haNoded,
1933) and established Carmel Film Company, which began producing a weekly
newsreel, “Yoman Carmel,” in competition with Aga. From the fifties to the late
sixties (when Israeli Television was established), two newsreels were appearing
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regularly—largely financed by advertisements—“Yoman Carmel-Herzliya” and
“Hadshot Geva” “Geva News.”) (In 1958 Carmel was incorporated into Herzliya
Studios, which had been established in 1949 by Margot Klausner. Geva Studio
was coestablished around the same time by Yitzhak Agadati, Baruch’s brother, and
Mordechai Navon.) The central role of news in Israeli daily life, then, already
formed part of early Yishuv society, providing the basis for a far more promising
industry than did local feature films.

While newsreels were largely financed by advertisements, the overwhelming
majority of documentaries and docu-dramas were supported by Zionist organiza-
tions. These films were received enthusiastically abroad, especially in Jewish circles.
Yaacov Davidon, for example, testifies in his memoirs that “tears of happiness
gleamed in the eyes of Jewish audiences, thirsty for redemption,” when they saw
The Life of the Jews in Eretz Israel (Hayei haYehudim beEretz Israel, 1911) in Russia.'?
The popularity of the Zionist films—in particular, the earlier ones—seemed to
derive not only from sympathy for the Zionist settlers in Palestine but also from
the need to see images of the mythical holy land.

In the Arab World, particularly in Egypt where some of the documentaries and
narrative films (e.g., Axelrod’s I the Times of, or VaYehi biYmay, 1932, and Oded
the Wanderer) were shown, meanwhile, there were angry reactions. Abu-el-Hassan,
the Cairo correspondent for Palestine newspaper (published in Jaffa), sent several
articles to the paper criticizing the “Zionist propaganda” in these films and de-
manded that the Arab Workers’ Association respond with films of a similar nature:

The Association must commission a cinematographic crew from Europe

in order to film the sights of the country. And first of all, the two holy
mosques, all of the Muslim ruins and buildings, and the sights of the cities
of Palestine—and these images should be exhibited everywhere, especially in

Egypt.!

Abu-el-Hassan’s anger at the films—some of which, such as The Life of the Jews
in Eretz Israel, were being successfully screened in the movie theaters—derived
mainly from their ignoring the Arab majority population, a practice which gave
the distinct impression that the country was solely Jewish.

British censor-bureaucrats based in Jerusalem, meanwhile, at times banned the
Zionist films in the name of British colonial interests. An amateur cinematographer
named Green, who arrived as an American tourist in the early twenties and shot
throughout Palestine a film about the country’s development, was the first to
experience British censorship. Before each segment Green hoped to provide shots
of the same location before the Jews had arrived, but since he could not find the
requisite footage, he shot in nearby places which he assumed to resemble the sites
prior to the establishment of the Jewish town. The British Board of Censorship
banned the film out of fear that it would incite Arabs to riot. The film was
nevertheless shown in Haifa, after its title had been changed from The New Eretz
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A 1933 ad in Arabic for 7e/ Avi Carnival and 1933 ad in Hebrew for Oded the
Oded the Wanderer in the American Cosmo-  Wanderer in Eden Cinema, Tel
graph Cinema, Cairo, defining the latter as  Aviv.

a Palestinian film from Studio Palestine with

HaBima actors.

Lsrael (Eretz Israel haHadasha) to The Legacy (HaYerusha) and it had been provided
with a new opening sequence. The film was screened unopposed for a week.
According to Yaacov Davidon, Jewish spectators were enthusiastic about the film,
even applauding certain segments, while the regular crowd of Arab movie-goers
(Davidon’s partner was an Arab too) voiced no objection to the film.!"> Although
risking screening in relatively distant Haifa, Green did not show the film in Tel
Aviv or Jerusalem, the seat of the censorship board. He left the country, screening
the film successfully in the United States under its original title.

British censorship was also directed against the Hebrew newsreels which fostered
the national interests of the Yishuv and therefore at times provoked Mandate
sanctions. During World War II, however, the British Mandate employed the
services of the local Yishuv filmmakers. Nathan Axelrod, for example, was invited
by the Public Information Office to produce educational films in Arabic in order to
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teach fellahin (peasants) new agricultural systems. One of the six films, according
to Axelrod himself, concerned chicken-breeding, and featured kibbutzniks wearing
the Arab headdress (kaffiya) in order to maintain a fagade of Arab identity.16

Silent and sound documentaries became virtual prototypes for the later narrative
films, at times made by the same filmmakers such as Nathan Axelrod and Helmer
Lersky, and embracing similar world views, depicting Zionist themes in an idealized
manner. The tides of the many propaganda films and documentaries, as well as
those of the few narrative films, reflect the concerns, preoccupations, and Zionist
point of view of the Yishuv. The very titles of the films, such as Axelrod’s The
Pioneer, Alexander Ford’s Sabra (Tzabar, 1933), and Lersky’s Earth (Adama, 1947),
as well as of documentaries such as Ben-Dov'’s Eretz Israel Awakening (Eretz Israel
haMitoreret, 1923) and A Decade of Work and Building (Eser Shnot Avoda uVinian,
1927) and Leo Herman’s New Life (Hayim Hadashim, 1934), point to the collective
enthusiasm of a national renaissance in the “Altneuland” (German for “Old-New
Country,” the original title of Theodor Herzl’s major Zionist text).

Hoping to attract potential pioneers from the European Diaspora, as well as
financial and political support, the documentaries and propaganda films, along
with capturing landscapes and events, also emphasized the pioneers” achievements
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and the rapid pace of the country’s development. Recurrent images of pioneers
working the land, paving roads, and building towns show the Yishuv as symboli-
cally “making the desert bloom” in agricultural, technological, and cultural terms.
(In the post—World War II period and after the establishment of the state, the
films acquired new themes: the underground, the rescue of refugees, the defense of
the state, and mass immigration—the kibbutz galuiot, “ingathering of the exiles.”)
Written by William Topkis (an American Zionist leader then living in Palestine
and doing pioneering work to promote Jewish tourism) and filmed by Ben-Dov,
Eretz Israel Awakening, for example, was made at the invitation of the Jewish Na-
tional Fund. The basic storyline of the documentary concerns a wealthy American
Jewish cotton broker, Mr. Bloomberg, arriving in Jaffa for a twenty-four-hour
stopover. Convinced by a guide that there is much to see in this “reborn land,” he
eventually spends a month touring the entire country. At the end of the film, after
finding a cousin in Israel, he announces that his farewell will be a brief one since
he is going only to wind up his business and then return to his “fathers” land.”

A Zionist travelogue, Eretz Israel Awakening shows several towns and kibbutzim
as well as famous figures from the Yishuv and provides vivid evidence of the
successful revival of the Hebrew language. This documentary’s narrative pioneered
the device of employing a Western foreign agent whose role it was to bridge the
distance between the Western spectator and the Oriental “reality” on the screen.
This penchant for focalization became, as we shall see later, a dominant feature of
the Zionist Bildungsroman fiction films. A Zionist celebratory reading was added,
furthermore, by a journalist at the premiere, Jehuda Magnes (later to become
president of Hebrew University), who concluded his review by linking the July 4
screening to the date of Herzl’s death: “The fact that the film was exhibited in
Jerusalem on the fourth of July, anniversary of the death of the greatest modern
Messiah that Jewry has known, is in itself a significant omen. For Herzl himself
would have said ‘this is no fable.””!” Translated into thirteen languages, Eretz
Lsrael Awakening was distributed worldwide to become a seminal classic of Zionist
propaganda films. And even after Israel was established, documentaries and docu-
dramas, produced by Zionist organizations and shown noncommercially in Israel
for “educational purposes,” were largely distributed abroad by Jewish institutions,
especially in the United States.

The mechanism of Zionist idealization in documentaries as well as fiction texts,
then, was subordinated both to producers (the commissioning Zionist institu-
tions) and to receivers (Zionist journalists and public). This dependency, even
when not involving actual censorship, encouraged a kind of self-censorship and a
public-relations approach to questions of filmic fact and fiction. The first attempt at
narrative film, Axelrod’s The Pioneer, for example, was accompanied by public pre-
ssure against showing any “negative elements” from the life of the Yishuv. Con-
ceived in the spirit of early Zionism, The Pioneer was supposed to show the dile-
mmas and sufferings of the Zionist pioneer in Palestine. The initial filming took
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place on a Tel Aviv street; the actor playing the pioneer role was to cross the
street and collapse due to famine. While passersby gathered out of curiosity (and
disturbed the filming), the newspapers the next day published a sensational re-
port about the “anti-Semites” who had staged horrible scenes showing pioneers
dying from hunger in the streets of Tel Aviv in order to denounce the pioneering
enterprise. The protests created difficulties for Axelrod and the film’s cooperative
in obtaining money during the course of the production, and the film was never
finished. But the thrust of the film, ironically, as Axelrod himself testified, clearly
exemplifies the predilections of mainstream Zionism:

I saw myself first as a Zionist and only then as a cinematographer. My purpose
as a Zionist, therefore, was to show the good side in building the country.

For example, I often shot streets in Tel Aviv and in other places, and always

I took a lengthy and tiring walk in order to look for an angle or camera po-
sition from which the streets would look prettier. I made an effort so that
vacant lots, unfinished streets, garbage, and dirt would not be seen. I wanted
everything to make a good impression.'®

Axelrod even refused a “scoop” by not shooting when the Alzalena ship belonging
to the Etzel underground (the National Military Organization under Menahem
Begin’s leadership) was bombed in 1948 under the order of the new prime minister,
David Ben-Gurion.

Preconceived ideas about Zionist reality in Palestine/Israel came to provide a
master code for filmmaking practice, and films became a highly sensitive barometer
to the slightest digression from the Zionist consensus. The pressures aimed at
fiction films such as 7he Pioneer were also directed at the documentary/propaganda
films and continued into the post-state era, at times reaching absurd lengths.
Nathan Gross, then a producer-director for the Histadrut (General Federation of
Labor) during the fifties, testified, for example, that he worked on the script of
Thirteenth Kilometer (HaKilometer haShlosha Asar, 1953), which deals with the
paving of the road to Sodom, before he went to see how it actually looked, and
even included a scene of workers dancing the hora after a day of work—an image
in accord with the mythical figure of the Zionist pioneer. Gross, however, learned
that in fact

.. . after a hard day of work, the laborer had neither the energy nor the desire
to dance the hora! Maybe in those days, but not today, especially as the work-
ers who worked at the 13th Kilometer were mostly Druse and several elderly
[Sephardi] Yemenites. The Histadrut was a little disappointed, but accepted
reality as it was. However, Yossef Bornstein [the Histadrut guide and supervi-
sor who accompanied over fifty of the first Histadrut films] paid attention and
objected to the “neorealist” scene that I had included in which the workers
return exhausted and broken after a day of work in the blazing sun of Sodom,
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flopping powerlessly onto the beds in the huts. The camera panned over the
shoes of the resting workers, among which there was a badly torn pair. . . here
began the argument. Yossef and his advisors demanded that the pair of shoes
be taken out: “It is impossible to show a worker in Israel with torn shoes.
What will the Goyim say? What will the Jewish donors in America say?—And
anyhow, a worker in Israel does not go around in torn shoes”. .. !’

The Zionist mission in cinema at times even affected the exhibition of foreign
films. In 1932 Yaacov Davidon screened his own edited version of Hollywood’s
The Bible, which recycled several Biblical stories, ending with passages from the
Psalms. (The Hollywood film was shot silent in 1920 but added sound explanations
for the Biblical events.) Davidon edited out the passages from Psalms, replacing
them with glorious images of contemporary Zionist settlers ploughing the land,
planting trees, and building houses. (Davidon quite often “improved” foreign
films for local audiences, at times grafting more “appropriate” shots from other
films.) During the screening Davidon superimposed on the English narration his
own extemporaneous narration—through the movie theater speakers—alternating
between the Biblical commentaries in English and the Zionist gloss in Hebrew.
After the King Solomon episode the Hebrew voice said: “And the people of Israel
were exiled from their land. . . but the day of redemption is near, and the sons
will return to the land,” followed by a short film lauding Zionist progress in
the Promised Land. The lyrics of a pioneer song were added, encouraging the
spectators to sing along, enthusiastically applauding the first sounds of Hebrew in
a movie theater. Hollywood’s version of the Bible, then, was also made to reinforce
Zionist teleology.

In the mode of Socialist-realist films, most of the Zionist-realist films fostered a
process of idealization, whether through pure and heroic protagonists, or through
dramatically rousing commentative music, or, in documentaries (and at times even
in fiction films), through bombastically confident male voice-over narration. Both
fiction features and documentaries resolutely “improved,” as it were, the reality
they had undertaken to represent through the simultaneous elision of negative
and enhancement of positive images. Reminiscent of the Soviet films, in particular
those of the thirties and forties, the Yishuv period and early Israeli films reflect a
consistent subordination of complex representation to the demands of ideology
and edification.

Russian/Soviet ideological as well as artistic orientation of the Hebrew Yishuv,
reflected in early features such as Oded the Wanderer and Sabra, must be under-
stood within the specific context of the predominance of Russian Jewish settlers
(especially in the first two decades of the twentieth-century) who along with their
natural cultural affinities to their country of birth were also inspired by Mother
Russia, hoping for a transformation toward a new (Jewish) society. The affinity
with the motherland, the place of origin, as well as the strong desire for a Socialist
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(national) renaissance, made Soviet films extremely popular in the Yishuv (even
more than Hollywood films), a tendency both reinforced and paralleled by an
affinity with Russian songs, literature, and theater.

The two film pioneers, Nathan Axelrod and Baruch Agadati, furthermore,
had witnessed the enthusiasm of October. Agadati, in particular, made it a habit
to return for vacations to Russia and in 1914, due to the war, was forced to
stay there until after the outbreak of the revolution. He took dance classes with
Titoni and saw Eisenstein’s and Pudovkin’s early films. Having become familiar
with the Russian avant-garde, Agadati returned to Palestine, sponsoring modern
dance performances, inflected by Isadora Duncan, to the sounds of Béla Bart6k
and Arnold Schoenberg. The repertoire of Hebrew theaters such as Khovevei
haBama halvrit, HaTeatron halvri beEretz Israel, Teatron Eretz Israeli, HaOhel,
and HaBima tended toward Russian (e.g., Chekhov, Leonid N. Andreyev) and
(Jewish) Eastern European (Y. L. Peretz, Abraham Goldfaden) plays, which were
culturally closer to the actors and the audience than Western European fare (and
certainly more familiar than that of the contemporary Oriental world).

Oded the Wanderer's actors, Menahem Genessin (in the role of the tourist)
and Shimon Finkel (playing Oded’s father), were part of a group of actors from
Palestine (most of whom were of Russian origin) who in 1923 went for advanced
study to Berlin, where they remained in contact through the “White Russian” club
with Russian immigrants such as the actor Gregori Khmara, and the writers Victor
Schklovsky and Vladimir Nabokov. Genessin imported Constantin Stanislavsky’s
method from Russia and later opened a studio in Palestine where Moshe Horgel
(who played Oded’s teacher) became one of his most famous students. But it
is especially with the HaBima Theater—Alexander Ford’s Sabra is cast almost
uniquely with HaBima actors and actresses—that Stanislavsky’s school of thought
took on a crucial role in the formation both of Hebrew theater and of the cinema,
especially since until the mid-60s most film actors and actresses were recruited from
the theater. HaBima Theater, which came to be the national theater of Israel, was
founded in 1917 in Moscow by Nahum Tzemach at the height of revolutionary
euphoria and was initially affiliated with Stanislavsky’s Moscow Art Theater, with
the Armenian Yevgeni Vakhtangov as its first director.

The Stanislavskian method of identificatory fusion of actor with character was
here allied with loud and exalted speaking and expressionist decor, all linguistically
mediated by a secularized modern version of the Hebrew language. The spoken
Hebrew in Sabra and even the Hebrew intertitles of Oded the Wanderer display,
as we shall see, great pathos and an elevated style, paralleling the theatrical ele-
vated manner of the Stanislavsky-style acting of the HaBima Theater. But while
the Stanislavsky Hebrew was still “drevni yebrisky yazik” (the ancient Hebrew lan-
guage), for HaBima’s young Jewish actors it was a token of the realization of Zionist
salvation.?’ The early messianic plays in HaBima’s repertoire, in other words, were
perceived differently by the director, who envisioned universal salvation through
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Socialism, and by the HaBima actors, who saw their theater as a symbol of the
Hebrew/Jewish renaissance. The success of plays such as David Pinski’s Der Eybiker
Yid (The Eternal Jew), S. An-ski’s Der Dybbuk, and H. Leivik’s Der Golem only
increased anti-Hebrew harassment by the establishment, but at the same time,
Stanislavsky, Maxim Gorki, and Anatoly Lunasharsky (the first Soviet commissar
of education) supported HaBima’s struggle.

One HaBima student, Moshe Halevi, immigrated in 1925 to Palestine, where
he established the HaOhel Theater. Using a revolutionary method, he searched
throughout the country for talent to take part in his studio/theater; in this way Oded
the Wanderer's main actor was found. Halevi also attempted to establish HaOhel
on foundations typical of artistic activity in the Soviet Union in the twenties, i.¢., a
theater by the workers and for the workers in which the HaOhel members held jobs
during the day and rehearsed and performed in the evenings. This arrangement
did not survive for long; the performers soon became professional actors who, in
addition to Biblical materials also included workers’ themes in their repertoire.
After a tour in 1928, HaBima, for its part, decided to move to Palestine in 1931,
thus inaugurating a major cultural locus within the Yishuv.

“Making the Desert Bloom:” The Production of Emptiness

Although sound films had already been in distribution for several years, the first
feature-length narrative film of the Yishuv, Oded the Wanderer, was produced as a
silent film with a small budget 0f 400 Liras. Because it was made in completely local,
technically primitive conditions, its preparations and shooting required two years.
It was based on the Tzvi Lieberman story of the same title, with a director credit
to Hayeem Halachmi, and shot and edited by Nathan Axelrod. Axelrod claims
that in fact he directed the film as well.?! Since Halachmi came from theater, it
is plausible to assume that he worked with the actors, while Axelrod directed the
cinematography. Oded the Wanderer tells the story of a Sabra (native-born Jew),
Oded (Shimon Povsner), who goes on a brief outing organized by his school.
During the trip he records his impressions in a diary. As his mind wanders toward
his written reflections, he loses touch with his classmates. His teacher (Moshe
Horgel from HaMatate Theater), with the help of a tourist, Milson (Menahem
Genessin of HaBima), Oded’s father (Shimon Finkel of HaBima), and some of
his classmates, searches for him and finally brings him back home, but only after
releasing Milson from the Bedouins, who have kidnapped him.

Oded’s attempts to find his way back, as well as the complementary efforts
to find him, become the pretext for the display of the country’s landscapes in a
travelogue of Palestine which the filmmakers hoped might lead to institutional
support. When the film was screened before the national institutions in hope of
distribution by the Jewish National Fund, the Fund’s representatives complained
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about the lack of inspirational imagery: “The film is a film indeed, but there is too
much desolation . .. Where is the renewed and constructive Eretz Israel, where is
the pioneering spirit, the blossoming orchards, the sprinklers.”22

FEI (Film Eretz Israel), the company which produced Oded the Wanderer, then
filmed the requested images, but the Jewish National Fund still chose not to
distribute the film. The film was received enthusiastically by Jewish journalists
and the audience, however, when it was shown for eight weeks to a packed house
in Tel Avivs Eden Cinema—a distinguished achievement considering the small
Jewish population in Palestine. (Its success even stimulated the establishment of
several ephemeral film companies.)

According to Hayeem Halachmi, the filmmakers contacted an Egyptian distrib-
utor for foreign distribution,?® but after a few days and subsequent to payment
for the prints, the Egyptian notified the filmmakers that he had lost the negative.
Fortunately they had kept a work-print from which the Israeli Film Archive man-
aged to reconstruct the film in 1963. (The actual work was done by Hayeem
Halachmi’s son, Yossef Halachmi.) The extant copy was in terrible shape, with
sequences spliced incorrectly and some sequences missing. Other sequences not in
the original, meanwhile, had been added over the years, when the film was shown
by different organizations, in accord with specific political agendas. While in the
original, for example, Nahalal (a village in the Jezreel Valley) farmers ploughed
the land with horses, the Zionist institution preferred more “modern” images of
tractors, and so the desired images of tractors were added, while other institutions
requested other favored images, of cows and ships, for example, to show the de-
velopment of the country—often without the least concern for plausibility or for
the overall coherence of the film’s plot.

Like documentaries of the same period, Oded the Wanderer—the first fiction fea-
ture to speak of Sabras and the Yishuv—also documents the country’s landscapes.
As Shimon Povsner, who played Oded, testifies, “There were trips to different
places in the country, because the main purpose of the film was to show Eretz
Israel and its people. The director made efforts to reveal the most beautiful cor-
ners, those that city people rarely have a chance to see.”> Oded the Wanderer also
gratifies the Diaspora Jewish desire to see and know both the old Biblical land and
the modern Hebrew Yishuv. (The qualifier “Hebrew” in this period entered the
Zionist lexicon as referring to the Jews in Palestine, thus implying a break with
Diaspora Jewry, and indicating both a connection to the historical past in Eretz
Israel and to the renewed nationality with the old/new language. “Hebrew man”
is the predecessor of “Israeli.”) In this sense, the film implies the continuity of an
indissoluble Jewish bond with the land of Israel. The literalization of knowledge
through a bodily connection to the land is conveyed first by the very theme of the
film—the Hebrew school trip around Eretz Israel. Collective trips were a norm
in Hebrew and later in Israeli schools, as well as in the various Zionist youth
movements and in organizations such as the Association for the Protection of
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The Sabra masters the land: Oded the Wanderer.
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Nature. The desire to know the country, to master its topography, became virtu-
ally institutionalized in the educational system as an academic field, Yedi’at haAretz
(Knowledge of the Country/Land) suggesting a broader and deeper unveiling of
the country than that of mere surface geography.

The emphasis on images of the Land and Nature in the film are intrinsic to
Oded’s and his classmates’ “Sabraness” and are intended as an antithesis to two
thousand years of lack of knowledge of the land of Israel. The land here forms
the contrary of “Egyptian” bondage, just as free farming constitutes the opposite
of slave labor. Oded—the name is typically Sabra—wanders in the open space of
the land of the Fathers (Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob), unlike the Wandering Jew
of the narrow shtetl of the Diaspora. Two thousand years of living a vicarious
textual geography through the scriptural nostalgia for the Promised Land and
of being forced into non-agricultural work is transformed by the Zionist into
a concrete touching of a palpable land. The territorialist tendency advances in
its religious formulation the idea of the Land as quasi-magical transformer and
guarantor of blessings. Already the titles literalize this process of concretization.
Tzvi Goldyn’s drawings in the background of the credits show the title, Oded
the Wanderer moving from the left to the right side of the screen over the im-
age of a dry land, while “FEI production” appears against the background of a
drawing of a gazelle, plants, and a cluster of grapes—images associated with the
Biblical land (clusters of grapes—one of the seven fruits a Jew has to bless as the
fruits of Eretz Israel—tend to ornament Jewish texts such as the Passover Hag-
gadah). Oded the Wanderer externalizes the Zionist desire for a physical Eretz Israel
and turns literal what was before, in George Steiner’s phrase, a purely “textual
homeland.”

Oded the Wanderer explicitly fuses history with geography. The teacher explains
to the children during the trip, for example, that “Until just a few years ago
the Valley of Jezreel was desolate and neglected until your fathers came and
with their work and energy, revived the valley and turned it into a source of
life and work.” The images documenting agricultural work following his speech
provide visual verification for what is presented as extra-fictive, enjoying the status
of “documented truth.” A Soviet-style montage series summarizes the collective
life of work and progress, of ploughing, sowing, harvesting, sinking wells, and
operating progressively more modernized machines—a summary that celebrates
the fruitful results of zvoda ivrit (Hebrew work) and avoda atzmit (self work).

Avoda ivrit and avoda atzmit have formed orienting principles (although with
different emphases) within the Zionist movement, suggesting that one should
earn from one’s own and not from hired labor, an idea whose origins trace back
to the Haskalah, or eighteenth-century Hebrew Enlightenment. Many Jewish
thinkers, writers, and poets such as Avraham Mapu, Yossef H. Brener, Dov Ber
Borochov, Aharon D. Gordon, and Berl Katzenelson highlighted the necessity of
transforming Jews by “productive labor,” especially agricultural labor. Relatively
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leftist movements such as Poalei Zion (The Workers of Zion) and HaPoel haTzair
(The Young Worker)—movements that aspired to synthesize two prevailing revo-
lutionary conceptions concerning European Jews, one which saw the only solution
as a national one in Eretz Israel and another conception whereby a solution for
Jews necessarily formed part of a wider Socialist-internationalist solution for the
world as a whole—supported the “non-exploitation” of Arab work. They advanced
avoda ivrit as a necessary condition for Jewish recuperation, whereby Jews would
be returned to Eretz Israel and life would be organized on a more just social basis.
Foregrounding its Socialist-Zionist ideology, the Second Aliya (Jewish immigra-
tion to Palestine/Israel, 1904-1914, largely from Russia), in particular, viewed
avoda ivrit as an absolute value (its famous slogan was “kibbush haavoda” [“con-
quering of the work”]), since every people’s right to a land is conditioned not
on exploitation of the other, but on its own cultivation of the land. The Third
Aliya (1919-1923, largely from the Soviet Union), which took place following the
Russian revolution, brought further Socialist-Zionist hopes for a new society based
on justice and equality, and was a major force in establishing the collective settle-
ments. The policy and practice of avoda ivrit deeply affected the historical positive
self-image of the Hebrew pioneers and later of Israelis as involved in a noncolonial
enterprise, which unlike colonialist Europe did not exploit the “natives” and was,
therefore, perceived as morally superior in its aspirations.

In its actual historical implication, however, avoda ivrit had tragic consequences
engendering political tensions not simply between Arabs and Jews, but also secon-
darily between Sephardi Jews and Ashkenazi Jews as well as between Sephardi Jews
and Arabs. The Jewish newcomers needed a place to work in order to survive.?> For
Arab fellahin, in contrast, avoda ivrit meant the loss of employment, especially after
the ¢ffendis (land owners) sold their lands to the newcomers.2® “Hebrew work” for
them meant the boycotting of Arab labor. And for the Yemenite Jews who were
imported in order to substitute for cheap Arab labor, and who were viewed through
the same lens of superiority as were the Arab fellahin, it meant harsh conditions
(contrary to the Zionist myth, the material life of Jews in Yemen was superior
to what they encountered in Palestine/Eretz Israel) as well as exclusion from the
Socialist benefits and camaraderie enjoyed by Ashkenazi workers.”” This skewed
version of avoda ivrit generated a long-term structural competition between Arab
workers and the majoritarian group of Jewish workers, i.e., Sephardi workers. At
the same time, the fact that the dominant ideology within Zionism was Socialist
provided no guarantee against ethnocentrism. Even Marxism itself was profoundly
imbued with Eurocentric assumptions and prejudices. Marx himself, in his writings
on India, showed that he shared this colonial vision, calling for “the annihilation
of the Asiatic society, and the laying of the material foundations of Western society
in Asia,”?® while Engels supported the French conquest of Algeria as a progressive
step for the advancement of culture. In regarding Palestine as a kind of vacuum,
an empty land to be transformed by avoda ivrit, and in eliding the Arab presence
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there, Socialist-Zionist thinking was thus closely attuned to dominant nineteenth-
century European modes of thought.

Oded the Wanderer's montage-celebration of work, then, must be seen within a
precise ideological and historical context. Later narrative films portraying similar
achievements, such as Baruch Dienar’s They Were Ten (Hem Hayu Asara, 1961),
produced decades after early pioneering activities, tend toward a more anthro-
pocentric representation foregrounding the workers themselves. Oded the Wan-
derer, being closer to the period of the conceiving ideas of “Hebrew work” and a
product of the same generation of newcomers who realized the “kibbush haavoda,”
emphasizes work itself. The abstract notion of “Hebrew work” is rendered first
through the absence of the close-ups which might have fostered identification
with individual settlers. Instead, we see a farmer harvesting in a long shot while
the dissolve to a close shot shows only his legs and hands operating the scythe. Thus
work itself is fetishized, evoking A. D. Gordon’s notion of “dat haavoda” (“religion
of work”). This writer—an important figure for the Hebrew Labor movement,
although not a Socialist—viewed work, especially agricultural work, as a means
of spiritual-existential salvation for the person as well as the key to Zionist re-
demption in Eretz Israel.?? Oded the Wanderer's montage series also highlights the
natural progression from sowing to blossoms and trees, as well as the technological
progression of a machine sinking into the earth and bringing up water. Work and
water, two essential sources of life, energize the film’s enthusiastic montage.

After the teacher (and the film) offers a history lesson to the children (and
spectator) he redundantly asks them to look at the desolate mountains before
them, intoning: “The Valley of Jezreel was also desolated like these mountains
before your fathers’ hand touched them. And what they have begun you must
continue.” The modern history of the Promised Land begins, therefore, with the
return of the Hebrew pioneers; such is the Zionist myth of Origin. The Zionist call
for normalization of the situation of the Jewish people implied that two millennia
of wandering had constituted a deviation from a normative teleological history.
Only with the return—thanks to the active role of Zionism—will the Jewish people
be redeemed, and thus enter history again, becoming a “normal nation” with a
crystallized geography and history. Not only will the Jewish people be redeemed
from extrahistorical status, it was argued, but the land itself will be made fruitful.
The structural contrast between former desolation and current cultivation serves,
as in the documentary films of the period, as an encomium to Hebrew labor,
reinforcing the didactic call of the teacher to the younger generation.

The renewed contact of the Jewish people with Eretz Israel led to a certain
revival within (secular) Zionism of Biblical themes and epic stories, presented
as relevant to the modern history being carried out on the self-same land. The
working of the land lauded in Oded the Wanderer not only forms an implicit
contrast with the historical image of Diaspora peddlers and merchants, but also
represents the coming into touch with the past of the people of Israel (Am Israel)
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who worked the land of Israel (Eretz Israel) and who also fought against conquerers
within a political-military framework. It is no accident that it was in the Zionist
period that the anti-Roman rebel Bar Kokhba (whose rebellion brought disaster
and exile) was exalted and mythified as a hero after two thousand years of
neglect by the Jewish historical imagination (and, at times, even, of defamation,
for instance, by Maimonides as not being Bar Kokhba—Hebrew for “Son of a
Star”—but rather Ben Kozibah—Arabic for “Son of a Liar”). This symbolic fusion
with the dignified pre-exile past took academic expression in the form of research
into historical wars in Palestine, those mentioned in the Bible and elsewhere, now
retrospectively analyzed from a strategic point of view emphasizing the politics of
topography.

Oded’s teacher points to the pioneers’ revival of the desolate Valley of Jezreel.
Images of this valley reinforce the connotative link to the Biblical past, since the
textual memory of the spectator is informed by the knowledge that many Biblical
events took place in the Valley of Jezreel. The desolation, by implication, is a
consequence of a “land without its people;” when the Israelites return to cultivate
it, the valley is re-dynamized. The name of the Valley of Jezreel, Emek Yizrael in
Hebrew, is especially interesting in this context for its etymology; yizra' signifies
the male third person future for “to sow,” i.e., “he will sow,” and £/ means “God.”
The juxtaposition of agriculture and religion so central in Jewish texts—where
holidays are linked to the Middle Eastern seasons, and prayers allude to local
fruits and flora—becomes transmuted in secular Zionism into a celebration of the
agricultural aspects of Jewish holidays, which come to be practiced (especially in
the kibbutzim) as an homage to (the God of) Nature. Zionism deploys, in this
sense, what Walter Benjamin terms “revolutionary nostalgia,” whereby a retro-
spective look toward an idealized past historical moment becomes the trampoline
for the projection of a future utopia.

The historical fusion with the ancient Israclites—and the dramatic rupture
with the Diaspora Jew—are made explicit in another sequence as well. The young
Sabra protagonist, Oded, dressed in typical short trousers and fembel hat, is seen
against a bucolic backdrop writing in his diary—in a romantic image fusing
Text and World: “Walking, setting up the camp, and the camp itself evoke in
me historical memories. I see our compatriots, how they wandered in the desert
before entering Eretz Israel; time and again they set up the camp, wander, and
thus approach Eretz Israel.” Wandering, the desire for the Land, and the entry
into the Promised Land are viewed then as a recapitulation and a prolongation of
ancient events. The exodus from Egypt, paralleled with the Diaspora and crossing
into the “land of milk and honey” (meanwhile receiving the sacred texts and
the Ten Commandments) figures forth the advent of modern-day Israel. We see
here a Zionist version of what Auerbach calls the “figural method,” common to
both Judaic and Christian exegesis, whereby, within the overall teleology of Jewish
destiny, earlier moments of the trajectory are seen as prefiguring later moments.
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(One can detect a similar figural undercurrent in certain Hollywood spectaculars
such as Samson and Delilah [1952] and The Ten Commandments [1955], in which
the narrative opposition of ancient Israelites and pharaonic Egyptians are strangely
more evocative of the contemporary Middle East than of the Biblical past.) The
close shot of Oded’s handwriting in modern Hebrew, meanwhile, emphasizes the
contemporary linguistic renewal and the rootedness of the “people of the Book” in
the palpable Biblical landscape. The etymology of the word Hebrew, as referring
both to the people and to the language, it should be noted, derives from the root
EVR, which signifies as a noun “land/region across-beyond” and as a verb “to
travel,” “to cross.” Both Oded’s écrizure in the language celebrated by the Zionist
film, Hebrew, and the theme of his writing, the crossing of the Israclites to the
Promised Land, are evoked, then, by the resonances of the very word Hebrew.

The interaction of the Sabra with the landscape reveals still another dimension,
one carrying with it a certain ambivalence. Oded the Wanderer, in accord with
Zionist thought, typifies a Romantic image of the Sabra. The rootedness of the
healthy, happy, proud Sabra, a member of the “generation of the future,” forms
an implicit binary contrast with the image of the presumably unhealthy, self-
tormenting, and cowed Diaspora Jew lacking all concrete attachment to a land.
This concept is also conveyed through the portrayal of the American tourist, who,
unlike the simply dressed, energetic, and free-spirited, playful Sabras, dresses with
inappropriate elegance and interacts awkwardly with nature. He rides a donkey
with difficulty and is afraid of innocent spurs and thorns. A stereotypical image of
the sympathetic urban Westerner visiting the countryside, he becomes a ludicrous
figure for the tough but sweet Sabras. In Oded the Wanderer, the American plays
a role occasionally given to the stereotypically urban Jew in Hollywood films,
especially in Westerns, where the Jew is shown to be out of his normal habitat.
But if Jews in the classical Western introduce a note of parodic out-of-placeness
(for example, in The Frisco Kid, 1979), the Hebrew/Israeli, in Zionist-nationalist
films, becomes himself the Western hero, in relation to whom the others are
out-of-place. The depiction of the Sabra along the lines of a collectively desired
renewed Jewish image—as will be seen in the discussion of Sabra—accounts, in
many ways, for the success of Oded the Wanderer. Even the advertisement/review
of Eden Cinema emphasized: “Reality and art go hand in hand to highlight the
image of the Hebrew child who grows up in the motherland, healthy in body and
soul, the fresh, dreamy, and tough Hebrew Man.”

At the same time, however, the Sabra’s naturalness, associated with the reborn
land, the modern villages, and the “civilized world” of the Hebrew Yishuy, is set
in contrast to the East, to the desolation and the “wild mountains” described by
Oded in his diary. In the story Oded the Wanderer, this interaction of the “civilized”
Sabra with the nature of the “underdeveloped” world is further emphasized when
Oded, after washing his clothes, writes: “How strange it is! Do I dare sit naked next
to our house or school? And here I sit completely naked like the savages in Africa,
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who walk naked without shame. Will I return home soon or will I grow savagely
and become a savage? What a horrible thought.”*® Although this specific scene was
excised from a film directed at the puritanical Yishuv, the underlying, colonialist
attitude dominates the film as well. Even though Oded is a villager himself,
his attitude toward nature is that of a “modern” man trapped in a dangerous
and “primitive” world. The wilderness from which he feels estranged includes
the local inhabitants, to whom the camera grants no autonomy or individuality
beyond being an extension of the landscape. The teacher’s history lesson, for
example, ignores the Arab presence, denuding them of all history and geography,
in homological continuity with a Zionist discourse that consistently played down
Arab Palestine as of secondary, even negligible importance.

The Zionist enterprise was premised on the assumption of the right to access
to what was, temporarily at least, the other’s land, an assumption integral to the
Western view of the East as “available” for its interests. Yet, although Zionism
generally denied or ignored the Arab presence in Palestine, specific Zionists, at
times, posited negative characteristics for the presumably nonexistent Arabs. One
finds a tension between these two attitudes, for instance, in Chaim Weizmann’s
remarks to Arthur Balfour on May 30, 1918:

The Arabs, who are superficially clever and quick witted, worship one
thing, and one thing only—power and success . . . The British author-

ities.. . . knowing as they do the treacherous nature of the Arabs. ..

have to watch carefully and constantly.. . . The fairer the English regime
tries to be, the more arrogant the Arab becomes. . .. The present state of af-
fairs would necessarily tend toward the creation of an Arab Palestine, if there
were an Arab people in Palestine [emphasis added]. It will not in fact produce
that result because the fellah is at least four centuries behind the times, and
the effendi. . . is dishonest, uneducated, greedy, and as unpatriotic as he is
inefficient.’!

The implications of this self-contradictory attitude are revealed on some levels in
Oded the Wanderer. Axelrod’s and Halachmi’s camera, which imagistically sustains
the teacher’s speech concerning an “empty” and abandoned Palestine prior to the
arrival of the pioneers, ironically reproduces through location shooting two Arab
women carrying baskets on their heads, walking in a direction opposite to Oded’s
class. Along with regarding a Third World area as devoid of people, largely by
sublimating the “natives” into part of the wilderness, the film also denigrates the
Arab presence through the hierarchy of casting and representation; while some of
the fictitious Bedouins are played by actual Bedouins, the major Bedouin role is
given to Dvora Halachmi, the director’s wife, who enacts the “exotic woman.”

In comparison to the source story, the film reduces the contact of the Sabras
with the Bedouins. In the story, the “exotic natives” show hospitality to the lost
Oded; indeed, he spends a few days recuperating in their tents. The description of
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the evolving relationship is focalized through Oded, in contrast to the omniscient
narrator’s earlier description of the Hebrew village and the class’s trip. The form of
presentation shifts, upon the entry of the Bedouins into the story, to the particular
point of view of the protagonist, and thus to the binarism of observer/observed,
subject/object. As in European humanist-colonialist literature, the Bedouins are
presented as “natives” who have never before seen Western clothing and who are
bedazzled by Oded’s stories about the world of modern technology and education.
The poor Bedouin children, astonished by the happy life of Hebrew children, yearn
for enlightenment. Oded’s impressions of his voyage into the depths of the Orient
are written in the exemplary genre of the European expeditionary/travelogue
diary.

Here not only is nature savage, but the people as well. One of them once

saw a train, and he tells wonders about it; a second went to Tiberias and was

amazed by the big city, with its many houses, stores, and wealth. None of

them knows how to read and write. Except for what happens to their flocks,
their tents, and the neighboring villages, they know nothing but savagery,
savagery.>*

One of the Bedouins, furthermore, proffers self-incriminatory testimony: “You
the Jews are learned, educated, you know everything. And we are savages.”?> Oded
takes on a missionary role of teaching them to read and write Arabic, rescuing
Homo Arabicus from his own obscurantism, reconstructing his lost script and thus
restoring his “real” language. Oded takes back to the Hebrew village his excellent
student, Khalil, to acquire disciplined knowledge “in order to spread it” among
the Arabs, thus instructing the Orient in the ways of the modern West. The story
ends with the superficial harmony of non-equals: Oded and Khalil shake hands,
promising to be friends forever. Although the role of enlightening the “primitives,”
part of a Zionist “mission civilisatrice,” is minimized in the film, compared with the
story, the conception of redemption by Zionist progenitors lies at the core of both
texts, but realized in the film, as we have seen, more through the reconstruction
of the land than through the denigration of its inhabitants.

Imaging Palestine: Pioneer Sabras and Exotic Arabs

While Oded the Wanderer was still in the production phase, the impresario Ze'ev
Markovitz invited the young Polish filmmaker Alexander Ford to direct a film
about the pioneers, after seeing Ford’s earlier film, The Streer Legion (Legion Ulicy,
1932), about abandoned street children. Alchough Ford arrived in Palestine with-
out a prepared script, he was clear about choosing a style of “dramatic reportage,”
combining documentary elements with staged scenes along the lines of The Street
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Legion.> Over a period of six months, Ford, together with his wife, Olga, and
the German cinematographer Frank Weinmar, toured the country shooting doc-
umentary footage—at times employing hidden cameras—of diverse events such
as the World Makabiya (international Jewish sport competition), Jewish-Arab
clashes, and Nabby Mussa (Prophet Moses) Muslim celebrations. While most of
the authentic material was later edited in Poland into a series of newsreels and a
short film titled Ererz Israeli Chronicled,® other parts, such as the Nabby Mussa
celebrations, were included in Szbra. Through direct contact with the country, the
original invitation to produce a film about the pioneers metamorphosed gradually
into a film about Jewish-Arab tensions and the struggle over land and water.

The cinema followed the same trajectory as the modern Hebrew literature
of Palestine (written since the late nineteenth-century), which at first revolved
around pioneer characters resuscitating a desolate land, while only decades later the
Arab presence erupted into stories in the form of violence, precipitating dramatic
catharsis in which the Jewish hero reaches virtual martyr status. In cinema, the first
phase of primary focus on the pioneer took place in the early documentaries, while
the Arab presence made itself felt only in the thirties. Beginning in the thirties, then,
fiction films form part of an evolving context of nationalist conflict that penetrates
all Hebrew fictions. Even when not foregrounding the nationalist theme, as in
Oded the Wanderer, the films allude to it by highlighting the cultural tensions of
Occident and Orient, invariably ending with the peaceful and “logical” triumph
of the former over the latter. The original invitation to Alexander Ford, in other
words, to direct a film along more traditional documentary lines, with little concern
with the Arab “element,” was transformed through the filmmaker’s experience in
Palestine, with the result that he registered, from a specific perspective, the central
Zionist issue, not the pioneer in a vacuum, but rather the pioneer in a specific
Arab context. In this sense, the production story of Sabra reflects the evolving
preoccupations of Zionism, whose early texts, especially those written prior to
actual travels in Palestine, ignored or minimized the Arab issue; it was to require
decades of ongoing tensions to force the issue to center stage.

Sabra, the first sound feature film, revolves around a group of Jewish immigrants
who, after buying a desolate piece of land from an Arab Sheik, settle close to an
Arab village. Although initially welcomed, the enthusiastic young pioneers soon
find themselves the victims of Arab irrationality, being blamed for a drought
presumably caused by their pioneer witchcraft. The objective hardships of the
idealistic newcomers on a waterless soil are now exacerbated by Arab hostility.
Misled by the exploitative Sheik, the Arabs attack the Zionist settlers just when
the latter find water. The bloodthirsty Arabs cease their destruction, however,
when it is revealed that it was the Sheik himself who had closed the Arab well.
This discovery about the true nature of the greedy Arab leader as opposed to the
generous Zionists is “blessed” by a happy downrush of water, leading to acceptance
by the Arabs, and to peace and harmony.
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Sabra was made with a relatively high budget (5,000 Liras), and the lab work,
synchronization, and editing were performed in Poland, in contrast with Oded
the Wanderer, which was completely made in Palestine on a very low budget
(400 Liras). Despite the happy ending, British censorship objected to Szbra because
it showed clashes between Arabs and Jews. The film, it should be added, was
originally intended to have a tragic ending in which a young Jewish shepherd and
a young Arab woman would be killed during the clashes. Due to the producer’s
pressures and in the hopes of persuading British censors, the ending was changed:
the Arab woman bandages the wounds of the shepherd, following a sequence of
images intimating a future of harmonious progress and modernization spearheaded
by the pioneers. The British censored the film, nevertheless, for a potpourri of
offenses, calling it “propagandist, anti-Arab, leftist, and dangerous.”®® Pressures
from Zionist institutions did not change the decision. Yaacov Davidon testified
that he exhibited Sabra in the thirties and forties after changing its title to 7he
Pioneers (HeHalutzim) and excising all the combat sequences, thus minimizing
the Arab presence in the film. In 1954 the excised sequences were reinstated and
shown in the first film festival in Haifa.

Sabra was dubbed in both Polish and Hebrew versions and premiered success-
fully in Poland in 1933. Warsaw critics received the film with mixed feelings (e.g.,
praising the script but denouncing the film’s technical inadequacies).”” While in
Poland there were arguments about whether the film was pro-Zionist or pro-
Arab (the Polish critic Stanislav Yanitski, for example, claimed that the film was
anti-Zionist, since it showed Arabs defending their rights), the Hebrew Yishuv in
Palestine received it as supportive of Zionism.*® Ford, as one of the leading actors
in Sabra, Shimon Finkel, recalls, was skeptical about the Zionist enterprise,39 and
although he was offered a job in Palestine, he returned to Poland, later becoming
an important figure in the Polish film industry.%°

A close reading of Sabra may help to clarify the patterns of representation of
Arabs within Israeli fiction, patterns set long before the establishment of the state.
The sounds and images of Szbra form a kind of aesthetic tributary to mainstream
Zionist ideology; they typify the films of the period, even those not directly
funded or assigned by Zionist institutions. The title “Sabra” already epitomizes
the stance taken by a film which can be regarded as an example of “didactic
allegory.” In Hebrew “Sabra” literally refers to the cactus plant, common in the area
(“prickly pear” in English), thorny on the outside but sweet on the inside. While
it denotes the native-born Jews, it also came to metaphorize the Zionist concept
of the prototype of the newly emerging Jew in Eretz Isracl, whose characteristics
constitute the antithesis of the image of the Diaspora Jew. The mythological Sabra
was created by the immigrant generation of pioneers who raised the native-born
children as the hope of Jewish salvation and universal values, thus endowing this
first generation with the proud status of a kind of moral aristocracy. The Sabra,

as pointed out by the legal scholar-politician Amnon Rubinstein,! was born into
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a vacuum in which the ideal figure of education is not the father but a collective,
abstract “I.” The mythological Sabra literature, therefore, was premised on the
absent Diaspora parent. The heroes were celebrated as eternal children devoid of
parents, as though born by spontaneous generation of nature, as, for example,
in Moshe Shamir’s novel I His Own Hands (Bemo Yadav) which introduces the
protagonist as follows: “Elik was born from the sea.” In this paradoxical and
idiosyncratic version of the Freudian Familien-roman, Zionist parents raised their
own children to see themselves as historical foundlings, worthy of more dignified,
romantic, and powerful progenitors.

The process of the Sabra’s mythification condensed various Zionist ideals. The
myth involved, for example, a multi-leveled mystique of physicality. The Sabra has
been portrayed as healthy looking, tanned, with European features. (Short stories,
novels, plays, and films quite often even attributed blond hair and blue eyes to
their heroes.) In terms of personality, the Sabra is cleansed of all “Jewish” inferiority
complexes, a kind of child of nature (a conception partially influenced by Gustav
Wyneken and the Jugendkultur [Youth Culture] fashionable in Germany at the
turn of the century, especially in the German youth movement, Wandervogel),
confident, proud, and brave, with a mask of cynical toughness in language and
manner, which, as with the sabra plant, conceals great sensitivity and tenderness.
In terms of profession, Sabras are workers of the land, forming part of the collective
effort to be “normal.” Collectively, they negate what one of the Marxist-Zionist
founding fathers, Dov Ber Borochov, termed the “inverted pyramid,” i.e., the
situation in which “exterritorial Jews” were forced into nonproductive secondary
economic areas (commerce, middlemen).*? In Palestine, the “inverted pyramid,”
it was hoped, would give way to an egalitarian Hebrew society. As opposed to
the Jewish “loftiness” both in profession and in relation of Zion, the Sabras were
perceived as cultivating the land, and enjoying the fruits of their own labor—and
therefore, at long last, fully rooted in the Biblical landscape.

Within the reality of conflict with Arabs, and later in the post-Holocaust context,
furthermore, the very physicality of the Sabra came to evoke the notion of the
strong, robust Hebrew/Israeli who fights back and resists victimization, who refuses
to go like a “sheep to the slaughter.” The superior Sabra, in other words, avenges
the historical inferiority of the Diaspora father. Yossef Trumpeldor, the turn-of-
the-century immigrant from Russia, for example, whose single hand (the other was
lost in the Russian-Japanese war) ploughed during the day and wielded a guard-
rifle at night, and who said, after being fatally wounded by the Arabs, “7ov lamut
be'ad artzenu” (“It is good to die for our country”), became a kind of mythic figure
incarnating the proud new Jew. Expression of fear, weakness, and humiliation
came to be despised as “galutyeemn” (belonging to the Diaspora), while courage
and “standing tall” came to be regarded as constitutive Sabra/Israeli traits which
ultimately penetrated political discourse, constituting a kind of characterological
paradigm for the young nation.
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The very title of Sabra, then, intimates the perspective through which the nar-
rative is focalized. The credit sequence literalizes the titular motif through images
of a sabra plant against a background of clouds, evoking the positive stereotype of
the native-born pioneer whose thorny exterior hides an inner visionary, dreamy,
and idealistic quality, a theme carried over into the language by such phrases as
“holmim velohamim” (“dreamers and fighters”). The credit-sequence image of sabra
plants then dissolves to images of stormy seas, ominous clouds accompanied by
claps of thunder, superimposed with titles over a shot of crashing waves, cutting
into the first sequence of camel-borne pioneers on their way to the settlement.
Sturm-und-Drang commentative music, making instrumental allusion to pioneer
song motifs, here sets the ponderously didactic tone of the film as a whole. The
sequencing of the images, proceeding from sea to land, also recapitulates the per-
spective of the Europeans who arrive in the East from the sea, from the West,
geographically (Mediterranean), metaphorically (identifying with Europe), and
even linguistically (since yam in Hebrew signifies both “sea” and “west”).

An intertitle:—*It is not a very long time since an enthusiastic group of young
people, sick of the ‘advantages’ of civilization, arrived in the Promised Land in order
to begin a life full of efforts and trouble but new and free’—reveals, meanwhile,
an ambivalence toward Europe which was to characterize many Zionist films.
Zionism, after all, was born against the illuminated backdrop, as it were, of the
incendiary fires of the Russian pogroms of the 1880s and the seismological shock
of the Dreyfus Affair. On the one hand, then, Europe represents the locus of
pogroms, persecution, and anti-Semitism—a place a Jew must abandon in order
to be free—on the other, it represents civilization, knowledge, and enlightenment.
The film places the advantages of Europe in quotation marks, therefore, not
because Europe does not possess advantages but because Jews had never been free
to enjoy them. Jews could only enjoy the enlightenment of the “civilized world” in a
new territory, which became—Dby consensus—the Middle Eastern Promised Land
after the “Uganda crisis” in the Zionist Congress. There, Jews would, ironically,
reconstruct the very “civilized world” they left behind.

This ambivalent relation to Europe also has implications for the attitude to-
ward Palestine and its inhabitants, discernible both in the Jewish characters and
in the ideology underlying the film. As in many First World films about the Third
World, the vantage point is that of the Westerner arriving in a new place, passing
through the open space, and gradually stripping the land of its mystery. The motif
of European newcomers’ first perspective on the land and its inhabitants, seen in
the film’s initial juxtaposition of sea and land, carries with it a certain historical
burden, sensed, for example, in innumerable Hollywood films concerning First
World/Third World encounters. In the following sequence, furthermore, the spec-
tator discovers the existence of Arab villages quite literally through the point of
view of the European immigrants, and then is introduced to Arab “manners” and
“customs” through the European settlers’ gaze, all accompanied by Hollywood, Ali
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Baba-like “exotic” musical themes. A panning camera, for example, follows the
responses of the newcomers to Arab cuisine, which they are obliged by politeness
to eat with their hands. One of the newcomers hiccoughs and is unable to eat
the alien food. The Arabs are hospitable, the sequence suggests, but what they
have to offer is scarcely worth accepting. (Albert Memmi in The Colonizer and the
Colonized discusses this snobbish attitude of Europeans toward Arab hospitality,
whereby a virtue, generosity, was turned into a vice, stupidity.)

In a film made thirty years later, Baruch Dienar’s They Were Ten (Hem Hayu
Asara, 1961), which revolves around the same theme—the valiant struggle of ten
Russian Jews to found a colony in Palestine in the late nineteenth-century, focusing
on their attempt to develop the barren land in the face of Arab resentment and
Turkish obstructionism—we encounter a similar structuring of imagery. The Arab
village is seen in the distance and from the point of view of the newcomers. Later in
the film, when one of the settlers takes an adventurous walk to the neighboring Arab
village, the exploration is focalized through him: the movements of the hand-held
camera in the narrow lanes of the village subjectivize his impressions, not merely
as being from his point of view, but also as relaying his dynamic movement across
a passive, static place, gradually unveiling its mystery. And in the house of the
Mukhtar (head of the village), the spectator wins visual access to Oriental treasures
through the eyes of the European discoverer. The pioneer films, in other words,
claim to initiate the Western spectator into Oriental culture. The spectator, along
with the pioneers, comes to master, in a remarkably telescoped period of time
(in terms of both “story” and “discourse” time) the codes of a foreign culture,
shown as simple, stable, unselfconscious, and susceptible to facile apprehension.
Any possibility of dialogic interaction and of a dialectical representation of the
East/West relation is excluded from the outset. The films thus reproduce the
colonialist mechanism by which the Orient, rendered as devoid of any active
historical or narrative role, becomes the passive object of study and spectacle.

In Sabra, in particular, the early ambiguous portrayal of legendary Arab hospi-
tality soon gives way to a more frankly negative portrait of Arab rituals: the tribe
people clap rhythmically as an Arab dances with a sword. The film intercuts to
close-ups of the smiling Sheik informing the pioneers: “Our people always dance;
at birthdays, weddings, funerals, or at the approach of the enemy.” The sudden
intrusion of aggressivity, in other words, is first associated with the Arabs through
the sword dance on the image track, as well as through the Sheik’s disturbing
reference to enemies on the dialogue level. A close-up shows the Sheik curling
his lips and casting an evil look. After he bears witness against himself and his
group—"“We are poor savage people’—the film cuts to a shot of desert land, while
we still hear the voice-over of the Sheik accusing the pioneers: “And you are en-
tering a beautiful and fertile land.” The contradiction between the arid “reality”
on the image track undercutting the “unreal” accusation of the Sheik is further
underlined by a rhetorical panning of the camera along the desert sands following
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the Sheik’s monologue. The land the pioneers are about to enter, the film further
suggests, was legally purchased. The characterization of the Arab leader as irra-
tional in terms of his unjustified need for aggression and as a prevaricator in his
blind arguments, as we shall see later, has important ideological implications.

The origins and mentality of Zionism, as pointed out by scholars like Maxime
Rodinson,* can be traced to the conditions of nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century Europe, not only in terms of anti-Semitism but also in terms of the
rapid expansion of capitalism and the empire building which led finally to the
first imperialist world war. Zionism cannot, of course, be simplistically equated
with colonialism or imperialism. Unlike colonialism, Zionism constituted a re-
sponse to millennial oppression and, in counter-distinction to the classical colonial
paradigm, in this case metropolis and colony were ideologically located in the self-
same place. There was no France or Great Britain to which one might repatriate
profits or to which one might return after colonial expeditions. Palestine/Eretz
Israel, furthermore, had always been the symbolic seat of Jewish cultural identity.
At the same time Zionism was clearly allied to Western colonial interests, was
ideologically inflected by colonialist discourse, and often behaved in a colonialist
manner, especially in its deprecatory attitude toward what we would now call
Third World lands and peoples and their rights. Written during the period of
European colonialism in the Orient, Zionist texts perform a kind of topographical
reductionism, whereby Palestine is ultimately rendered as little more than a desert
or a swamp, an unproductive land awaiting Western penetration and fecundation.
(Viewing a region as originally barren or neglected, we might remember, was a
rather standard justification for colonial conquest.) The settlers with their ad-
vanced mentality and technology were presumed to have only beneficial effects on
this “underdeveloped land.” It is only within this context, of viewing one’s deeds as
manifesting a higher morality, that we can understand the naively idealistic thrust
of films like Sabra with its literalization of the phrase “to make the desert bloom,”
presented without a trace of self-doubt, as a heroic image of the pioneers and their
political practice in Palestine.

The pioneers in Sabra embody the humanitarian and liberationist project of
Zionism. They carry with them, in many ways, the same banner of the “universal”
“civilizing mission” that European powers proclaimed during their surge into the
“underdeveloped” world. Alternating sequences between the Hebrew settlement
and the Arab village, the film imagistically compares the structure of the two
societies, directing the sympathies of the spectator to the young enthusiasts. A series
of iterative shots, to use Gérard Genette’s terminology, show primitive fellahin at
work, children laboring as the Sheik looks on with indolence, thus revealing the
backwardly hierarchical structure of the Arab community, here contrasted with the
innovating egalitarianism of the settlement, in which the (collective) landowners
and the workers are one and the same. The inconsequential and unreflective work
of Arab peasants is foiled by the pioneers’ glowing productivity and conscious
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solidarity. As revolutionary idealists, they, unlike the Arabs, are clearly illuminated
by a goal and a vision. Despite their past naive anticipations of an already forested
new land—the visualization of which is accompanied by music evoking certain
leitmotifs of what was to become the national anthem “HaTikva” (“The Hope”)—
they continue their struggle within the present desert. As in They Were Ten, the
film emphasizes the Europeanized intellectual formation of the pioneers. In Sabra,
a flashback conveys a settler’s memories of past work with a printing machine
connotatively associated with revolutionary activity, much as, in 7hey Were Ten,
the pioneers show their mastery of Pushkin and Chekhov. Thus, the films reinforce
the image of the pioneers as possessors of knowledge, implicitly suggesting their
potential power to enlighten an Orient presumed to be living in the Dark Ages.
Their spiritual superiority is further emphasized in both Sabra and They Were Ten,
since despite their formation as intellectuals they are largely shown in physical
contact with the earth, culminating in images of a productive revivification of a
once wasted soil.

The early contrast between the two societies is sharpened throughout Sabra,
forming part of the evolving conflict. The already exploited fellahin are forced by
the Sheik to pay exorbitant prices for water—a price far beyond their means. The
drought forces one of the older Arabs to implore the Sheik to provide water from
his large well. (Both roles are enacted by Jews.)* Portrayed as a cruel feudal lord,
the Sheik dangles his feet pleasurably in the water as he responds: “No money,
no water.” And the older Arab answers: “You have stones instead of a heart. But
your rule is not for long; the new immigrants will give everybody water without
payment.” Not only is the Arab character himself made, by Zionist ventriloquism,
to expose the exploitative attitude of his leader; he is also made to laud the humane
generosity of the Zionists’ Socialist attitudes. In 7hey Were Ten, similarly, the Arabs
impede settler access to the well, legally supposed to be shared by both Arabs and
Jews. When the settlers forcefully realize their rights to the well, however, the
film emphasizes their moral superiority and a generosity which surprises even the
Arabs. Sabra, meanwhile, suggests that the Sheik exploits the drought in order to
provoke the Arab fellahin against the pioneers by blaming them for the drought,
since otherwise, as the Sheik himself confesses: “I will lose my reputation and my
water income.” (Karl Wittfogel claims, interestingly, that Oriental despotism has
its origins in control of the water supply.)®®

The characterization of the Sheik points to one of the Zionist (especially the
Socialist-Zionist) arguments also used by the European left (especially before 1967)
in support of the Zionist struggle. The presumed Socialist nature of Zionism be-
comes a justification for land acquisition. Jewish liberation is seen as also liberating
Oriental peasants oppressed by pleasure-loving feudal lords. This Socialist outlook
animated much of the Yishuv—at least in its earliest waves, precisely those waves
that exercised the greatest influence on the collective ideology. Yet, as Rodin-
son points out, this Socialist outlook is not incompatible with the simultaneous
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colonial character of the Yishuv: “A society that internally ranks among the most
democratic or the most Socialist can quite easily have relations with the outside
world in which they deny the rights of other societies. 4

The theoreticians of Jewish nationalism paid very little attention to the societies
their project threatened to hurt or destroy, believing that Jewish political renewal
could have only a benign effect on these societies and consequently it was pointless
to determine in advance the nature of the relations to be established with them.
In this sense, Rodinson continues:

The analogy with the mental attitude of the French colonizers. . . imbued

with the democratic ideology of the French Revolution, is obvious. It was

for their own good that the Algerians and the Tonkinese were subjugated.

In this way they would be prepared little by little for the day when later—
much later—they would understand the Declaration of the Rights of Man
and when, still later, it could be applied to them t00.4

The conflict between the humanist ideology of Socialist Zionism and the real
praxis of Jewish domination in Palestine found “resolution” in the inviting thesis
that the Arab masses, subjected to “feudalism” and exploited by their fellow
countrymen, stood only to benefit from the Jewish conquest, at least in the long
run. The epilogue of Sabra, which celebrates the flourishing of technology and the
blossoming of agriculture in Palestine, implicitly celebrates the success of Jewish-
European settlers in hewing a civilization out of a godforsaken wilderness. Within
this humanist ideology, the Arabs are thought to be made, or prepared to be made,
happy in spite of themselves.

The superiority of pioneer over Arab society in Sabra is also suggested through
the portrayal of the status of women in the two communities. As equal members
of the collective, women pioneers work alongside the men, and even betray—in
accordance with a positive female stereotype—an enhanced mental capacity to
continue the struggle in times of crisis. Images of women working the land and,
in later films, wielding weapons further strengthen this egalitarian mystique.48 (In
fact, even in the communes women were still largely limited to traditional roles.)
Sabra, furthermore, directly correlates female equality with conformity to Zionist
pioneering ideals. In contrast to the hard-working pioneer-woman who sacrifices
her beauty and comfortable life in Europe, the provocatively dressed Jezebel-
like woman figure refuses to abandon the hedonistic life of drinking, dancing, and
listening to the “gramophone” in the pioneers’ tent. The film enforces identification
with her boyfriend’s puritanical censure, culminating in his final expression of
contempt: “You only know how to drink, while we go hungry. You would have
danced all your life, but here dancing is death.”

In They Were Ten, produced at a distance of decades from the early pioneer
practices, the concept of the pioneer woman as a madonna is further exalted, and
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Testimony to modernity: The female pioneer in Sabra.

even mythologized into the status of a veritable Great Mother. The film portrays
Manya (Ninet Dienar), the only woman among nine men living in over-crowded
conditions, as unable to find the privacy even to fulfill her promise as a wife
to her pioneer husband (Oded Teomi). An exemplum of self-abnegation, she is
characterized as a substitute mother who takes care of all the pioneers’ needs.
When one of the pioneers desires her, however, she rebuffs him, leading to his
embarrassed confession of moral weakness. The only lovemaking between Manya
and her husband during the film takes place outdoors, and leads to her pregnancy.
Fulfilling her ultimate woman-mother role of giving fruitful birth, she dies shortly
thereafter, suffering the fate of the frontier woman in many Western films.

While pioneer women in Sabra are granted few roles and little dialogue, no
dialogue whatsoever is accorded the Arab women, who appear but briefly in the
film. The few shots of Arab women reduce their image to the exotic Orientals
familiar to the Western imagination. A rather improbable mélange features a belly
dancer with a ring in her nose, a dot on her forehead, and a jar on her head, thus
condensing several Third World female stereotypes. The dot on the forchead is

usually associated with women from India, and specifically Hindu women, while
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The self-sacrificing frontier mother: They Were Ten.

the ring in the nose is more common in Africa, and a jar is usually carried on
the head for practical rather than exotic-artistic purposes. This Hollywood-style
“mark of the plural,” to use Albert Memmyi’s terminology, flattens a diversity of
Third World cultures in an unlikely synthesis, much like Hollywood films such as
The Sheik (1921), which superimposes an Indian-style dance onto a presumably
Arab dancer, and The Thief of Bagdad (1924), which melds the visual traces of
civilizations as diverse as Arab, Persian, Chinese, and Indian into a single figure of
the exotic Orient. While the belly dancer in Sabra leaves the screen when an Arab
man signals for her to go, the equally brief appearance of a noble Arab woman
is associated with one of the pioneers. She exchanges with him shyly affectionate
glances early in the film and later succors his wound and gives him water as in the
classical-Biblical figure of the worthy woman.

Presented as ignorant of the potential salvation being offered them, however,
the Arab masses are preparing to attack while the pioneers, struggling against
relentless sun and frequent injuries, dig for water. Images of Arabs gathering
during Nabby Mussa celebrations (some of the footage shot by Ford is authentic),
plant in the spectatorial mind the subtle expectation of subsequent Arab violence.
Under British colonialism in Palestine, it must be pointed out, the Nabby Mussa
religious ritual also became a nationalist platform, for example, in 1919 and 1920,
for attacking the Hebrew Yishuv. Sabra’s juxtaposition of Islamic tradition with
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preparations to destroy the Jewish settlement, in the absence of all reference to a
general nationalist Arab upsurge, however, becomes a mere reproduction of the
Eurocentric view of Islamic fanaticism. (Indeed, although Zionism was a product
of the same historical forces that produced Arab nationalism, it has tended to
minimize and denigrate such affinities and analogies.)

Floating into irrational ecstasy, the Arabs, like the Indians of Hollywood West-
erns, dance around the fire, clapping their hands for water. They pray to God
and to “Mohammad, His Only Prophet,” while one of them tears his clothes
and exclaims: “O righteous Allah, curse those who caused our misfortune!” With
swords in the air, the crowd screams for revenge: “Death to the infidel!” Lurk-
ing behind these images of Muslim Arab irrationality and bloodthirstiness lies
the perennial European fear of jihad. (The equivalent Western/Christian term
“crusade,” frequently used in Occidental political discourse, meanwhile, has never
been seen as similarly reflecting religious irrationalism, even though it too, histori-
cally evokes religious fanaticism, intolerance, and implicitly the use of force.) In still
another dimension, the segment of ritualistic preparation for violence can be seen
as projecting onto Arabs, as the new Goyim, the experience of Jews in Europe with
the old Goyim (Christians). The Arab accusation against the Jewish immigrants,
unjustifiably blamed for bewitching the water, is reminiscent of similar accusa-
tions in Europe, as during the “black plague.” Thus Jewish anxiety about Goyis-
che (Christian) violence is here combined with the Western view of the Muslim,
to quote H. A. R. Gibb, as having an aversion to “the thought-processes of
rationalism.”#’

Immediately preceding the actual attack by the Arabs, the film celebrates the
pioneers’ spirit and brings spectatorial identification to a kind of paroxysm; after
their long and painful sacrifice, the pioneers, at the edge of despair, locate a source
of water. They celebrate by singing: “We will all become crazy and create miracles.”
The utopian moment of celebration, consecrating a major step toward creating a
civilization, is interrupted, however, in a pattern which we will encounter in other
films, by Arab bloodthirstiness. Together with the pioneers, the spectator perceives
the Arabs, in long shot, approaching the small band of settlers. The construction
of a mass of Arabs (quantity) attacking a handful of Jews (quality) comes to
form, over the years, a kind of David/Goliath leitmotif in the representation of
the Israeli/Arab conflict, frequent through the early 1970s. When the Arabs are
about to stab the settlers with knives, an Arab child reveals the truth that it was
the Sheik who closed the well. This mythical moment of Arab prise de conscience
of the corruption of their leadership generates, within the Zionist logic of the
film, the non sequitur that the settlers must, therefore, be welcomed (rather than
the logic of independence and Socialism for the Arab peasants). The cognitive
break, with its clear didactic thrust, follows with a deus-ex-machina solution of
the conflict in the form of a providential fall of water. The elderly Arab who earlier
criticized the Sheik sheaths his knife and walks away from the camera, i.e., from
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the settlement. In a long shot he turns his head and makes a gesture of blessing
toward the settlement, while a young Arab woman cures the injured pioneer who
first discovered the water. The film then cuts to a close shot of gushing water in a
classical narrative closure evoking the restoration of a fruitful harmony.

They Were Ten, based on the diaries and intimate letters of the Bilus (Hebrew
initials for “Beit Yaacov Lekhu veNelekha,” the first Zionist settlers in the late
nineteenth-century), to whose perspective the film is faithful, offers a similar
narrative pattern. A period of fruitful labor and the birth of the first baby are
followed by a drought. Some hostile young Arabs steal from the settlers, and one
of the thieves is caught. The conclusion swells to a crescendo in which an enraged
army of Arabs descend upon the tiny settlement, demanding the return of the
thief, who had made them believe he was being tortured. Only when the Mukhtar
realizes that his own young men were stealing and lying does he promise to return
the stolen goods. The renewed peace is blessed with the clear symbolism of falling
rain, simultaneous with the death by malaria of the woman who has just given
birth, followed by her burial in the rain. The implied future progress from that
point on is obvious for the Israeli and Western spectator (in 1961). Unlike Oded
the Wanderer and Sabra, the film does not feel obliged to employ a redundant
montage-summary of pioneering development.

The temporal setting of 7hey Were Ten in the later nineteenth-century, as if
in an attempt to go back to the roots of the Isracli-Arab conflict, however, does
not suggest at its core a different vision from that of Zionist texts in the late
nineteenth-century or of Sabra in the thirties. In both Sabra and They Were Ten
the notion of an “inexplicable” Arab refusal is projected as the root explanation
of the conflict, while natural afflictions are given the dramatic role of exacerbat-
ing the presumed irrational tendencies of the Arab mind. The source of refusal, in
other words, is not narratively or cinematically structured as a consequence of the
material practices of Realpolitik, but rather as an innate and inexplicable hostility,
against which the settlers have no other choice but to fight, much as they fight
against the plagues, here malaria, typical of an underdeveloped area. These films
are, in other words, informed by the familiar West/East binarism: one group, from
the West, incarnates all that is progressive, rational, peace-loving, and logical; the
other embodies the contrary of these qualities.

Also symptomatic of East/West binarism in Sabra is the implied association of
the pioneers with technological advancement and the reduction of the East to its
absence. The film’s brief epilogue, for example, begins with an image of ploughed
fields superimposed with intertitles:

Years passed by and in the place of a barren desert fertilized by the blood and
sweat of these first pioneers, blossoming fields, gardens, and spacious towns
emerged and the harmonious rhythm of the implements and machinery pro-
duced a powerful symphony of work upon that blessed soil.
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The ensuing flux of images illustrates the progress of agricultural development.
The montage alternates close shots of single machines or fruits with long shots of
progressively increasing numbers of trees and machines, communicating a feeling
of flourishing agricultural production, culminating in a superimposed image of
etherealized pioneers walking through thriving orchards. (The filmic celebration
of agricultural revolution and its concomitant benefits for the people recalls, as
in Oded the Wanderer, a less sophisticated version of Eisenstein, especially of The
Old and the New.) This superimposition evokes a pioneering spirit engendering
immense achievements, realizing Herzl’s slogan: “If you wish, it is not just a
legend.”

The antagonism between a dynamic West and an inchoate East at times takes on
the dimensions of a veritable psychomachia, the narrative mode in which protago-
nists become mere pawns in an ongoing process of ideological warfare. Both Sazbra
and Oded the Wanderer combine images of Zionist fecundation of the desert with
emblems of Arab “primitivism” and “backwardness,” and thus share certain fea-
tures with the dominant outlook of European chauvinism. The visible prosperity
serves as a kind of retroactive validation of the Zionist vision, defined by one
of its leading publicists, Isracl Zangwill, as “A land without people for a people
without land.” In its early conceptualization, Zionism tended to consider a ter-
ritory empty and available if its indigenous population had not yet achieved
national independence and recognized statehood. Sabra’s close shots of the
land and of the pioneers’ literal, constant touching of the soil suggests a pas-
sive land, sterile for centuries, a land under what from a Zionist perspective
is “foreign” domination, redeemable only by the penetrating dynamism of the
settlers.

The theme of finding water, typical also of commissioned documentaries, is
hardly an aleatory one within this context of the Hebrew/Israeli nation-building
process. While in the past the land was barren, the theme of finding water points
to the future, suggesting the establishment of a new settlement as one more step
toward the goal of Jewish independence, a concept foregrounded by one of the
Zionist currents, Tzionut Ma‘asit (Practical Zionism), according to which the in-
frastructure was to be created by acquisition and cultivation of dunam ahar dunam.
(one acre after another). (The theme of searching for water continued after the
establishment of the state not only in documentaries, but also in narrative films,
as in Sacha Alexander’s The Golden Key [Mafteah haZabav, 1954].) Sabra’s “meta-
physical” solution for political conflict between European Jews and Palestinian
Arabs, furthermore, plays down the political significance of Arab resentment to-
ward Zionism, reinforcing the notion of fanatic hostility on the part of Arabs.
The Arabs’ fight against the Hebrew pioneers is presented as reflecting a primitive
belief in witchcraft, or as a desire for an Islamic jibad, or as the result of a kind
of bloodlust, or, at the very best, as the result of manipulation by corrupt leaders
who use the Zionist enemy to control their people.”
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The War of Languages

Sabra must also be seen as existing at the point of conjuncture of an embryonic
Hebrew Yishuv film industry and the beginnings of the revival of Hebrew as a
(secular) spoken language. The film refers in an intertitle to the pioneers’ decision
to speak “exclusively the eternal language of their fathers,” suggesting a reflexive
dimension, for Sabra is itself a kind of pioneer as the first Hebrew-speaking
narrative.’! During the first three decades, plays, operas, and films were often
discussed in terms of their contribution to the reinforcement and dissemination
of Hebrew. The eagerness in the Yishuv to see Sabra derived, at least partially,
from its Hebrew soundtrack. And when the first Hebrew-talking documentary,
Agadati’s This is the Land, was exhibited, it was enthusiastically welcomed as “a
celebration of the Hebrew language” and advertised as “a film of beReshit [signifies
both “in the beginning” and Genesis] with energies of beReshit about the way of
life of people who began from beReshir.” Thus advertisers-critics linked the film’s
theme of the modern beginnings of the Hebrew Yishuv and the theme of the
modern secular renewal of the Biblical language.

Since the revival of Hebrew was perceived as playing a pivotal role in the national
renaissance, deviations were strongly opposed by various organizations such as the
association Only Hebrew (Rak Ivrit) and the Battalion for Defense of the Hebrew
Language (Gdud Maginei haSafa halvrit), protesting against the “Babel of tongues
and foreign-language singing that swallow the sounds of our language in the
streets of the first Hebrew city [Tel Aviv].”>* The Battalion for Defense of the
Hebrew Language used the strategy of singing Hebrew songs in Tel Aviv streets,
and especially the song “Jew, speak Hebrew.” Non-Hebrew-speaking theater and
cinema became an object of attack. When Goldfaden’s operetta Shulamith was
performed in its original language, Yiddish, the Hebrew-language fanatics threw
stink bombs. And when the film My Jewish Mother (Mayne Yid-dishe Mame,
1930)—the first American-Yiddish sound film to be distributed in Palestine—was
premiered, they threw ink at the screen and stink bombs. Outside of the movie
theater members of the Yishuv demonstrated, leading to the film’s removal from
the screen till a compromise was achieved. The compromise entailed the editing
out of the Yiddish talking and singing parts, exhibiting the film without sound.>
The shortlived use of dubbing during the late thirties and early forties is indebted
to the unofficial banning of Yiddish in the Yishuv. Yaacov Davidon, for example,
dubbed to Hebrew several imported Yiddish films. (Only in the sixties were
Yiddish films shown again in the original language, when Israel was confident that
Hebrew became its established language. And in 1983, the first Yiddish film, When
They Give, lake, or Az Men Git, Nemt Men, was produced in Israel.) The “war of
languages” played a role also in the resistance against other foreign talking cinemas.
It was feared that such cinemas, predominant in terms of exhibition, would slow
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the spread of Hebrew as a spoken language—a concern also expressed in support
of the musicians’ protest against (foreign) talking cinema.>*

The Hebrew language as spoken in Israel, however, has also not been exempt
from the traces of Orientalist oppression. Through European-Jewish settlers, Euro-
pean languages penetrated Hebrew vocabulary, syntax, and pronunciation, forcing
Hebrew Semitic phonetic patterns into a more European mold, one which took
into account the language-learning difficulties of European Jews. (Yiddish and
German were also considered as possible national tongues.) The new European
Hebrew speakers preferred not to draw on the original Semitic and historically
more “correct” pronunciation practiced by Sephardi speakers, one which more
closely resembled Arabic. In the spirit of the nineteenth-century philological tra-
dition, which censured defects (“barbarisms,” “rigidity,” “vagueness”) in Arabic,
thus implying the inferiority of its speakers and their civilization, the “pioneers of
modern Hebrew” borrowed their methods from European comparative linguistics.
Referring Hebrew to their native European tongues, the Ashkenazim imperiously
assigned a negative value to everything specific to the Hebrew language. The
practice of de-Semitization of Hebrew received, furthermore, institutional legiti-
mation. Although the Committee on the Hebrew Language approved in 1913 the
Sephardi accent as the correct one, Eurocentric linguistic criteria led some linguists
to request the official elimination of certain consonants described as “barbarian,”
“clumsy,” and “ugly.”>® Without the slightest scientific basis, Semitic phonemes
came to be the object of derision; the Middle East was tuned out even as part of a
linguistic paradigm.

The academic discourse concerning the Hebrew language bore serious conse-
quences for performance on stage and screen. During the twenties, for example,
some actors and actresses came under the influence of Z¢’ev Jabotinsky, who taught
them the Hebrew accent. In Jabotinsky’s pseudo-geographical view, Hebrew was a
Mediterranean language whose sounds more closely resembled Italian and Spanish
than the languages of the Orient. Continuous and inseparable from his political
views, such as his proposed “Iron Wall” in relation to the Arabs, his 1930 essay
“The Hebrew Accent” displays the linguistic dimension of anti-Arabism:

There are experts who think that we ought to bring our accent closer to the
Arabic accent. But this is a mistake. Although Hebrew and Arabic are Semitic
languages, it does not mean that our Fathers spoke in “Arabic accent”. . . We
are European and our musical taste is European, the taste of Rubinstein,
Mendelssohn, and Bizet.>®

In the face of the most obvious linguistic and historical evidence, some scholars,
along with the Yishuv’s European practitioners of Hebrew, insisted on putative
links of Hebrew to languages other than Arabic. The actors’/actresses” choice of
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Jabotinsky’s approved accent was of crucial importance in the more flexible accent-
shaping period. Embodying the renaissance of the Hebrew language, the national
HaBima Theater, for example, legitimized the assimilated version of modern
Hebrew through its performances in the Jewish Yishuv and in Europe.

The pretext of rendering Hebrew pronounceable for Europeans becomes es-
pecially ironic when we recall that Sephardi Jews (and to some extent Israeli
Palestinians) form the overwhelming majority of Hebrew speakers. Yet the He-
brew based on European linguistic habits came to be considered “Sabra Hebrew”
or the “Israeli accent” and, in sociological terms, the accent of upward mobility,
while the Semitic pronunciation of Hebrew, that of the Sephardim and Palestini-
ans, became that of the marginal. The Hebrew (later Israeli) theater and cinema,
meanwhile, as well as other institutions such as the educational system, radio, and
television, also remained under the linguistic dominance of European Jews, further
reinforcing a Eurocentric orientation. Casting in the theater and the cinema thus
became inflected by countries of origin, as Israeli theatrical establishments denied
roles to actors with Oriental accents. Arye Elias, who had played scores of classi-
cal roles on the Iraqi stage, for example, was rejected by government-subsidized
repertory theaters on the grounds that his Oriental accent disqualified him for
playing “classic” and “universal roles.”” (Cultural prestige, as Pierre Bourdieu
demonstrates, is inextricably linked to questions of class.)®® When Elias at one
point suggested himself for the role of Shylock, he was told that the audience
would find his accent unduly “comic,”® an unfortunate refusal since a knowing
director might have used the “marginal” accent as a way of underlining Shylock’s
own marginality within Christian Venice.®® In this way most Sephardi actors were
obliged to work largely in commercial theaters and popular cinema (“bourekas”
films), where they often achieved impressive successes.

This ideologically motivated rejection of all Hebrew-Arabic cultural links im-
plied the denial of a problematic Arab-Jewish entity. This denial seems especially
strange when we recall that major Jewish texts in philosophy (Rav Saadia Gaon’s
Hebrew Grammar), poetry (Yehuda AlHarizi’s and Ibn Gabirol’s poems), and
medicine (Maimonides’ medical texts) were written in Arabic, and that both He-
brew and Arabic were at times together the “bad object” for anti-Semitic European
philology, which posited a binary opposition, flattering to Europe’s self-image, be-
tween the “organic” and “dynamic” Indo-European languages and the “inorganic”
Semitic languages, “arrested, totally ossified, incapable of self-regeneration.”®!

Empbhasized already in Yishuv cinema, as in Sabra’s celebration of the pioneers
return to the “eternal language of their fathers,” the Zionist renewal of the Hebrew
language reveals the paradox of resurrecting an Eastern tongue while simultane-
ously uprooting its Easternness. The Hebrew revival within the Zionist discourse
of early Israeli cinema also entails the schism of a basically secular political move-
ment whose nationalist linguistic paradigm is modern Hebrew, a movement whose
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superstructure had at the same time to be supported by a religious-ideological sub-
stratum implicit in the notions of the Return of the “People of the Book” to
the “Promised Land,” and implicitly to the Edenic language.®? In the following
years, the ideal of a redemptive language unsullied by human intervention will be
eclipsed by the “profane” concerns of a state in the process of consolidation, just
as the residue of messianic fervor discernible in the pioneer film will give way to
the secular concerns of an emerging nation.






2.

Post-1948: The
Heroic-Nationalist Genre

Virtually no narrative films were produced between Oded the Wanderer and Sabra
and the establishment of the state,! since most of the cinematic machinery was
oriented toward the immediate practicality of newsreels and propaganda films.
The year 1948, however, is significant in terms of both the establishment of the
state and the development of the cinema. Film activity begins to be more organized
and takes on a greater role not only in propagandizing for Zionism abroad but also
in “socializing” new immigrants at home. Although roughly three decades separate
pre-state films such as Oded the Wanderer and Sabra from post-state films such
as Hill 24 Doesn't Answer (Giva 24 Eina Ona, 1955), Pillar of Fire (Amud haEsh,
1959), They Were 1en (Hem Hayu Asara, 1961), Rebels Against the Light (Mordei Or,
1964; distributed abroad as Sands of Beer Sheba), Target Tiran (HaMatara Tiran,
1968; distributed abroad as Sinai Commando), and The Great Escape (HaPritza
haGdola, 1970; distributed abroad as Eagles Attack at Dawn), and although the
political situation has evolved, in these films we still encounter a fundamentally
similar structuring of images shaped by rudimentary Zionist ideology.

Until the mid- to late sixties most Israeli films focused on the virtually mythic
Israeli heroes: Sabras, kibbutzniks, and soldiers, often within the context of the
Israeli-Arab conflict, either as a backdrop, as in Dan Quixote and Saadia Panza
(Dan Quixote veSa'adia Panza, 1956), The Heros Wife (Eshet haGibor, 1963), What
a Gang (Havura sheKazot, 1962), and Give Me Tén Desperate Men (Havu Li Asara
Anashim Meyuashim, 1964), or at the center of the plot, as in Hill 24 Doesn’t
Answer, Sinaia (1962; distributed abroad as Clouds over Israel), Rebels Against the
Light, and Five Days in Sinai (Hamisha Yamim beSinai, 1969). When not in the
background, the conflict was presented within the confines of the war genre. I will
examine several films that foreground the nationalist encounter between the two
camps, scrutinizing their cinematic, narrative, and ideological codes, pointing out
their patterns of self-representation and the representation of the Other, patterns
which recur in the Zionist-nationalist films.
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State of Siege and Didactic Allegories

During the fifties and early sixties, many of the producers, directors, and techni-
cians were foreign or recent immigrants such as the British filmmaker Thorold
Dickinson (Hill 24 Doesnt Answer),” the Jewish-American Larry Frisch (Pillar
of Fire), and the Iragi-Jew Nouri Habib (Without a Homeland [BeEin Moledet,
1952]), all of whom contributed to an embryonic feature film industry. Initially
invited by the army film unit (established in 1948 by the Isracli Defense Forces
to commission instructional films for the army), Thorold Dickinson, for exam-
ple, directed The Red Background (Hareka haAdom, 1953), a documentary on the
infantry. Dickinson, who had worked primarily on documentaries in Britain, was
influenced by the Grierson school, an influence partially seen in his feature, Hil/
24 Doesn’t Answer.

A relatively high-budget film ($400,000), Hil/ 24 Doesn't Answer was to a certain
extent commercially successful both in Israel and abroad and won two honorable
mentions at the Cannes Film Festival. Set during the 1948 war, the film revolves
around the personal stories of four fighters—an Irishman (Edward Mulhare), an
American-Jew (Michael Wager), a Sabra (Arik Lavi) and a Sephardi (Margalit
Oved)—assigned to defend a strategic hill outside Jerusalem and thus guarantee
Israel access to the city. On the way to their last mission they tell about the roots
of their Zionist conviction and of their previous battle experiences. The episodic
narrative structure attempts to present the Israeli struggle for independence from an
“objective” perspective, from several points of view—a practice quite uncommon
in the heroic-nationalist films.

Rather like the documentary procedures of Roberto Rossellini’s Pazsan (1946),
Hill 24 Doesn't Answer opens with an image of a strategic map of Israel and a
male voice-over which explains the movement of forces. The style of the opening
sequence already implies the status of “truth-telling” and documentation of “facts,”
while simultaneously assuming a specific Israeli perspective. The arrows which
designate the several directions of Arab attack on Israel point to the Israeli topos of
a nation-under-siege—a motif that will be expanded upon later in the film. Hil/ 24
Doesn’t Answer then moves into its presentation of the four major characters, first
seen in close-up/medium shots identifying them as dead, while an offscreen voice
recites their names and provides a transition to the time when they were still alive,
before their mission. Their tragic dénouement is revealed at the very beginning of
the film, thus partially undercutting the dramatic tension of the story. Within this
general flashback, three additional flashbacks structure the film as three distinct
episodes, the stories of the fighters whose different histories converge on Hill 24.
Once their stories have been completed, and we now identify with their struggle,
they arrive by night at the hill, whose actual defense is not presented. We only hear
gunfire, after which the film cuts to the morning after and the arrival of a U.N.
jeep carrying a French U.N. official with an Israeli and an Arab, each claiming the
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hill. The Arab argues that the defenders did not survive to claim the hill, but the
official discovers the Israeli flag in the hands of the woman fighter, who obviously
died when they were about to claim it. The Frenchman declares, therefore, that
Hill 24 belongs to Israel.

Completing the narrative circle, the film returns at the end to the images of
the dead protagonists, bringing to a climax the spectator’s full identification, in
contrast to the earlier, relatively distanced emotions towards the unknown dead
soldiers of the opening sequence. The death of the protagonists, as in many non-
Israeli nationalist films such as Open City (Roma Citta aperta, 1945) or The Battle of
Algiers (La Battaglia di Algeri, 1966), is allegorically compensated for by the rebirth
of the country—the ultimate protagonist of the film. Within the Israeli context
this narrative framework is intimately linked to the concept of self-sacrifice for the
homeland expressed in such phrases as “Bemotam tzivu lanu et hahayim” (“In their
death they granted life to us”). Death and Independence are strongly fused in the
collective mind, a link rendered explicit in the close temporal neighboring of Yom
haZikaron (Memorial Day) and Yom haAtzmaut (Independence Day). Marked by
a symbolic transfer, the celebration of independence begins immediately following
the end of the day of national mourning. The collective triumph concluding Hi//
24 Doesn't Answer, by the same logic, is shown to be the result of an aggregate of
numerous heroic acts of individuals whose death was necessary for the birth of the
nation.

The didactic preoccupation with familiarizing the spectator with the story/
history of the Zionist fighters exists in flagrant contrast with the lack of concern
for providing any substantial information about the Arabs. Hill 24 Doesn’t Answer,
like Larry Frisch’s Pillar of Fire, perpetuates the classic cinematic dichotomy in war
or Western genres by which the enemy’s very anonymity is an integral necessity
to the construction of his abstract evil character. As a kind of structuring absent-
presence within the specific Middle Eastern context, the Arabs’ nonexistent history
implies as well a lack of solidified national identity. In other films set during the
1948 war, such as Pillar of Fire, Z&'ev Havatzelets What a Gang, and Yossef
Millo’s He Walked through the Fields (Hu Halakh baSadot, 1967), Arab characters,
similarly, do not appear, and particularly in Pillar of Fire, which focuses on the
war itself, Arab soldiers, seen at a literal distance, are merely agents of violence. In
Give Me Ten Desperate Men, furthermore, the Arabs do not appear in the film but
perform the narrative role of abstract agent of death, since it is an Arab mine that
kills the hero’s beloved.

The brief appearance of two Arab officials in Hill 24 Doesnt Answer only
reinforces the impression of a violent siege of Israel. At the same time, although
there are no significant Arab characters in Hill 24 Doesnt Answer, the Arabs
existence is constantly referred to by the dialogue or implied by the actions of
the protagonists. Their exclusive and fetishized narrative function is to attack, a
mechanism that reinforces spectatorial identification with the Israeli forces. Seen
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Triumph and martyrdom in Hill 24 Doesn’t Answer.

largely within combat circumstances, the Arabs are almost always presented in long
shot. When the battles take place at night, the spectator is completely distanced
from their humanity. Their great numbers, in soldiers and tanks, contrast with
their minimal impact on the spectator. They are not privileged with close-ups and
are often identified as the enemy through the synecdochic 4affiya on the head and
gun in the hands. During the battles, the camera is usually literally “on the side”
of the Israeli soldiers, virtually suturing the spectator into a pro-Israeli position.
Although set during the British Mandate over Palestine (the earliest chrono-
logical point in Hill 24 Doesn't Answer), and more specifically during the post-
Holocaust period of illegal Jewish immigration, when the British were seen as
enemies by the Yishuv and violently resisted by Jewish underground movements,
the film has the British soldiers exert more presence than the Arabs and treats them
more sympathetically. This appointing of sympathy and interest reflects a broader
attention given to European history and culture, while completely marginalizing
that of the Arabs, an orientation continuous with policies outside of the cinema,
for example, in terms of educational policy.> The British in Hill 24 Doesn’t Answer
are privileged in relation to the Arabs in terms of the narrative time devoted to
them, in terms of the right to dialogue and close-ups, and even in terms of the
cinematic eliciting of identification. In an early sequence in the film, for example,
a Jewish child is crying when a British jeep stops and a soldier expresses great
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concern. After a woman explains that the child wants to go home, the film cuts to
a medium/close-up shot of the British soldier staring pensively in the distance and
saying, “So do L. So do 1.” The sequence then suggests both the good-heartedness
of the British soldier and the fact that his presence in Palestine is reluctant. Unlike
the Jordanian and Egyptian soldiers in the later episodes, he is there against his
will. The portrayal of the British Mandate reflects not only the fact that the film
was made by a British filmmaker, but also the warm relations between Israel and
Britain at the period in which the film was made. (In 1956 Israel, Britain, and
France fought together against Egypt in still another expression of geopolitical
affinity with the colonizing West.)

The vacuum in relation to the Arabs also forms a striking contrast with the
portrayal of the Druse. As we see images of a Druse village, a male voice-over
narration informs us that despite certain similarities with the Arabs, the Druse are
nevertheless religiously distinct. A Druse woman who sings in Hebrew and Arabic
is played by a popular Israeli (a Yemenite Jew) singer, Shoshana Damari. The
casting of a well-known singer here reinforces the categorization of the Druse as
the “good natives.” The sympathy projected toward the Druse also directly reflects
official Israeli policies, which treat the Druse as trusted allies who are even allowed
to serve in the Israeli army.

While the Arabs are anonymous both as individual characters and as a collective,
the Israeli soldiers (or allies) are presented as individual subjects whose evolving
consciousness forms part of a national collective history. The Israeli position is
summarized several times through various cinematic and narrative means. On the
dialogue level, in the second episode, for example, when the American Jew—still
in the role of the objective observer who has not yet taken sides—asks an Israeli,
following an Arab attack, how the Israelis could possibly win against the Arabs’
superior numbers, the Israeli responds: “No choice. This is our secret.” The answer
prepares for the next, more visual explanation. In the swimming pool sequence,
forming part of the same episode, the American, while still in the first stages of his
education, is initiated into the realities of the Jewish experience and the nature of
Zionism; the experience and views of the Arabs, meanwhile, remain unexplained.
Arguing with an Englishman and an Arab representative, the American complains
that the British help the Arabs because of oil interests while the Jewish refugees,
returning to their homeland and with no other place to go, are expelled. The selfless
concern of the American with Jewish suffering is contrasted with the superficiality
of the Arab enjoying himself at the pool, with no ennobling political cause to
defend. The sequence ends with the Arab character demonstrating exactly how
Jewish existence in Palestine will come to an end; he pushes the Jewish-American
into the pool.

While echoing the rhetorical excesses of Arab propaganda, this image also plays
to the fears of Israel as a state under siege between the literal sea and the metaphor-
ical sea of Arabs. The “no-choice” structure of feelings is thus correlated with a
precise topographical situation, reproduced in Israeli propaganda as well. Feature
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films, in this context, must be seen in homological terms as part of a continuum
of “discourses” which includes political speeches, journalistic editorials, song lyrics
and cartoons. Commissioned documentaries, official speeches, and propaganda
booklets designed for Israeli tourists abroad, for example, all emphasized the Arab
desire to throw the Jews into the sea, and at times featured the caricature of a
huge Arab with a kaffiya kicking a tiny Sabra with a tembel hat. In the face of
Arab aggression, Israeli tourists, primed with the “knowledge to answer,” were
perceived by the state as potential ambassadors of good will, representatives of a
collective entity, expected to suppress all potential criticism in the face of the West-
ern “Goyim,” presented somewhat schizophrenically as both “natural” allies and
anti-Semites 7z potentia. The proportions in the caricature as well as the need for an
image of unanimity partially stem from a state-of-siege mentality whose collective
origins can be traced not only to the disproportionate numbers of Arab soldiers
available for combat, but also to the Europe of the pogroms and to the justified
ghetto paranoia of a few defenseless Jews under attack from crazed anti-Semitic
mobs.

Although Israel viewed itself as the antithesis of the ghetto mentality, its official
discourse inevitably transposed certain elements from the shtetl past, especially
the notion of the few under siege by the many, now within the anguished heroism
of the “no-choice” situation. It is in this context that we must understand the
Israeli man’s statement to the Jewish-American in Hill 24 Doesnt Answer, as well
as the cut from the end of the swimming pool sequence—in which the American
figuratively experiences what might happen to Jews in Palestine if the Arabs win—
to a close shot of a newspaper headline: “Israel is born.” The juxtaposition of
images comes to illustrate what has been already expressed by the Israeli character,
namely that the lack of choice, the lack of an alternative refuge, is the secret fount of
heroism and of Israel’s moral right to exist. The rationale reflects Zionist hermetic
debate; its main flaw is the exclusion of the Arabs of Palestine. The films relay,
in this sense, an official Israeli political discourse which has consistently elided
the reality of the Palestinian people, whether explicitly (Golda Meir’s affirmation
that there is no such thing as the Palestinian people) or implicitly (in the current
denial of the Palestinian right for self-representation and even the denial of the
legal right of Jewish Israelis to conduct a dialogue with the Palestine Liberation
Organization).

This historical elision, then, is reproduced in films such as Hill 24 Doesn’t
Answer through their nonrecognition of Arab-Palestinian history and culture. The
Arab attack is decontextualized, rendered as irrational and malignant, while the
spectator is prepared psychologically and historically to take the Israceli side, as,
for example, in the sequence preceding the battle over the old city of Jerusalem.
The commander (played by Yossef Yadin, a brother of the famous archeologist
Yigael Yadin) makes a speech about the Jewish return to the Holy Land (presented
ethno-centrically as unproblematic). While he speaks offscreen about the walls
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of Jerusalem waiting expectantly for Israeli soldiers for two thousand years, the
camera performs a lengthy pan along the walls, followed by a parallel lengthy
pan along the line of Israeli soldiers standing at silent attention like the walls.
The Hebrew expression denoting the military “stand at attention” (lz amod dom),
likewise, signifies both nonmovement and silence, setting also the metaphorical
parallel between the “waiting” walls and the soldiers waiting to break in and reach
them. The standing still, of both Israeli soldiers and the walls that surrounded the
Jewish Temple, before the crucial act of reunification, encodes the idealist view of
the Jewish people as excluded from world history since the rebellion of Bar Kokhba
and the subsequent exile, and with the rise of modern Zionism finally melting two
millennia of frozen history. The visual and linguistic metaphors point, then, to a
didactic allegory of renewal: the need of the Israeli Defense Forces to regenerate,
via the ancient walls, the links of the present, of the young reborn Jew, i.e., Israeli,
with the past, with the Kingdom of Israel.

The role of archeology in Israeli culture, it should be pointed out, has been
crucial in the disinterring of remnants of the Biblical past, at times enlisted in
the political effort to demonstrate a historical right to Eretz Israel. In dramatic
contrast to the Jewish “archeology of the text,” this idea of physical archeology
as demonstration carries with it the obverse notion of the physical homeland as
text, to be allegorically read, within Zionist hermeneutics, as a “deed to the land.”
And corollary to this is the notion of historical “strata” within a political geology.
The deep stratum, in the literal and figurative sense, is associated with the Israeli-
Jews, while the surface level is associated with the Arabs, as a recent “superficial”
historical element without millennial “roots.” Since the Arabs are seen as “guests”
in the land, their presence must be downplayed, much as the surface of the land has
at times been “remodeled” to hide or bury remnants of Arab life and Arab villages,
which, in certain instances, have been replaced with Jewish ones. The linguistic,
lexical expression of this digging into the land to reach the substratum is the
archeology of place-names. Some Arabic names of villages, it was discovered, were
close to or based on the Biblical Hebrew names of the pre-Arab period; in some
cases, therefore, Arabic names were replaced with old-new Hebrew ones.

In Hill 24 Doesn’t Answer, the protagonists themselves invariably explain and
justify Zionist logic and acts. The Western connections of the protagonists—
an Irishman, a Jewish-American, and a Sabra of European origin—is a device
partially designed to make the film’s didactic thrust palatable to Western audiences
through the assumed intimacy and sympathy of “us” versus “them.” Such a device
is especially important since Zionism, being conceived in the colonialist Europe,
could only hope for essential support in the area that remained (at least partially) its
spiritual motherland. Through the Western characters, the film prods its spectators
toward specific positions and conclusions. The Western spectatorial consciousness
is deemed inseparable from the world view of the protagonists; the spectator
is assumed to begin the viewing at a specific cognitive stage as the non-Israeli
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characters begin the story, either as an ideological tabula rasa like the Irish character,
or as objectively skeptical like the American.

The Zionist rhetoric of the film is further emphasized by the ordering of
the episodes, of which the first is devoted to the Irishman, the second to the
American, and the last and briefest to the Sabra, who is a priori convinced of
his role and his country’s role within history. The three episodes, forming a kind
of tripartite Bildungsroman, all point to the same conclusion. They chronicle the
evolving Zionist consciousness of the protagonists and, through them, of the
spectator. The device of focalizing the narrative through various characters who
are historically and ethnically diverse enables the film to maintain a fagade of
democratic distribution of points of view despite its didactic agenda. Informed by
Zionist teleology, the stories, told on the way to Hill 24, realize the full potential
of their telos only upon arrival. The merging of the three stories into the brief
final episode on Hill 24 reflects the final unification of points of view within a
heroic-nationalist mold.

In the first episode, devoted to the Irishman, the flashback begins in the pre-
state days of illegal seaborne transport of Holocaust survivors. The Irishman works
for the British Mandate police. In the course of preventing Jewish immigration
and following suspected members of the underground, he becomes enamored of
the Zionist Sabra played by Haya Hararit (who later became famous through Ben
Hur) and through her gradually comes to identify with the Zionist cause. Haya
Hararit is privileged by many close-ups which not only emphasize her beauty
and warmth but also encourage spectatorial identification with her passionate
declarations. Close shots, for example, accompany the dialogue in which she
rhetorically asks the British police: “We only want home and peace. Is that too
much to ask?” The Irish-Sabra love affair, made impossible by conflict between
Jews and the British, is in the end facilitated by the British departure from Palestine
and the Israeli declaration of independence. The Irishman returns, joining not only
the Israeli woman he loves (now a soldier in the Israeli army), but also the struggle
of her country. The Israeli woman fully accepts him when he is about to go
and fight on Hill 24, when he, the Christian, takes an active role in the Israeli
struggle. The transformation of a British officer into a pro-Zionist soldier, then,
allegorically evokes the recruitment of the West for the Israeli struggle. The real
enemies of Zionism, it is implied, are not the British but the Arabs. At the same
time, the Irishness of the character calls subtle attention to possible analogies
between Ireland under British rule and Jews under colonial rule in Palestine. The
Irishman sacrifices his life for Israel, and his death ultimately links the Western
spectator to the Israeli cause. And for the Israeli spectator of the fifties, when
immigrants were arriving from different parts of the world, the fact that even a
non-Jew was willing to die for Israel heightened the sense of pride, unity, and
collective responsibility. At the same time, the Irishman’s death conveniently ends
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the mixed romance between Jewish woman and Christian man, still a problematic
issue within Jewish Israel.

Beginning an “Israeli phase” in 1949 with Sword in the Desert through such
films as The Juggler (1953; the first to be shot entirely on location in Israel), Exodus
(1960), Judith (1965), and Cast a Giant Shadow (1966), Hollywood films about
Israel tended to present mixed romances quite differently. Celebrating not only the
literal exodus from Europe to Israel, and the spiritual one, from the plight of being
passive Diaspora victims to becoming courageous Israelis, Exodus, to take one
example, also celebrates the cognitive transformation and the recruitment of the
Wasp American woman (Eva Marie Saint). Due to her particular circumstances,
she happens to come to the area without prior commitment to any side, but
through witnessing the struggle for survival and being forced to make choices, as
well as through her romance with a Sabra officer (Paul Newman), she becomes an
enthusiastic supporter of Zionism, joining the country and her lover. The same
Waspish-looking woman who at the inception of the film confessed to the British
officer, “I feel strange among them” (referring to Jewish refugees), appears dressed
like a Sabra in the final sequence where she is struggling alongside the Israelis. The
sincerity of the tough Sabra, the burden of war, and the murder of both a young
Holocaust survivor and a peace-loving Arab make possible her spiritual exodus
from alienation. Now she is an immigrant within a Jewish majority, suggesting for
the mainstream American spectator that Jews are not a wandering minority, but a
normal nation with a country of their own.

The narrative closure formulaically seals the classical constitution of the couple
and its integration into a harmonious world of order. This topos of unification
comes to signify, in the context of such films as Exodus and Sword in the Desert,*
a quasi-total harmony of interests between Israel and the West (and the United
States in particular). This mythical Hollywood identity of interests can be seen on
another level as well. The casting of a virtually archetypical Anglo-American star
in the role of the Sabra undoes the largely negative connotations of the stereotypes
of the Jew within the Western-Christian popular mind and equates him with the
desired hero of American dreams. Paul Newman embodies the virility of both the
Sabra soldier and the American fighter, merging both into one myth, reinforced
and paralleled by the close political and cultural Isracli-American links since the
sixties. Israel, in conjunction with Hollywood, in other words, made possible the
filmic transformation of the passive Diaspora victim into the heroic Jew. Not only
is he not afraid of anti-Semites; he has the courage and chutzpah to mock them.
Believing the young officer, Paul Newman, is not a Jew, the British officer makes
anti-Semitic slurs. When the officer claims that “They look funny; you can spot
them right away,” Ari Ben Canan (Newman) tricks him into checking his eyes.
The film thus establishes a kind of complicity between the spectator, who knows
the young officer is Israeli, and Ari Ben Canan, who charmingly demonstrates
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the blind inanity of anti-Semitic prejudice. The film hints, in a sense, that Israeli
experience has “normalized” the Jew, so that now even the anti-Semite cannot spot
him. The Sabra-Wasp link is reinforced, finally, on a linguistic level. While the
weak Jewish immigrants to Israel generally speak Yiddish-accented English, the
Sabra hero and his heroine sister speak with the hegemoic American accent.

Hill 24 Doesn’t Answer’s second episode chronicles the conversion of the Amer-
ican Jew to Zionism, a theme foregrounded later in Hollywood’s Cast a Giant
Shadow, which tells the story of the actual Colonel Marcus (Kirk Douglas). (In
Pillar of Fire, in contrast, the American Jew is assumed to be Zionist from the
very beginning of the film.) The education of the American Jew in Hill 24 Doesn’t
Answer evolves through several phases within the flashback. First, during his visit
to Jerusalem (before the establishment of the state), he witnesses a surprise attack
by Arabs who throw stones at the travel agency office he happens to be visiting.
When his cheek is slightly injured, he experiences in his own body, for the first
time, Arab aggressivity, provoking him to ask skeptically how so few could fight
so many. He receives, we recall, the determined answer that the “no-choice” sit-
uation engenders the audacity of survival. In the later swimming pool sequence,
the Jewish-American already takes a less aloof position, posing the British and
Arab representatives a Jewish-Israeli question: “What will happen with the Jewish
refugees?” In this second phase of his education, he is forced to experience at first
hand the future of Jews in Palestine if Arabs attain power, i.e., the Jews will be
thrown into the water/sea. Twice the victim of cruel and irrational Arab aggression,
he comes to appreciate the “no-choice” situation of Jews in Palestine. With the
birth of the State of Israel he joins its army to fight in one of the landmark battles
of the 1948 war—the struggle for the old city of Jerusalem. Indeed, it is in the
fabled old city of Jerusalem that he is initiated into the last phase of his Zionist
apprenticeship, not simply joining the righteous, but also shedding his assimilated
past and returning to his Jewish origins.

The final transition occurs when the Jewish-American is injured in battle dur-
ing the siege. In an atmosphere of Jewish solidarity, in which nurses take care
of the wounded, the Jewish-American still refuses the (Ashkenazi) Rabbi’s reli-
gious proddings: “I hate your God. .. he has no mercy. .. Anyway where is he?
Where was he everytime we needed him?”—a rhetorical question often asked by
nonreligious Jews to justify their anti-religious feelings in the post-Holocaust pe-
riod. The Rabbi is seen largely from the point of view of the American lying on
the bed; yet the subjective medium shots from low angles emphasize the Rabbi’s
authority. His abstract religious speech—“The forces of evil are bigger, seeking
destruction”—lends a metaphysical aura to the political struggle over Jerusalem.
While in Sabra “metaphysics” provided a solution for political conflict in the form
of a deus-ex-machina finale, in Hill 24 Doesn’t Answer—the latter made twenty
years after the former, years during which the historical chasm of the Holocaust
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and the establishment of the State of Israel took place—metaphysics are integrated
into Zionist apologetics. Within the context of Jordanian siege, the Rabbi’s words
gain the specific implication that the many Arabs are the “forces of evil seeking
destruction.” In the post-Holocaust period, the Rabbi’s words, furthermore, im-
plicitly link what are seen as two parallel forces of evil for Jews: Nazis and Arabs.
This link, as we shall see, will be clearly stated in the following Sabra-soldier
episode. Another wounded Israeli soldier, meanwhile, quotes an appropriate verse
from Psalms (in English), “.. . Though I walk in the shadow of the valley of death,
I shall fear no evil, for thou art with me. . . .,” emphasizing trust in God and hope
even in moments of despair. This quotation reminds the Jewish-American of his
religious upbringing, and while Jews are forced to evacuate Jerusalem we witness
a climactic and final moment in his education, that of absolute acceptance: the
wounded Jewish-American on the stretcher and the Rabbi hold hands as they are
evacuated from the holy city of Jewish dreams.

Mourning the fall of the old city to the Jordanians, the Jews are forced to be
refugees from Jerusalem—a sequence characterized by heightened drama, even in
relation to other sequences in the film. The symphonic music of Paul Ben-Haim
and the long takes showing Jews (some carrying the Torah) walking between
smoke and fire expressionistically draw attention to this tragic moment in Jewish
history. The evacuation is largely seen in long shot with scarcely any close-ups
of individuals; the long shots (long in both focal length and duration) of the
stream of Jewish refugees give a collective-national dimension and evoke a figural
series of disastrous departures and painful exiles within Jewish history. Within
this emotionally elevated moment of conflagration the holding of hands—also
one of the concluding shots of the episode—Dby the Rabbi and the American Jew,
a climactic moment of Jewish unity reflects the solidarity of Jews from different
places as well as the unity of secular and religious Jews.

The enlistment of religious Judaism into the Zionist struggle reflects the incor-
poration of religious persuasion into the apologia of what is basically a secular,
political Zionism (although one might argue that Zionism itself is characterized by
a constant sliding between the two, in which subliminally religious ideas transmute
themselves into political discourse). The appearance of a Rabbi in the Jerusalem
sequences is essential to the Zionist claim on Jerusalem. The evacuation sequence
also features an Arab looting a religious object while the camera tilts up to the Jews
walking on the walls looking down (as if looking down at him)—thus evoking a
certain moral and religious superiority. Although the Arabs have won this battle,
the image suggests, the Jews remain on a spiritually superior plane. The Jerusalem
episode, in other words, posits two claims over Palestine: one historical, emphasized
by the inception of this section through the commander’s speech about the an-
cient walls, preceding the battle over Jerusalem, and the other religious, expressed
through the Rabbi’s evocation of the Biblical claim on the Promised Land.
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Staging partition: Jewish refugees evacuate the Old City in Hill 24 Doesn't Answer.

Focusing on the Sabra, the third episode takes place largely in the southern
zone, during the battle with Egypt, and therefore summons up again the siege
situation of simultaneous attack by several Arab countries, a theme graphically
initiated by the menacing arrows of the opening map sequence. The Sabra is
portrayed as a humanistic soldier who takes pity on his enemy, whom he assumes
to be a wounded Egyptian soldier, only to discover that he is in fact a German-
speaking Nazi. Carried on the Sabra’s shoulders, the wounded “Egyptian” does
not appreciate the help and tries to release the trigger of the hand grenade literally
behind the Sabra’s back. The Israeli manages to control him and does not even
lose his sense of humor. “Things like that cost money,” he says in an obvious
reference to the scarcity of means that characterized Israel in its early years and
especially to the idea that despite the lack of weapons Israelis managed to fight the
Arabs thanks to improvisation and the recycling of captured Arab weapons. The
Sabra takes care of the wounded enemy even when he discovers he is a Nazi. A close-
up reflects his internal conflict, followed by the Nazi’s monologue. Afraid of being
killed, the Nazi “explains” his acts, portraying Nazis like himself as bloodthirsty
animals: “We are born to fight. If there are no wars we'll have to invent them.” A
quick pan from the Nazi to the Sabra shows the Sabra from the point of view of
the Nazi as a humiliated Jew from the ghetto. The Nazi is not killed by the Israeli;
rather he talks himself to death. The Sabra asks rhetorically: “He is one. How many



Post-1948: The Heroic-Nationalist Genre / 65

more of them are there?” suggesting that there are more Nazis fighting along with
the Arabs against Israel. Appearing toward the end of Hill 24 Doesn’t Answer, the
Nazi sequence offers the final clinching “argument” within the didactic allegorical
thrust of the film. The defense of the hill immediately following the Nazi sequence
suggests that Israel fights the Arabs in the spirit of “never again.” In keeping with
the feeling of the post-Holocaust era, the film then cultivates the new Jewish hero
in the East, rising phoenix-like from the ashes of Western catastrophes, to confront
a similar enemy in another place.

The Arab-Nazi link is made explicitly or implicitly in other films as well. Also
set during the 1948 war, Larry Frisch’s Pillar of Fire, for example, tells the story
of the defense of a small pioneering southern kibbutz against superior numbers
of Egyptian tanks. The image expressed in the film’s title evokes the Auschwitz
death apparatus, a point confirmed by one of the films central characters, a
Holocaust survivor, who is reminded of AuschwitzZ smoke chimneys when he
sees a pillar of smoke rising from a burned tank. His anguished reminiscences
about the extermination camps are delivered simultaneously with a threatened
Arab attack. In Menahem Golan’s James Bondian Cairo Operation (Miviza Cabir,
1965), German scientists, old and young, work for the Egyptians in the effort
to develop atomic missiles against Israel, showing a narrative contrast between
the scientifically advanced Germans and the backward Arabs—in accord with
stereotypes of stupid Arabs reflected in popular culture, especially in sketches and
jokes—here united in their evil acts. In Golan’s children’s film Fight Trail One
(Shmona belkvot Ehad, 1964; based on Yemima Chernewitch’s children’s book of
the same title), a German, disguised as a respectable university science professor,
spies on the Israeli air force (an elite unit within the Israeli army) in the service
of the Arabs. (German, it is worth mentioning, is virtually a synonym for Nazi
in the Israel of the late forties through the early seventies.) The film pays homage
to certain literary trends, especially in youth literature, that evoke the Nazi-Arab
analogy as in Ze'ev Vardi’s Who Runs in the Lanes (Mi Ze Ratz baSimta'ot) and On
Sarig’s Danideen in the Hijacked Airplane (Danideen baMatos heHatuf ).’

In addition to Israeli coproductions that focused on Holocaust survivors— 75e
Glass Cage (Kluv haZkhukhit, 1964)—and on Nazis in Israel—Hour of Truth
(Shat haEmet, 1964)—films that were made immediately following the furor
surrounding the Eichmann trial—other films also explicitly posited an Arab-Nazi
link. Judith, for example, revolves around the Jewish ex-wife (Sophia Loren) of a
Nazi officer smuggled into Israel by the Haganah (Defense) underground to help
identify her former husband, who is advising the Arabs in their war against the
new state. Based on Leon Uris’ novel and shot largely in Israel, Exodus also directly
associates Arabs and Nazis as conniving in the destruction of Israel. Murderous
Arabs, trained by an expert sadistic Nazi, hang a peace-loving Arab and slaughter
a young woman Holocaust survivor. The Nazi-Arab connection even penetrates
Hollywood films which do not involve Israel, as suggested indirectly in Ship of
Fools by having a former German Nazi praise the Arabs as “my kind of people.”
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These films wildly stretch the limits of historical verisimilitude, suggesting that
we are dealing with a misplaced political paradigm. Although never victimized by
Nazism the way Jews were, Arabs were also despised as a Semitic sub-Aryan race
(witness German propaganda films denouncing the Allies for using Blacks, Berbers,
and Arabs from the colonies as part of their army). It is true that during World
War II certain currents of Egyptian nationalism did consider Germany as a poten-
tial ally, but the tactic was largely motivated by hostility to British domination and
colonialism in Egypt.® (The pro-Axis temptation was later criticized by Egypt's
president, Abdul Gamal Nasser, in 7he Philosophy of the Revolution.) It is also true
that the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem was in contact with Hitler about a possible
alliance, but some Zionist leaders in Palestine also were not above making alliances
of convenience with the Nazis in pursuit of their own nationalist goals.”

It is a historical irony that both Semitic groups, the Israeli Zionists and the
Arab anti-Zionists, have ended up relying, whether explicitly or implicitly, on
traditional anti-Semitic imagery in relation to their “ethnic cousins.” Arab books
on the Israeli-Arab conflict such as one published by the Jordanian Educational
Ministry included, for example, nine pages of the classic European anti-Semitic
literature “Protocols of the Elders of Zion” with the additional explanations, for
instance, that the “Jews regard themselves as the chosen people and want to take
over the world.”® In Arab folklore stories and fiction, as pointed out by Shmuel
Moreh and Shimon Ballas,” the Jew (the Israeli is frequently regarded as the
Jew) is portrayed in a manner reminiscent of European anti-Semitic folklore,
as tight-fisted and cowardly, part of a conspiratorial group accumulating capital
through high-interest loans, an aggressive pariah whose hand is against every man
and against whom every man’s hand is raised, a crook who exploited the good-
heartedness of the Arab and, therefore, won in 1948. (The first novel to introduce
anti-Semitic elements to the Palestinian novel and to the Arab one was, according to
Shimon Ballas,'® Halil Baidas—considered the pioneer of the Palestinian story—
in his novel of the thirties, 7he Inberitor.) If Israeli fiction structured the syntagm
of Arab and Nazi united against Israel, Arab fiction employed a contemporary
process of shaping the negative image of the Israeli, developing a quite similar
chain of association by which the Jew practiced the Nazi extermination methods
toward the Arabs.!!

In Israeli fiction, it is especially in youth literature that we find clearly anti-
Semitic imagery supporting the negative portrayal of the Arab, metonymically
linking supposed Arab cruelty and violence with Semitic features. The stereotyp-
ical characteristics include the hooked nose, scar, dark terrorizing eyes, face of a
bird of prey, yellow rotten teeth, and dark complexion, all correlated with the
internal properties of the Arab as hot-blooded, cruel, mendacious, avaricious, and
cowardly.!? Israeli heroic-nationalist cinema proliferates similarly negative char-
acterizations, at times offering, as in Dynamite at Night (Pitzutz baHatzot, 1965;
an Israeli-French coproduction), the European medieval anti-Semitic portrayal of
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the Jew transposed onto the Arab; a satanic image of the Arabs as potential thieves
of children is here filtered through the story of the presumed kidnapping of the
daughter of a French engineer in Israel. The Franco-Israeli alliance after the 1956
war was reflected on a cinematic level by Israeli-French coproductions on Jewish
themes, such as The Glass Cage (Kluv haZkhukhit) and Only Not on Saturday (Rak
Lo beShabbat). As often, official ideology and cinematic practice show themselves
to be intimately linked.

More common than the traditional anti-Semitic imagery, however, is the ritu-
alized use of references to recent modern anti-Semitism (whose basis is not simply
religious, but also racial). Associating Nazis with Arabs and juxtaposing the Holo-
caust and Nazism with the Israeli-Arab conflict became not merely a staple of
Zionist rhetoric—but also a symptom of a Jewish European nightmare projected
onto the structurally distinct political dynamics of the Middle East. The pro-
cess involves, on one level, a mechanism of displacement, the product of a kind
of ideological desire, a wish for an equation, which, while historically false, has
the value of rationalizing present behavior and eliminating ethical and political
ambiguities. In a context of Jews experiencing an utterly different history within
the Arab world than that which haunted the memories of European Jews, and
in a context of Palestinians’ dispossession of their national rights by European
Jews, the conflation of Arabs with the archetypal oppressor of Jews grotesquely
oversimplifies an ideologically complex question and equates the present-day op-
pressed with the past oppressor. The Arab-Nazi conflation, in other words, serves
as a mechanism by which it is possible to censor any skepticism with regard to a
self-image of moral superiority and of sincere faith in a just cause. Such images are
calculated to appeal to the stock responses of uninformed spectators, while also
catalyzing for the post—World War II spectator the release of negative emotions
toward the Arab image as a corollary of the Nazi, the grand antagonist within the
twentieth-century Western imagination. At the same time, for the Jewish spectator
especially, the depiction of a militant Israel punishing its enemies could provide a
kind of cathartic feeling of vicarious vengeance for centuries of humiliation now
exorcised on the backs not of the Nazis but of the Arabs.

Arab antagonism to Jewish Israel can in no way be equated with European
anti-Semitism, even if European anti-Semitism has occasionally penetrated Arab
culture. An essential difference separates the failure of the nineteenth-century
and early-twentieth-century Jewish attempt at assimilation in Europe and the
Arab refusal to accept Israel. European anti-Semitism had only the “testimony”
of its own myths about the crucifixion of Christ and the imagined conspiratory
power of the elders of Zion to incriminate the Jews. Arab antagonism toward
Jews, meanwhile, derives from an actual process of Arab victimization. While
assimilation was not at the expense of Europe, and was not directed at creating a
separate and different identity, the establishment of the State of Israel was directed
at creating a separate Jewish-European entity in a territory already inhabited by
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the Arabs and occurred at the expense of the Palestinian people, who paid the
price for Europe’s overwhelming oppression of its Jews. The irony of representing
the historical processes in Palestine through the interpretative frame of an anxiety
borne of specifically European history, as done in relation to the 1948 war in Hill
24 Doesn't Answer, Pillar of Fire, and Exodus, is obvious when one considers that the
Israeli war of independence is perceived by the Arabs as e/Nakba (the catastrophe).

Hill 24 Doesn't Answer’s reductionist view of the Arab as a synecdoche for nega-
tivity and violence is accompanied by European paternalism toward the “friendly
East,” the Druse and especially Oriental Jews epitomized in the Esther Hadassi
character. The only detail she provides about herself concerns her place of birth—
Jerusalem—>but her accent and appearance make it clear that her family’s country
of origin is Yemen. She appears briefly in the background in the Jerusalem episode
as a nurse, subordinated to the Jewish-American story. Yet, although she is one of
the four protagonists assigned to defend Hill 24, she is granted no episode of her
own, as if she had no particular story to tell. It is up to us, therefore, to make the
text’s silences, and her silences, speak.

As a corollary to Zionist Eurocentricism, the history of Jews from the Middle
East is also eliminated/subordinated to the Jewish-European memory. (In Israeli
schools, the numerous Jewish-history classes feature very little reference to the
history of Jews in the Arab and Muslim world.) The Arab historical memory of
the Jewish-Yemenite woman is elided, an absence forming an integral part of her
definition as one of the four Zionist heroes. The Arab-inflected culture of Oriental
Jews was seen as fated for extinction, in accord with general colonialist assumptions
with regard to the East, as expressed by various Zionist leaders, whether on the
right (Ze’ev Jabotinsky and the Revisionist movement) or on the left (David Ben-
Gurion and the Labor movement). In the context of the mid-fifties (when the film
was made), following the mass immigration of Arab-Jews, the creation of Jewish
national unity came to imply the melting down of Orientals into the hegemonic
Ashkenazi culture and ideology based on the assumption of a single official Jewish
history, that of Europe. In this sense, it is scarcely surprising that the film has the
(Ashkenazi) Sabra reencounter his European history, condensed into the image
of the Nazi, the oppressor of his ancestors, but never shows an encounter of
the Oriental “Sabra” (the term does not normally include Israeli-born Orientals
but does include European and American-born Israelis raised in Israel)'® with her
historical roots in the East, or with those with whom her ancestors shared, basically,
a life of coexistence, i.e., the Arabs, even though the film, like Israel, is “set” in the
Middle East. While European Jewish history is referred to in all three episodes—
through Holocaust refugees in the Irishman episode, through the Jewish-American
arguments, and through the Nazi character in the Sabra episode—Oriental Jewish
history is totally excluded from representation. Through a process of elimination
of the East and privileging of the West, the heroic-nationalist films thus structure
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the dominant Zionist historiography of all Jews as that of European pogroms and
persecutions.

Filtered out by a Eurocentric grid, the Orient lacks all history and its inhabitants
remain anonymous. But while the “bad East,” the Arabs, is spuriously linked to
the evils of European-Nazism, the “good East,” the Arab-Jews, is absorbed into
the history of European Jews. This image of the civilization of the Other—seen as
a vacuous space onto which the European projects progress and enlightenment—
fosters the paternalist attitudes seen in the heroic-nationalist films directed toward
Arabs. The presence of the Oriental Jewish character in Hill 24 Doesn’t Answer is
in fact somewhat anomalous in the heroic-nationalist films, which tend to focus
exclusively on Occidental Jewish history and on the pioneering work and defensive
war of the Sabras. It is through the Sephardi woman character, furthermore, that
the film structures the intersection of sexuality and Orientalism as inferiority.
She asks the Irishman, for example, with her Yemenite accent (associated with
“cuteness,” “naiveté,” and sincerity), a rather ignorant question: “Where is Ireland,
in England?” a question that reflects negative stereotypes of Orientals as being
“primitive,” “illiterate,” and having lower I.Q.s. The Sabra man answers ironically:
“And where is Israel, in Egypt?” Although she has a “natural” religious ability to
quote the Hebrew Bible, she lacks a “universal” knowledge (held as more significant
than the Biblical by predominantly secular official Israel). “Real” knowledge is
monopolized by the Sabra man, who thus serves as translator and cultural mediator
between her and the Irishman, between the “underdeveloped” and the “civilized”
world, paralleling the Zionist view of its role as bridging the gap between East and
West.

Casting in Hill 24 Doesn’t Answer also has certain ideological implications. In
many films of the heroic-nationalist genre, Sephardim tend to perform Arab roles,
while in the “bourekas” films of the sixties and seventies—to be discussed in
Chapter 3—Ashkenazim tend to play Sephardi characters. In They Were Ten, for
example, the Arab thiefis played by Yossef Bashi, in Ilan Eldad’s Sinaia the Egyptian
soldier is played by Shaike Levi, while in Menahem Golan’s The Great Escape, the
cruel head of a Syrian jail for war prisoners is performed by Yossef Shiloach, and
the Druse by Yossef Levi. “Arab masses” for crowd scenes were usually recruited
from Sephardi towns, as in Five Days in Sinai, which employed the inhabitants
of the “development towns” Dimona and Yeruham. In Hill 24 Doesn’t Answer,
the Sephardi singer Shoshana Damari enacts the role of a Druse woman, while
nonprofessionals, all Oriental Jews, appear as Arab soldiers. The schizophrenic
complexity of the Jewish-Arab identity in Israel is signaled, to a certain extent,
by this phenomenon of exploiting the Sephardim’s Middle Eastern body language
and Semitic physiognomy, thus casting them as an integral part of the Arab Middle
East. Their Jewishness, however, categorizes them, as in Hill 24 Doesn’t Answer,
as knowing the Hebrew Bible, but as otherwise lacking all specific Jewish-Arab
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history. This hegemonic, artificial Arab/Jewish dichotomy, reproduced in Hill 24
Doesn’t Answer, reifies the oppression (and implied repression) of the Arabness of
Jews in the name of integrating them into a monolithic European-Jewish society,
to “give” them the pseudo-equality of top-down integration. Despite massive
pressure for assimilation the Sephardi resemblance to the “Other” could still cast
them as the enemy.'* In most Israeli films of the eighties, this kind of ethnic
casting has changed dramatically, but some foreign productions about the Middle
East, such as Golan’s Delta Force (1985), which casts David Menahem as terrorist,
still continue the traditional Israeli casting of Oriental Jews as the Arab enemy.

Hill 24 Doesn’t Answer intimates, then, the ironic means of “redemption” of
Orientals from their “primal sin” of fully belonging to the Orient—war against
the Arabs. It is significant, in this sense, that the U.N. decision that Hill 24 belongs
to Isracl—even though the fighters did not survive to claim it—is a consequence
of the Israeli flag found in the hand of the Sephardi woman. The sequence
inadvertently suggests the ironic nature of her “equality” and “redemption;” she is
accepted (as a martyr) even though, as the film implies, she has no story to tell.
Her (hi)story begins here, with the Zionist founding gesture, not before it, and
will only be told through the agency of male Western (Jewish and non-Jewish)
narrators.

The Orient and the Promethean Narrative

A few films within the heroic-nationalist genre such as Hill 24 Doesn’t Answer and
Pillar of Fire feature virtually no Arab characters, although Arabs do appear en
masse as incarnations of violence. The majority of films, however, reflect what can
be termed the humanist-Zionist trend within the genre, and feature Arab characters
in minor, largely “positive” roles. The narrative time devoted to individualized
“good Arabs” distinguishes them from the anonymous Arab aggressors who are
nonetheless not eliminated from the humanist trend. This mechanism serves less
to humanize the Arabs than to point up the “objective” stance taken by the
film, apparently eschewing a Manicheism which would reduce all Arabs to one-
dimensional enemies. The imagistic symptoms of the classically unequal First
World/Third World encounter, in other words, are clearly in evidence in the
construction of Arab characters and of their role within the narrative, not only
when they are depicted negatively but even when they are characterized positively.

Films like Baruch Dienar’s They Were Ten, llan Eldad’s Sinaia, and Alexander
Ramati’s Rebels Against the Light structure the Arab image in dualistic terms, as
already presented in embryo in Sabra, purely in function of the acceptance or
the rejection of the authority and generosity of Israel. The mythological pioneer,
Sabra kibbutznik, and/or Israeli soldier, meanwhile, has, as is typical of the war and
Western genres, a stable ethical character, that of the ideal hero. The embodiment
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of humanity and sympathy, he enacts the missionary role of converting the Eastern
“natives” to Western values. While the cultivated Israeli is celebrated as a successful
bearer of Western achievements into an “underdeveloped” area, the Arab who
opposes the Sabra is presented negatively. The “philistine” who welcomes European
enlightenment, meanwhile, is granted a “human face.” Such a “meeting” between
Occident and Orient betrays the Zionist assimilation of certain nineteenth-century
European pro-Zionist attitudes, for example those of George Eliot, who in Daniel
Deronda, as Edward Said points out," cannot sustain her admiration of Zionism
except by seeing it as a method for transforming the East into the West.

This Zionist version of East/West interaction is incorporated into other genres
where the Israeli-Arab conflict is quite peripheral to the central plot, for example,
in the psychological drama of Peter Frey’s The Heros Wife and in the light comedy
of Frey’s I Like Mike (1961). In these films too the brief and apparently aleatory
appearance of Arab characters serves as a support for the idealized image of the
central Sabra characters. In 7/he Heros Wife, one of the central characters charitably
offers a water flask to a simple Arab shepherd even though his friend was killed
by Arabs, and even though his kibbutz is under constant Arab bombing. In
I Like Mike, the kibbutz members harmonize around the fire with a Bedouin
tribe singing traditional Israeli songs and even cite an American country lyric,
“Wyoming will be your new home,” but, undialogically, never singing Arabic
songs. The image of a presumed ideal coexistence between Arabs and Jews is
mediated, in this case, through the “exotic” attachment of both groups to nature.
Narratively and cinematically the encounters, as in the heroic-nationalist genre,
are focalized through Israelis. In I Like Mike, we gain a supplementary external
look at the Arabs through the point-of-view of the Jewish-American character
whose vision “exotically” foregrounds camels and desert rather than the Bedouins
themselves. The harmony with specific Arabs within different genres in the fifties
and sixties, then, is typically a harmony of non-equals.

Written, directed, and produced by Alexander Ramati, Rebels Against the Light
revolves around the Jewish-Arab skirmishes of 1949. It features a tale of conflict
between a pacifist Sheik and his rebellious-terrorist son as well as the tale of
a Christian-American woman on a pilgrimage to visit the grave of her Jewish-
American lover. Set within the temporal framework of a single day, the film has
terrorists, headed by the Sheik’s son, mine the roads and harass Jewish outposts
while also robbing and killing their own people in the name of their need for
guns, food, and money. The mine that causes the death of an Israeli forces the
Israeli protagonist, Dan (Tom Bell), and Susan (Diane Baker), on her way to the
airport, to seek help in the Arab village. They are given refuge by the Sheik, Daoud
(David Opatoshu), while his son, Salim (Paul Stassino), leads an attack against
them. During the fight Dan is wounded; under siege he and Susan experience a
coup de foudre and fall in love. Salim is killed by a friend of his father and Susan

drives Dan back to the Israeli settlement, deciding to stay in Israel.
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The title Rebels Against the Light already conveys the axiomatic vision of the
West as the originator of light and the East as shrouded in darkness. This leitmotif
of the heroic-nationalist films manifests a structural irony since the etymology of
the words “west” and “east” in Semitic Hebrew imply an opposite concept: ma arav
(Hebrew for “west”) derives from the root ERV, whose noun signifies “evening,”
“twilight,” and the verb signifies “to be dark,” “to grow dark,” “becoming evening,”
“be obscured,” “become gloomy.” Mizrah (“east”) meanwhile derives from the root
ZRH, signifying the opposite: as a noun, “sunrise,” “shining,” “glowing,” and as a
verb, “to rise,” “to shine,” “to glow.” In Arabic, similarly, the geographical directions
also point to periods of light and darkness within the day embedded with culturally
rooted metaphors playing with the antonyms sharg, which signifies both “east”
and “sunrise,” and gharb, which signifies “west” and “sunset.” It is here that the
Zionist Western missionary role of enlightening the East becomes paradoxical,
especially when one recalls that Zionism was also preoccupied with the revival
of Hebrew, and with returning to the sources of the Jewish past, to the East. A
synonym for mizrah (“east”) in Hebrew is kedem, which also refers to “ancient
times,” “antiquity,” and evokes the traditional Jewish yearning, expressed in the
Biblical verse (from Lamentations 5:21): “Hadesh yamenu kegedem,” i.c., “Renew
(restore) our days as of old!” The Jewish textual and popular oral cult of the past in
Zion, was, in other words, transformed by Zionism and its concomitant fictions
into a cult of the West, of renewing European thinking and life patterns in the
Orient.

The film’s narrative is framed by Biblical quotations partially suggesting a mod-
ern parable, as well as the specific position taken by the film. The initial quotation
is taken from Job (24:13): “They are of those that rebel against the light; they
know not the ways thereof, nor abide in the paths thereof.” The citation forms
part of Job’s homily about injustice in human life whereby the powerful violently
rob the poor, as well as of his description of the various modalities of oppression
and exploitation. “Light” metaphorizes the paths of righteousness refused by the
wicked, who know only the regime of the darkness that literally covers their acts.
The intertitle is superimposed on a long shot of Arabs sitting next to their tent,
while the ensuing credit sequence is superimposed on an extreme long shot of
armed Arabs riding in the desert as the commentative music features hackneyed
Oriental motifs. The “rebels against the light” of the title and intertitle, then, are
linked to the simultaneous image of the Arabs. The association of Arabs with
violence is further reinforced in the following sequence, where they are observed
in long shot and from a low angle, overlooking the valley where an Israeli bus
is passing, carrying a sympathetic American woman. Although the point of view
is literally theirs, the cinematic angles render them as threatening. On the hill
they enjoy a privileged observation post, affording a comprehensive look at Israeli
movements. In order to kill as many Jews as possible, they decide to place the
mine in the evening. Their sadistic delight in killing is accentuated through the
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obese terrorist who smirks as he says, “I can hardly wait.” (In Melville Shavellson’s
Cast a Giant Shadow [1966], interestingly, a similar depiction of Arab violence
is interwoven with certain sexual undercurrents; the Arab men leer and laugh as
they shoot an Israeli woman trapped in a truck at the bottom of a valley.) In Rebels
Against the Light, the commander, Salim, even links this personal bloodthirstiness
to a putative Arab tradition: “Be patient. Remember the old Arab proverb: ‘Pa-
tience, and they will carry your enemy’s body in front of your home.”” Later in the
film, the narrative device of placing the Israeli man, Dan, the American woman,
Susan, and the “good Arabs,” Daoud and his daughter, Naima, “under siege” (in a
kind of microcosm of a saintly alliance), enlists the mechanisms of identification
against the besiegers, whose instinctual sadism is underscored by their diabolical
look. The obese terrorist fires his gun, for example, despite his commander’s order,
confessing, “I could not help myself; the Jew was right at the window.” Here,
again, we discern the rhetorical device of self-incriminatory actions and dialogue,
which has the Arab characters testify “objectively” to their own evil nature. The
apparent alternation of point-of-view, in other words, merely constructs a fagade
of objectivity that further essentializes the notion of Arab violence.

Rebels Against the Light, before presenting “exotic” images of Arabs, first per-
petuates the stereotypical image of the Third World as it haunts the colonial
Western mind. First World traditional discourse often offers a reductionist view of
the violence involved in national struggles for independence as involving perverse
pleasure in gratuitous killing, as irrational rituals deriving from fanatical nation-
alism or religious zealotry. The anti-Arab imagery which pervades the media and
the culture ultimately traces its origins to early European attempts to represent
the Orient. European colonialism in the Orient was similar in structure to that
in Africa, America, and Asia, but unlike the encounters with Black Africans and
Native Americans, Europe encountered the Arabs long before the advent of colo-
nialism. Muslim Arabs had always been seen as a provocation to Christian Europe:
geographically close, their religion drew on the Judaic tradition and also borrowed
creatively from Christianity. Linguistically, Semitic Arabic was of interest because
of Greek philosophy (Semitic Hebrew, because of the Bible), and politically and
militarily Arabs at times held sway over Europe in Iberia and during the Crusades.
These encounters, as Edward Said discusses them in Orientalism, had epistemo-
logical consequences for the European attempt to know the Orient, to represent
it, and make it comprehensible. The Europeans, ultimately, defined themselves in
opposition to the constructed otherness of the Orient. With colonialism, already-
distorted images were systematized to legitimize Europe’s right to domination.
The orientalization of the Orient, to borrow Said’s term, confirmed European su-
periority, glorifying the West’s “philanthropic” role of bringing Reason to a world
of disorder. Even after the end of classical colonialism in the Arab world, the most
blatant distortions are regularly reproduced by the Western cultural industry, in
songs, jokes, political cartoons, comics, television movies, and feature films.'¢
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Apart from “exotic” images of the “erotic” Orient favored by Hollywood from
The Sheik (1921) through a series of remakes of Kismer (1920, 1930, 1944, 1955)
to the Hollywood-style Lawrence of Arabia (1962) and even the recent Sahara
(1983), Arabs have tended to constitute “bad objects” within the Hollywood
narrative, culminating, especially since the late sixties, in the image of the terrorist.
In Black Sunday (1971), for example, Palestinians are portrayed as psychotic,
bloodthirsty fanatics. The distortion, furthermore, forms part not only of the
film industry but also of the film criticism industry. Assuming the validity of the
negative stereotypes, Vincent Canby, for instance, goes a step beyond the film’s
discourse: “Marthe Keller has some difficulty portraying a Palestinian terrorist,
looking as she does, as beautiful and healthy and uncomplicated as a Californian
surfer.”!” Within Canby’s fairytale logic, conventional beauty cannot be allied to
evil, and Palestinian terrorists cannot be physically beautiful. As metonyms of anti-
European violence, Arab and Muslim terrorists appear briefly even in films whose
subjects have nothing to do with the Middle East, as in the case of the nightmarish
Iranian terrorists chasing the “all-American boy” through a Midwestern town in
Steven Spielberg’s Back to the Future (1985). And in a recent novel, The Haj,
Leon Uris (author of Exodus) presents the traditional colonialist vision of the
“inferior” Third World people. Arab characters are explicitly qualified as “lazy,”
“boastful,” “murderous,” and “rapists,” while the manipulation of point of view
has Arab characters incriminate themselves as people living in “hate,” “despair,”
and “darkness.” Perceiving Jews as the Arabs” “bridge out of darkness,” an Arab
doctor elaborates his self-denigration:

Islam is unable to live at peace with anyone. We Arabs are the worst. We can’t
live with the world, and even more terrible, we can’t live with each other. In
the end it will not be Arab against Jew but Arab against Arab. One day our
oil will be gone, along with our ability to blackmail. We have contributed
nothing to human betterment in centuries, unless you consider the assassin
and the terrorist as human gifts.'®

Compared with the Hollywood images of the Arab, Zionist-Israeli fiction on
the Israeli-Arab conflict is somewhat more nuanced. Negative characters appear,
at times, within a humanist framework of psychologizing the terrorists’ motives,
whether in the form of the Oedipal inflection of Rebels Against the Light or male
jealousy and weakness at times of crisis in 7hey Were Ten. Unlike the dominant
American representation of Arabs, Israeli heroic-nationalist films supplement the
image of the evil Arab with that of the “positive” Arab character, as in Rebels
Against the Light. The Israeli dualism of heroes and villains, thus, is slightly less
monolithic, endeavoring to propose also “positive” Arabs who struggle along with
the Israeli protagonists against backward Arab antagonists.

After introducing the terrorists, Rebels Against the Light cuts to the Arab village,
cloaking its inhabitants in “exotic” images. As in Sabra, the Arabs, as if by way
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of self-introduction, dance suddenly and without any explanation. Fearing Salim’s
terrorism, they escape to their homes, hoping that the Israeli police will arrive in
time to defend them, and leaving Daoud, Salim’s father, to confront the terrorists
alone. Courageous, Daoud demands that the band stop its repeated thefts from
the village, but his son insists they are collecting the tax they deserve instead of
the Israelis. The dialogue between the father and son, just when the terrorists are
about to rob and kill, is strangely reminiscent of a dialogue between a Zionist (the
pacifist Arab) and an anti-Zionist (the terrorist Arab), all presented from a Zionist
perspective:

DAOUD: Since you left the village you have been poisoned; you learned to
hate.

SALIM: And you learned to love your enemy. You are an old man, Father, too
old to understand.

DAOUD: What is there to understand? We want to live in peace. You want to
steal and kill.

SALIM: We want our country back. And we are ready to get it back. We'll
keep on killing until there are no Jews in Palestine.

The dialogue begins in long shot, shifts to medium shot, and culminates in a shot-
counter-shot (as Salim says, “We'll keep on killing”), underlining the inevitable
conflict between two generations, between two positions, between father and son.
The cinematic-political confrontation immediately gives way to brutality directed
against the village: the kidnapping of men from their homes, the setting on fire of
a field, and the murder of an Israeli-Arab policeman, despite Daoud’s noble cry to
the terrorists that he himself is the only one responsible for the rebellion.

This early confrontation between the “good” Arab, Daoud, and the "evil,”
Salim, already sets in motion the Manichean scheme on which the film is built. In
the dialogue between the two, Daoud speaks with naive pacificism of his longing
for peace, blaming his son and his followers for simply “hating.” He is thus a
mouthpiece for the Zionist myth that opposes those who want to live in peace,
i.e., Zionists and Arabs who welcome Israel, to those who—as Daoud testifies
about his own people and his own son—only want “to steal and kill.” And those
who steal from and kill their own people in the film also happen to be those
who totally refuse Israel, those who will go on “killing until there are no Jews
in Palestine.” Such statements, accompanied by scenes of terror against Salim’s
own people (as well as against Israelis), undermine his potentially more politically
serious claim: “We want our country back.” Similarly, in an earlier sequence, Rebels
Against the Light offers its “objective” acknowledgment of the Other through Salim’s
invocation of Palestinian exile: “Every Arab in Palestine has a relative among the
refugees in Egypt and Syria.” Compared with the hermetic nationalist discourse
of virtually all films of the period, the mere reference to Palestinian refugees on the
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screen in 1964 provides an ephemeral progressive touch. But this brief conjuring
up of Zionism from the perspective of its victims is unquestionably undermined
by the violent connotations of Salim’s immediate next statement: “There is no such
country as Israel. There is Palestine!” as well as by his subsequent criminal acts. The
rejection of Israel, furthermore, is made simultaneous with the plans to murder an
Arab policeman with whom the spectator has already come to sympathize. The
framing of complex political questions such as Palestinian rights and claims within
the essentialist characterization of Arab bloodthirstiness and relentless hostility to
Jews and Israel virtually compels a simplistic identification with Israel. Zionism is
grasped only in a celebratory dimension, as a Jewish liberation movement.

The sequences of the Arab village and its terrorization run parallel to sequences
involving another potential victim, the “all-American woman,” Susan, on the bus
from Be’er Sheva to Sodom. The bus is seen from the Arab-terrorist perspective, as
the selected target to be exploded on its return trip in the evening. The spectator’s
knowledge of Susan’s plan to return on the evening bus heightens suspense in the
Hitchcock manner. It is within this story-time framework that the film constructs
the first phase of its didactic message through neutral, Christian Susan, presumably
tabula rasa in terms of Zionism and even Judaism. The chronicle of her coming to
consciousness constitutes a kind of Zionist Bildungsroman. Susan originally makes
her voyage in an attempt to determine why her dead lover, Mark, volunteered for
Israel’s war of independence—was it for idealist motives, or in order to escape their
difficulties as a mixed couple?

Once in Israel, Susan’s voyage becomes a Zionist pilgrimage. Susan embodies
a character typical of Zionist-nationalist films, whether Israeli productions or co-
productions, or foreign productions largely directed toward the American market.
She represents the figure of the “objective observer,” the traveler whose narrative
function as ideological mediator is to make Zionism palatable to the Western
spectator. Whether an American-Jew (Hill 24 Doesn’t Answer, Pillar of Fire, The
Heros Wife [Mexican-Jew], Neither at Day Nor at Night [Lo baYom velo baLaila,
1972], Cast a Giant Shadow, and The Great Escape) or Christian (Sword in the
Desert, Hill 24 Doesn’t Answer [Irishman], Exodus, Rebels Against the Light, and
60 Hours to Suez [Shishim Shaot leSuetz, 1967; distributed abroad as Is 7e/ Aviv
Burning?]), the outsider is recruited to the Israeli cause, often through a gradual
process of progressive enlightenments, and at times with the erotic stimulus of a
romance with a Sabra.

Like other nationalist films, then, Rebels Against the Light employs an outsider
Western character. The chronicle of the visitor’s journey from ignorance to “aware-
ness” is intrinsically connected to the stable, virtually perfect nature of the Sabra
character, whose integrity becomes a kind of final post or telos in the gradations
of self-improvement offered the outsider. He/she is subsequently transformed into
a quasi-insider within a narrative structure that resembles a secular grail story, a
quest accompanied by the archetypical tropes of redemption and moral edification.
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Theodicy in its secular-Zionist version is, therefore, superimposed on the story of
the Christian—once an oppressor and still a dormant enemy within the Jewish
mind—who subliminally atones by expressing enthusiasm for the modern Jewish
destiny.

Susan’s process of Zionist education is roughly divided into two stages, beginning
with her portrayal as a spoiled, naive, and uninvolved Mid-westerner and ending
with her transformation into a virtual sister of mercy in the Mid-East through
her dialogue with Dan. She is progressively initiated into basic Jewish and Israeli
historical information, as well as into nationalist myths and the Zionist idealist
discourse. Susan finds it difficult, for example, to comprehend Mark’s idealist
gesture of moving into the desert, into a place she “never even knew existed except
from the Bible,” as well as his valiant solitary battle against numerous Arabs to
defend an old rickety bridge in a place without women and children. Answering
her questions, Dan advances the idea that death is sometimes necessary for others
to live; the bridge Mark defended gave access to the Mifal haAshlag (mine project)
that the Arabs were planning to bomb; without it “our desert would have stayed a
desert and we would not have been able to settle the survivors.” This link of Israel
and Holocaust survivors leads her to invoke Mark’s recurrent lament: “One-third
of my people were killed by the Nazis. I must help the rest live in peace.” Her
naiveté, similarly, is accentuated when she asks for flowers to place on Mark’s
grave, unaware that Sodom has no flowers, “not yet anyway,” as Dan states. The
shot of Susan facing MarK’s desert grave, unable to perform a simple gesture—
placing flowers—illustrates her realization of the importance of his sacrifice. With
such ideologically informed details, the film constructs several tropes: that of the
visionary pioneer who makes the desert bloom (bafrahat hashmama) subsequent
to Arab neglect, as well as the salvation of the Diaspora (migola legeula) and the
life-and-death trope of the devoted soldier who gives his life so the rest might live
(bemotam tzivu lanu et hahayim).

Guided by the highest kind of idealism, the dialogue propagates a narcissistic
self-image flattering to the Israeli, and even more to the distant and often unin-
formed Zionist sympathizer. Although Dan, for example, has painterly talents, he
has abandoned his profession, since “in Israel there are already too many doctors
and painters but not enough workers.” Israeli soldiers and workers, then, are not
“simply” soldiers and workers but “high-quality,” “cultured” people. Dan’s desire
to return to painting when peace comes reflects the Sabra image (and self-image)
as a soldier who, despite war, never loses either humanity or artistic sensitivity, an
image also evoked by the writer Amos Kenan when he discerns the violinist behind
the army uniforms, the violinist who momentarily hangs up his violin while he
picks up the gun."

The encounter between the American, Susan, and the Israeli, Dan, establishes
the narrative dualism focalized, to a certain extent, through Susan; the potential
victim of Arab terrorists is now exposed to the Sabra who, despite his innate
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peace-loving nature, is condemned to war and consequently to heroism. The
Sabra in Israeli films is forced to shoot by Arab hostility, but in his heart of hearts
he would rather work the land, or create his art, and bring light to the East,
whether through educating the Arabs to modernity, as in Oded the Wanderer, or
working the land, as in Rebels Against the Light, or curing the wounds of a Bedouin
woman, like the Israeli pilot in Sinaia. The martyr-like mentality of “shoot-and-
cry” humanism was satirized in the Isracli-Palestinian Emile Habiby’s novel 7he
Secret Life of Saced: The Pessoptimist.*® Through the perspective of a Good Soldier
Schweik-like protagonist the reader learns the actual repercussions of humanist
Israel for the Palestinians. And like Voltaire’s Candide, which mocks the Leibnizean
idealism of “All is for the best in the best of all possible worlds,” The Pessoptimist
comically demystifies the idealist discourse of Zionism.

While adopting the Sabra anti-heroic style with its avoidance of flowery lan-
guage, the film also exalts the ethos of the heroic Sabra. Dan, for example, criticizes
Susan, as the representative of Europe and the United States, for loving heroes.
Mark, according to Dan, did not want her to think that he was better than others:
“He defended that bridge because he had no choice. None of the people here ever
had,” he says angrily as he walks out of the frame, while she remains, thinking and
lowering her look. Presumably rebelling against the myth of the “heroic Sabra,”
Dan only redoubles mystification by emphasizing the “no-choice” situation forced
on Israel. His tough manner, his concentration on his country’s goals, his scorn for
the “spoiled” American, his willingness to sacrifice his talent and life contribute
to his portrayal as a hero, despite his apparent endorsement of “anti-heroism.”
Twice the film shows Susan lowering her head (first when Dan accuses her of non-
involvement), as if in embarrassment, shame or guilt—an expression rhetorically
underlined by a close-up, inducing the spectator to share the moment of reflection
together with Susan. (A similar encounter is suggested between the still neutral
Kitty Freemont [Eva Marie Saint] and Ari Ben Canan [Paul Newman] on board
the ship in Exodus. When she tries to convince him to surrender the ship and its
refugees to the British in order to prevent a tragedy, Ari Ben Canan responds in
righteous wrath: “Each person on board this ship is a soldier. The only weapon
we have is our willingness to die.”)

Rebels Against the Light cuts from Susan’s reflective look to the Arab planting
a mine in order to sabotage the bus on which she is planning to leave. This
juxtaposition provides the proof, as it were, of the Arabs’ violent propensities. The
gap between Susan’s knowledge and the spectator’s knowledge is now brought to
the foreground. The same gap was evoked earlier, when the spectator was conscious
that Salim’s gang was planning to target her bus, just as the spectator is aware of
the Arab “evil” gang that robs and murders its own people under the pretense
of nationalism—all of which remain hidden from her. But the moment of Dan’s
anger at her lack of any general empathy which might transcend her individual
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Geopolitical Bildungsroman: The Sabra and the American in Rebels Against the Light.

loss, juxtaposed with the placing of the mine, prepares the spectators for still
another pivotal phase in her apprenticeship—that of actual personal experience
rather than abstract speeches.

In the next sequence the second stage of education within Zionist theodicy
begins. Due to a state of emergency (the Egyptians are concentrating forces on the
border), the evening bus does not leave (the driver explains to Susan that “Arab
savages might be in the desert and it would be dangerous to drive”). She insists
on leaving, however, and a volunteer drives her. They ride over the mine and he
is injured. Approaching them, Dan carries the wounded man to the nearby Arab
village. At this point the two parallel plots merge; from now on the terrorists,
the “good” Arabs, and the Israeli will all share a single space where choices will
have to be made, not only by the Arabs but also by the American visitor. Fearing
reprisals by the terrorists, an Arab refuses to help Dan. Daoud and his graceful
daughter, Naima (Didi Ramati), nevertheless volunteer to assist, but the wounded
driver dies, as funereal commentative music accompanies the long shot of Daoud’s
peace-loving monologue: “Killing, killing, all the time killing. My wife was killed
by a Jewish mine and a Jew is killed by an Arab mine.” The wounded Israeli is
buried next to Daoud’s wife, suggesting that in death they will find a peaceful
coexistence. (A similar scene appears in Exodus: the burial which ends the film
with the tough but emotional mourning of Ari Ben Canan, with the difference



80 / Israeli Cinema

that Hollywood portrayed the two victims—a young woman Holocaust survivor
and a peace-oriented Arab—as two victims of Nazi-connected Arab aggressors.)
Dan, meanwhile, gives his peace-speech in the form of a Jewish mourning prayer,
ending with “Ose shalom bimeromav” (“He makes peace in heaven”). As we hear
the peace blessing offscreen, we see Susan before her second grave, containing the
Israeli victim of an Arab attack. This time she has herself witnessed Arab violence,
and indeed might have been a victim herself. This directly personal threat ends,
in a sense, her period of detached noninvolvement.

Susan encounters two peace-loving groups: Israelis (peace-loving by definition)
and some Arabs, suggesting that harmony will prevail only in the absence of Arab
terrorists. The film emphasizes this point in the sequence following the burial
in which Dan and Daoud engage in friendly, almost “utopian” dialogue. The
exclusion of the terrorists from the peace interlude (even avoiding any reference
to them on the dialogue track) offers the spectator a glimpse of a possible shared
future between Arab and Jew. Hospitable Daoud, sitting in Oriental fashion,
drinking coffee with Dan, begins their conversation by expressing admiration for
Dan’s truck. Accustomed to the idea of technological advancement, Dan replies
that the truck is an old one. Daoud then describes the poverty and backwardness
to which he has been accustomed; he has no horse, only a few animals and a
piece of land inherited from his father, his grandfather, and his great-grandfather
who could hardly make a living. The Israeli then expresses his desire to work
the land as well and in his free time to paint rivers and forests—the Israeli’s
imaginary also revolves around land. The characters thus express complementary
desires to exchange places with each other; the Arab, without even a horse, admires
Dan’s old truck, while Dan, with his Romantic nostalgia for agrarian simplicity,
desires to work the land. The pride of the pioneering heritage, of working the
land, with its connotations of a salutary rootedness, constitute the ideological
bedrock of the nationalist films. Thus, even when not dealing directly with the
achievements of Dor haMeyasdim (Founding Fathers Generation), the nationalist
films assume their ideology or allude to their dreams—at times even within war
circumstances—but now carried by Dor haBanim (Sons Generation).

Dan’s desire to reincarnate the pioneer myth characterizes other nationalist
films as well. Larry Frisch’s Pillar of Fire, for example, although it focuses on the
1948 battle with Egypt, in certain sequences evokes the pioneering spirit as a
pacific foil to the violence of war, and as part of a characterological dichotomy
between Egyptian aggressors and peace-loving Israelis. This opposition manifests
itself in the narrative’s schism between the female protagonist’s longing for agrarian
pastoralism and the tangible reality of the Egyptian military threat. The pioneer
idyll is marred by the rude onslaught of an Egyptian bomb, destroying Israeli
achievements. In He Walked through the Fields, the hero is a kibbutznik who also
studies in an agricultural school. (Israeli official discourse had tended to implicitly
contrast Israeli agricultural expertise, i.e., the science of knowledge of the land,
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with the “natural,” quasi-instinctual labor of the fellahin who emerge from the
land, as it were, rather than dominate it in the Western sense.) While fighting
in the Palmach, he also works the land. The pioneer myth, then, simultaneously
posits a liberation from oppressive Jewish-European history while channeling the
European rescue fantasy of liberating the Orient from the parabola of its inevitable
decline. That the light-bringers are the traditional victims of Europe constitutes
just one more irony in an interminable chain of historical inversions.

Daoud’s final admission then recognizes not merely that Arabs spent centuries
in darkness but also that Western Israel brought light. We see here evidence of
the Western “Prospero complex,” of the colonizer who will redeem Caliban’s isle
with technological magic.?! In a frontal shot, seated next to Dan, Daoud expresses
gratitude to the Israeli for the fertilizer that enables him to grow tomatoes from
the desert, a feat “unavailable to his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather.”
Daoud, dressed in traditional Arab clothes, ends the sentence drinking the ahwa
(Turkish/Arab coffee) so typical of the area. The stereotypical Oriental thus lends
credibility to the vision of Western-Zionist enlightenment as an altruistic end-
eavor. The “making-the-desert-bloom” leitmotif, here mouthed by the Arab char-
acter, as well as his testimony that Arabs (can) actually benefit from Israel and
his implied acceptance of the authority and generosity of the state apparatus,
determine his cinematic status as the “noble Arab."

The modernizing rescue fantasy of the Orient conveyed by the film relays a
similar attitude to that advanced in Hebrew-Israeli fiction. An Arab teacher in
Eliezer Smoli’s The Sons of the First Rain (Yaldei haGeshem haRishon) takes his class
on a visit to a Jewish school, and is so impressed that he delivers the following
encomium:

By God, we have very much to learn from you, the Jews. This place was
abandoned and desolate—and then you came along with all your en-

ergy and transformed it into a veritable Garden of Eden. . . . Every day I

read diatribes in the newspapers against the Jews, and there are a lot of
agitators who stir up trouble between us and you! But as I walk through your
streets and as I see the tremendous labor you have invested in these desolate
abandoned sand-dunes, which you've turned into such flourishing land, I have
to say to myself that it was God who sent you here to serve as an example to
us, so that we could look at what you do and do likewise ourselves. . . . It’s to
you that we owe the prosperity, to your capital, your energy, to all the good
things you've given us.**

Zionism’s providential melioristic design, then, is here blessed by its putative ben-
eficiaries, the Arabs. Thus, when not a terrorist, the Arab is a passive entity—at
best “exotic”—awaiting Sabra redemption. The good Arab is a grateful Arab. The
active agent, the Israeli, grants the Arab identity and purpose, saving him from
his own destructive weaknesses. The dualistic representation of Arabs as either
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terrorists or noble savages, in other words, is a subsidiary reflection of a more
comprehensive dualism, the Manichean allegory of the heroic-nationalist genre,
that of Israel versus the Arabs. Thus the fictive construction of the “good primi-
tive” concatenates the positive adjectives “good,” “noble,” with Arab obeisance as
a means of transcending the negative Oriental essence. In this sense, the film po-
sitions the Western/Israeli spectator, along with the Sabra man and the American
woman, as superior in their liberal sympathy toward the Arab, thus reaffirming a
humane and democratic self-image.

Placing Zionist arguments in the mouth of an Arab character (who is willing
even to defend Israelis against his own terrorist son) functions, in other words,
as a rhetorical device that lends institutional apologetics a higher status of truth.
Just as Hill 24 Doesn't Answer employed a fagade of democratic distribution of
points of view, Rebels Against the Light has its monolithic Zionist view masquerade
as a mission desired by three synecdochic representatives: Israel (Dan), peace-
loving Arabs (Daoud, Naima), and the West (Susan). The harmonious interchange
between the Arab and the Israeli reflects the ersatz dialogism of the Zionist-heroic
films. The last shot of Dan and Daoud, seen in a frontal shot, sitting together
drinking the “exotic” coffee of the Orient, is interrupted by a cut to the next
sequence in which the “other kind” of Arabs, the terrorists, try to hijack the Israeli
truck. The “utopian” sequence ends, then, with a rhetorical “but” conveyed by
the montage juxtaposition; the condition for harmony is the elimination of the
bloodthirsty Arabs who inflict violence not only on peace-loving Israelis but on
peace-loving Arabs as well. The harmonious moment, however well-intentioned,
ultimately rings false because it is constructed on a patronizing view of the culture
and history of the Other with whom one claims to hope to dialogue. Set in
1949, this “utopian dialogue,” for example, ignores the dystopian reality that
Palestinians since the foundation of Israel have been relegated to a literal “u-
topia,” etymologically, “no place.” Zionism undertook to speak for Palestine and
Palestinians, thus blocking Palestinian self-representation. The heroic-nationalist
films provided audiovisual legitimation for Zionist historiographical doxa, and
contributed—especially in the United States, where they were widely distributed—
not only to the clear disproportion between the media presence of Israeli versus
Palestinian causes, but also to a qualitative gap, an asymmetrical circulation of
self-representative texts, on the one hand, versus delegated, suspectly mediated
representation on the other.

The dualistic representation of Arabs in Rebels Against the Light plays on the
tradition of Arab hospitality. While Daoud and Naima follow the code of hospi-
tality, Salim’s bandits violate that code. Their dramatic intrusion into the peaceful
world of Dan and Daoud triggers the inevitable confrontation between Daoud
and his son, Salim. The father urges his son to respect a law of hospitality that
embraces all human beings (Christians and Jews alike and not only Muslims),
but his son insists that the code does not include Jews. Salim’s response to
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his father’s question—as to whether he is not tired of killing—reveals Salim’s
fanaticism: “When the battle is over I will take the body of the Jew out of the
grave and leave it for the dogs; for no Jew will contaminate the land where my
mother was buried.” And Salim’s anti-Jewish fanaticism prompts him to refuse
to release even the “neutral” American, under the pretext that she came with the
Jew; thus the film wins Western spectatorial sympathy for a victimized American
woman whose fate is now inseparable from that of the Israeli. The confrontation
between father and son on the dialogue level ends with a war in which the di-
verse forces of good are finally united against the forces of evil: Generous Daoud
and his beautiful daughter, Naima, are united with the quasi-perfect Israeli, Dan,
and the innocent American, Susan, against the terrorists who besiege them. This
human and ideological unity is cinematically rendered by the spatial separation
of “good” and “evil” territory within the mise-en-scene, and by the point-of-view
shots shared by Dan and Daoud. The cinematic, narrative, and ideological codes
link the “good-natured,” “backward” Arab (usually elderly) with the humane, sen-
sitive pioneer or soldier, set structurally in opposition to forces of disorder and
terror, i.c., bloodthirsty Arabs (usually young) whose elimination is required to
restore harmony.

The schism of good versus evil within the Manichean allegory intensifies when
Dan goes to his truck for ammunition. Originally intended for the Israeli border
settlement for defense against Egyptian attacks on “women and children,” the
arms now gain a double, even triple dramatic role—not only to defend Israeli
settlements against the well-equipped Egyptian army but also for defense against
the terrorists, whose possible control of the truck would entail the surrender of the
besieged protagonists as well as the future terrorizing of the peaceful Arab village.
In this triple mission, Dan is injured, again strengthening the Isracli-American
connection through the love-death nexus. The sequence prior to his injury when
all are besieged and under fire features the classical cinematic topos of the amorous
exchange of looks rendered in formulaic shot-counter-shot. When he is injured,
Susan saves his life through artificial respiration. From this point on, the American
woman, now irrevocably integrated into the travails of Israeli existence, helps load
the guns. And when the battle ends in triumph, she drives the truck (with her
wounded beloved beside her) to the border settlements and reassures him that she
will not return to the United States. The triple mission thus ends happily for Israel
and the West.

Whereas the romance in Exodus between a Christian woman and a Jewish
man is celebrated by the narrative closure, and while Hill 24 Doesnt Answer’s
romance between a Christian man and a Jewish woman is tragically cut off by the
heroic death of the Zionist Christian, in Rebels against the Light it is only after
Susan’s first Jewish-American lover is killed by the Arabs, when she becomes a
Zionist, that her romance with a Jewish Israeli becomes a reality, making possible
harmonious narrative closure. The Bildungsroman structure, then, is marshaled
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to tell an exemplary tale of Western or Christian conversion to Zionism. Susan’s
moral stance, meanwhile, suggests for the Western spectator a subliminal analogy
with early American settlers, evoking nostalgia for their mythical idealistic spirit,
set in implicit contrast to the present prosperous, spoiled life. Symptomatically,
the dialogue between Susan and Dan sounds rather like a conversation between
the idealist European settler explaining the land’s potentialities to a visitor from the
motherland and initiating her/him into the codes of the new frontier. Although the
heroic-nationalist films present the Westerner joining Zionism, however, a hidden
set of codes point in an opposite direction, to Jewish assimilation to Western
Orientalist discourse embodied, in many ways, by Zionism. By a concatenation of
events and circumstances the European Semitic myth, as Edward Said points out,
bifurcated in the Zionist movement: “one Semite went the way of Orientalism,
the other, the Arab, was forced to go the way of the Oriental.”?® (Jews from
Arab countries, as shown in the next chapter, also went the way of the Oriental.)
Rebels Against the Light, in this sense, reflects the literal recruitment of the West to
Zionism. Internalizing the West, the Sabra and his progenitor, Zionism, regard the
East through a prejudicial grid shaped by European culture. Zionist historiography
and its cinematic prolongations and mediations has remained faithful, generally, to
the ideological habits of the European colonial mind. The cinematic, narrative, and
ideological fusion of the Israeli and American characters, in this sense, externalizes
the ongoing Israeli desire to form an appendage of the West. The liberation of
oppressed European Jews from the ghetto, from pogroms, and from genocide,
unfortunately, did not guarantee a liberation from Eurocentrism.

The American woman’s ideological Zionization is characterized in a manner
reminiscent of the mythological Sabra woman of some of the nationalist films.
From a spoiled and naive American she is transformed by her Israeli experience
into a valiant fighter, nursing the wounds of the Sabra man and assisting in his
war against Arab terrorists. The Sabra woman herself, meanwhile, in Pillar of Fire,
for example, is shown in the inadvertently comic image of a superwoman who
simultaneously chauffeurs her wounded Jewish-American lover and throws hand
grenades at Egyptian jeeps. In Targer Tiran (1968) the daring military exploits
of the Israeli army are accompanied by the prowess of a charming Sabra who
ferries soldiers in her boat to their destination. About to be discovered by an
Egyptian, she resourcefully crashes the boat and swims to the Israeli shore. (Such
mythologized images of tough Israeli women, when disseminated in the United
States, provoked some parodic re-elaborations, for example, in the Philip Roth
novel Portnoys Complaint and in its film adaptation.) The very same Sabra woman
who can fight the Arabs, however, becomes in the company of Sabra soldiers a
defenseless little girl needing protection.

The exalted heroic image of the Sabra woman, it should be pointed out, circu-
lated more widely in the United States, penetrating Israeli war films as part of a com-
mercial appeal aimed at American spectators. Hebrew novels, much less dependent
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on these financial underpinnings, displayed a more passive Sabra woman character
more in accord with Israeli popular culture. Rendered larger-than-life by Palmach-
generation literature (of the forties and fifties), the epic Sabra heroes of such writers
as S. Yizhar and Moshe Shamir are manly in both sex and manner. Women, even
those playing central roles in the lives of the heroes, appear as mere background
shadows, lacking any autonomous existence. The narratives of such novels tend
to be focalized through a single Sabra male who subsumes all other political and
sexual views. Based on Moshe Shamir’s play of the same title, Yossef Milo’s film
He Walked through the Fields, for example, suggestively juxtaposes the hero’s con-
quest of a woman, from courtship to pregnancy, with his immediately following
conquest of a military target. The Hebrew words gibor (“hero”), gever (“man”),
gvura (“bravery”), lighor (“to conquer,” “to overpower”), and lighor al (“to win”)
all derive from the same etymological root (G.B.R), reflecting concepts of mastery,
masculinity, and bravery as closely linked—all interwoven within the Palmach-
generation literature and its cinematic analogue, the heroic-nationalist films.

The paradigmatic filmic encounters between Israelis and Arabs in the heroic-
nationalist films typically involve situations of siege. In Rebels against the Light,
most of the story time and narrative time devoted to Susan’s and Dan’s sojourn
in the Arab village is spent under siege. Similarly, much of Pillar of Fire takes
place in the small besieged settlement under constant Egyptian attack, while
virtually all of the Jerusalem episode in Hill 24 Doesn’t Answer occurs during
the Jordanian siege of the old city. The siege situation functions to intensify
and dramatize the protagonists’ emotions, which crystallize in climactic episodes,
offering mythic (Barthes) situations as well as narrative closure: in Hill 24 Doesn’t
Answer the rediscovery of Judaism by the American, and in Rebels Against the Light
the unification of the three forces of good (led by the Israeli), as well as the coupling
of the Israeli man and the American woman.

The battle between the Israeli heroes and their Arab enemies is filtered through
images of encirclement which focus the spectator’s attention and empathy on fa-
miliar protagonists defending themselves against incomprehensibly violent Arabs.
As occurs with the Indians in Westerns,?* the attitude toward the hostile Arab is
premised on his literal and metaphorical exteriority. The terrorists in Rebels Against
the Light are seen largely from the point of view of the besieged. The terrorists
are seen, as it were, through the sights of the Israeli guns. The point-of-view
conventions suture the spectator into a Zionist perspective, instituting a broader
metaphorical meaning of a state under siege that must repel the surrounding in-
vaders in order to survive. The image of sallying out from an encircled center, a
paradigm inherited from American Westerns—although in fact it was of course
the First World that moved upon the Third World and not vice versa—perfectly
serves the dominant Israeli ideology of offensive defense, of fighting back force-
fully against aggressors. These Zionist films prolong as well what might be called
the frontier analogy, which opposes Western pioneers, Americans/Israelis, with
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The Israeli David against the Arab Goliath: Pillar of Fire.
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The anxiety of siege: They Were Ten.

“savages,” Indians/Arabs, the former being the agents of a manifest destiny and
the latter having no historical destiny beyond marginality and silence.

Within specifically Jewish history, images of siege play into a syndrome of
traumatic memories originating in the ghetto experience. This latent anxiety,
typical of the heroic-nationalist genre, is directly manifested in 7hey Were Ten.
Although the pioneers initially try to avoid open struggle with Arab aggressors
by getting water from the legally shared well at night, some, impatient with
persecution in Palestine after having fled European pogroms, goad the others to
take the water openly, arguing that “we did not leave Russia for another ghetto.”
The argument reflects deeply ambivalent feelings toward Russia specifically and
toward Europe generally. The situation of victimization without any provocation
recalls the European ghetto (but here they strive to establish a rupture with shtetl
history), while at the same time their nostalgic sense of superiority derives from
belonging to the “civilized world.” The heroic-nationalist films, in this sense,
celebrate the liberation from the past by demonstrating the aggressive defense
of Jewish rights. That this liberation is not achieved against past oppressors but
rather at the expense of the oppressed Palestinians is simply ignored by Zionist
fictions, which blur the distinction by conveniently appealing to the more inclusive
category of the gentiles, the “Goyim.”

The triumphant breaking of the siege and the concomitant celebration of
Israel/West unity coincides with tragedy for the Arabs, a self-inflicted tragedy, it
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is suggested by Rebels Against the Light, largely due to their vindictive mentality.
Angered by the terrorists’ brutality, some villagers join Daoud’s fight. It is Daoud’s
best friend (with whom he fought against the Turks in World War I, presumably
with T. E. Lawrence—a reference implying a previous commitment to the West)
who shoots Salim on his horse. Salim tries to hold onto a tree, but falls dead.
The image is clearly Biblical, a visual paraphrase of the story of King David’s son,
Absalom, who rebelled against his father and was killed by Joab as he was escaping
on muleback and whose long hair became entangled in the branches of a tree.
Absalom fought against his father, the king, in order to usurp his father’s throne.
The film names the father “Daoud”—Arabic for David—and his soil Salim, a
name phonetically reminiscent of Absalom. The noble Daoud mourns his son and
the film ends with a quotation from II Samuel 18:33: “And the king was much
moved, and went up to the chamber over the gate and wept; and as he went, thus
he said, ‘O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom! Would God I had died
for thee, O Absalom, my son, my son!”” The long shot of the mourning father
kneeling over his dead son with the village and the tree in the background together
with the concluding Biblical quotation suggest a modern parable based on the
Biblical tale.

The film, then, allegorically refers the Islamic present to ancient Biblical times,
while associating Jewish Israel and the Christian West with modernity. The Arab
who rebels against the light is punished, leaving the obedient Arab to mourn him.
This mythical resolution suggests that the eradication of the “negative element”
will bring peace. As in the classical narrative, order is restored when the forces
of evil are defeated. Dedicated to the “absolute good” of his community, Daoud
welcomes Israel’s Promethean mission in the Orient, and he is rewarded with
knowledge and material for growing tomatoes even at the price of sacrificing his
own terrorist son. Thus the ideology of Enlightenment pervades the Humanist
thinking of (European) Zionism and here dovetails with the modernizing rescue
fantasy whereby Zionism saves the Orient from darkness and obscurantism. The
heroism and the triumph of Israel in these films (even at the price of Israeli
loss of life) is not merely the triumph of Israel over the Arabs but also that of
modern civilization over the barbarism of Dark Age fanatics. This leitmotif must
also be seen within a specifically Jewish context, to wit, the story of the ancient
Jewish Maccabees’ wars against Greek conquerers. The Hanukah celebrations
commemorate the literal light miraculously made available to the Maccabees,
symbolizing the struggle of the “sons of light against the sons of darkness.” (The
rituals themselves involve the lighting of candles.) In its selective rereading of Jewish
history, Zionist culture has privileged this episode and its symbolism, using the
past to “illuminate” the present. Hanukah children’s thymes in Israel, for example,
are constructed around the light/darkness trope: “Banu hoshekh legaresh”—“We
came to drive away the darkness/In our hands, light and fire/Everyone is a little
light/And together we are the forceful light/Depart darkness/Depart, the light has
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The Arab through a Biblical lens: Rebels Against the Light.

come.” Rebels Against the Light, in this case, incorporates the fund of traditional
imagery and marshals it in a pro-Zionist cause.

Framing the Israeli/Arab conflict both within Jewish-Biblical tradition and
within a psychologizing Oedipal interpretation obviates, on another level, the
possibility of understanding Arab resentment toward Israel in political terms. In
the wake of early Zionist and Hebrew literary texts, which projected the legitimate
paranoia of the European Jewish experience onto the new Middle East encounter,
with the Arab cast as the “new Gentile” persecutor and the Jew in the traditional role
of the persecuted, Israeli cinema, decades later, contributed its more contemporary
texts, inflected with the additional ingredient of the “positive” stereotype of Arabs
as “authentic” and “genuine.” Similarly, in the thirties film Sabra, the prevailing
image of Cossack-like Arab mob violence was also accompanied by “positive”
images, that of the “noble savage” who blesses the pioneers at the end of the film
as well as that of the noble Arab woman who takes care of the wounded pioneer.
The “exotic” elements which add spice to the Zionist films—the myth of tribe
and tent, sand and camel, and “noble savage”—are, in many ways, the product of
the poetic imaginary of a late-Romantic fascination with the Other.

The representation of the Arab woman is, in many ways, subordinated to
Romantic fascination with the Other. Arab women, as pointed out by the Israeli
literary critic Gershon Shaked with regard to Hebrew literature of the twenties
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and the thirties,?® tend to assimilate with Jews, as though their origin were in the
East but their heart in the West (i.e., as represented by Israelis). The casting of a
nonprofessional actress, and specifically the director’s wife, in the role of the “pure
exotic” in Oded the Wanderer (Dvora Halachmi), Rebels Against the Light (Didi
Ramati), and Sinaia (Dina Doron) accentuates the Western Romantic association
between the Orient and femininity. The epistemological challenge of opening up
the Orient to knowledge, by which the Orient is exposed to the penetrating gaze
of the Westerner, is accompanied by the harmonious “knowledge” in the Biblical
sense—an intimacy of conquest. The Orient is regarded as mute and powerless,
available for European plunder despite the desires and resistance of the indigenous
population. The traditional Western male fetishization of Oriental women—for
example, Flaubert’s imperious desire to omnisciently unveil all of Salammbd’s
thoughts and emotions—in the Israeli Zionist films, takes the form of the image
of the virtually silent Arab woman behind whose melancholy eyes seems to lurk a
desire for rescue by the Western male. The minor Arab woman character in Sabra
is granted no dialogue, and Naima in Rebels Against the Light mouths only a few
sorrowful words of mourning.

In Sinaia, the noble Bedouin mother who hides an Israeli pilot (who has
bandaged her wounds) from Egyptian soldiers—even though it was his crashing
airplane that caused the destruction—is marginalized within the film’s narrative.
(The Hebrew title Sinaia is taken from the actual Hebrew name given to a Bedouin
baby girl rescued by an Israeli pilot during the 1956 war—the case which inspired
the film.) Set during the 1956 war, the film has the Bedouin become an object
of ethical debate between the Israeli pilot and the infantry. Although there is
no room on the helicopter, the pilot insists on not leaving behind the Bedouin
mother and her two small children. The infantryman argues that during war
soldiers must have first priority. His mean-spiritedness is explained in the film
as a product of traumatic memories of Arab terror (a massacred sister) as well as
the recent loss of his best friend in the war. He gradually, however, adopts the
pilot’s morally superior stance, and even saves the life of the woman’s son from
the threatening Egyptian soldier. Unlike the Egyptian soldiers who torture her
to extract information about the Israeli pilot, the Israeli soldiers rescue her. The
infantryman agrees to stay behind to facilitate the rescue. When the helicopter
crashes, only the baby girl survives. The depiction of the Bedouin woman as mostly
silent, expressing through gesture primal emotions of motherhood and fear, forms a
striking contrast with the portrayal of the Israelis’ free stream of expression. Close
shots emphasize the beautiful (light) eyes of the Bedouin woman (the actress
credit is superimposed on a close shot of her eyes), but otherwise she forms part
of the desert scenery, embodying nature. The actress, painted dark with makeup,
literalizes the notion of a Western soul below the Oriental surface, allowing the
film to construct her as “positive,” as the “exotic” woman on whom an expansive
and eroticized “generosity” can be projected. Arab women, in other words, can be
seen as analogizing the settlers’ relation to “alien” land and culture via a subtending
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Femininity and the exotic Oriental: Sinaia.
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metaphor which links the Orient and sexuality. The Middle East is subliminally
conceived as fallow land awaiting ploughing, as a resistant virgin coyly eager to be
conquered.

The Romantically suffused presentation of “positive” Arab characters, alongside
the unequivocally negative Arab image, must be seen not only within the European
Orientalist tradition but also within the specific Jewish-European context of the
first-stage projection of the Arab as merely a “new Gentile.” The subsequent
accretion of Arab as “noble savage” is tributary to the Zionist-Hebrew effort to
construct a new Jewish identity. The obsessive negation of the Diaspora which
began with the Haskalah (Jewish Enlightenment) and the return to the Middle-
Eastern Homeland led, at times, to the affirmation of Arab “primitivism” as a
desirable antithesis to what Polish anti-Semites called the “Zid” (“Jew”). The
Arab was perceived in this perspective as the incarnation of “the ancient, the pre-
exiled Jew,” “the Semite not yet corrupted by wanderings in exile,” and therefore,
to a certain extent, an authentic Jew. The perception of the Arab as preserving
archaic ways, and Arab rootedness in the land of the Bible—in contrast with the
landlessness of the ghetto Jew—provoked a qualified identification with the Arab
as a desired object of imitation for Zionist youth in Palestine, and as a reunification
with the remnant of the free and proud ancient Hebrew.?®

This Romantic search for origins, disseminated in writing, especially from the
teens to the thirties, attributed the same ancestral forefathers to both Arabs and
Jews, usually with the explanation that some of the local Arabs were remnants of
the ancient Hebrews who converted to Islam and Christianity after the destruction
of the temple. This ideology was not entirely without basis in historical research.
Colonel Conder of the Palestine Research Fund, for example, found Aramaic and
Hebraic traces in the language of the fe/lah, and found that a quarter of the Arab
villages retained their Hebrew-Biblical names.”” While nineteenth-century writers
such as George Eliot used, to quote Edward Said, “the plight of the Jews to make
a universal statement about the nineteenth-century’s need for a home,””® Zionists
used the rootedness of the local Arabs to project their own desire for a legitimate
place and origin. (The Arab was also seen as more intrinsic not only to the land
but also to the more circuitous, Casbah-like ways of the Middle East.) And as
Amos Elon points out in The Israelis, if the Israeli founding fathers expected the
Arabs to welcome the returning Jews for economic and cultural reasons, then they
expected to be welcomed even more if they were seen as relative-remnants, as the
long-lost cousins of the Arabs.?

This somewhat sentimental idea of a link between Arabs and Jews provides the
context for the nostalgia for primitivism expressed in Rebels Against the Light, for
its Biblical parable, and for its ambivalent stance toward Arabs. The schizophrenic
Zionist attitude of viewing Arabs simultaneously as the enemy and as the ongoing
incarnation of Semiticness penetrated the humanist-nationalist films in the split
Manichean image of Arabs: one representing the archetype of the “good Orient”
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(obedient, hospitable, Biblically primitive), in support of Israel, and the other,
the archetype of the “evil Orient” (irrational, corrupt, bloodthirsty), opposed to
the new state. Dan’s desire for Arab simplicity is a luxury premised on Western
power and “sophistication”—the advanced industry of Ashlag built in the desert,
for example, contrasts sharply with the “backwardness” of the Arab village—and
explicitly acknowledges the benefits brought to the Arabs by Promethean Israel.
On this level, the Zionist presence denotes the Arab absence. The Biblical story
superimposed on the Arab characters and the Zionist reunification with ancient
remnants mummified by the “natives” thus also reinforces the idea of Jewish
rootedness in the “Land of the Fathers.” The Arabs “positive presence,” in this
sense, paradoxically calls attention to their absence, their subordination to the
Jewish collective memory.

Even on a fictive level, the Arabs lack independence and all capacity for self-
representation. They can be understood only if their history and feelings are trans-
posed into the history and feelings of the film’s creators, the constructors of their
image. Just as, for the French poet Lamartine, “un voyage en Orient [était] comme
un grand acte de ma vie intérieure” (“a journey to the Orient [was] like a grand
act of my interior life”), so for the Israeli liberal filmmaker a voyage into Arab-
ness becomes a grand tour through the collective Jewish archival memory. In the
personal filmmaking of the seventies (Dan Wolman’s My Michael [ Michael Shell,
1974]), this liberalism frees itself from a collective Jewishness, and the Arab be-
comes the mere object, as in Romantic poetry, of individual fantasy. Rebels Against
the Light, for its part, offers a textual interaction with the Arabs through its Bib-
lical quotations. Susan mentions that she did not “know this place existed except
for the Bible,” thus evoking the Western system of knowledge about the Orient,
whereby “the Orient is less a place than a topos, a set of references, a congeries
of characteristics, that seems to have its origin in quotations, or a fragment of a
text.”?® The scriptual topos becomes a real place for Susan not simply in her literal
voyage to Israel, but also through her moral-ideological pilgrimage; only then
does the Orient turn into an experiential site with its own laws and codes—not
the codes of a lived Arab historical consciousness, but rather of a Jewish-Israeli
ideological grid.

Despite the evocation of a certain nostalgia for the “rooted natives,” in other
words, the film itself uproots the Arabs from their ambient social and cultural
ecology, presenting them as historically barren, like the barren topography which
is their natural habitat. The zigzag dialectics of Arab rootedness and unrootedness
within the humanist-Zionist filmic discourse is further revealed in the recurrent
fetishized images of picturesque tents and camels, as well as through the tendency
to choose Bedouins as the positive Arabs. This latter tendency extends to other
genres not focusing on the Israeli-Arab conflict. In the comedy 7 Like Mike, the
Bedouin tribe and its camels add “Oriental” spice, evoking an affective, almost
Wordsworthian link between the Arabs and kibbutzniks in their closeness to
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nature versus the rising Israeli bourgeoisie who at the mythical conclusion happily
return to their pioneering origins. Bedouin tribes are rooted in the traditional
Orient, yet—unlike other Arabs—they are also themselves uprooted in that they
are nomads, and are thus less threatening to Israeli claims on the land.

A cognate Zionist fondness, for the figure of the simple Arab shepherd (Oded
the Wanderer, The Heros Wife), is also overdetermined, fusing a number of mo-
tifs; first the pastoral image of the shepherd, as in Romantic poetry, as eternal and
somehow beyond politics; second, the shepherd as connoting a relatively primitive
stage of economic development; and, third, the shepherd as embodying a specific
relation to the land. Unlike the Bedouin, he is not a wandering nomad, but his
flock does wander and thus he is connotatively less connected to a specific plot
of land. The Bedouin characters (and even the traditional tribal Sheik characters)
condense, in other words, the paradoxical nature of Zionism with regard to the
East, on the one hand expressing the desire of the European-Jewish return to
the Eastern origins, away from oppressive Europe, on the other hand, reflecting the
colonial view of the Third World and its inhabitants as inconsequential nomads
possessing no valid claim on the land and therefore devoid of real cultural or
national legitimacy.

Spectacle of War in the Wake of 1967

Israel’s victory over the Arab states in June 1967 had crucial consequences not
only for the collective psychology of the Arab world but also for Israel itself. The
military triumph created an atmosphere of national arrogance and a feeling that
military dynamism might provide the solution for political problems, a feeling
intensified following the courageous operations of the Israeli army during the war
of attrition that took place in the late sixties, as well as the (temporary) success of the
army in repressing Palestinian resistance. At the same time, the constant war with
the Arabs and the Palestinian attacks increased the hostility toward the Arabs in
general and the Palestinians in particular. The right-wing tendencies of the ruling
Labor Party were fully consolidated, manifesting its lack of real difference from the
right opposition, Gakhal Party (Likud), especially with regard to the Palestinians,
a right-ward drift that brought with it the contraction and virtual collapse of an
already marginalized left.?! The war brought economic prosperity through various
capital investments and support from the United States (the major Western power
behind Israel after the deterioration of the Israeli-French relationship), along with
the availability of cheap labor power from the occupied territories, resulting in
an increase in the standard of living, which in fact largely benefited the upper
and middle classes. Capitalist values of consumerism became dominant in all
classes. Paralleling the political and military spheres, the American orientation of
Israeli society was evident in the style of advertisements, in the interior design of
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stores and boutiques, and in the burgeoning importation of American cultural
products (for example, in commercial theater shows a la Broadway), replacing the
earlier more European cultural orientation, Russian-Soviet, Polish, German, and
French.

The 1967 war furnished a renovated arsenal of themes and intrigues, such as
Koby Jaceger’s 60 Hours to Suez (1967), Raphael Neussbaum’s 7arger Tiran (1968),
and Maoricio Lucidi’s Five Days in Sinai (1969), which along with successful doc-
umentaries and newsreels celebrated the victory and the Israeli army, creating the
cinematic equivalent of the popular feeling expressed in the widespread billboards
and poster of “kol hakavod letzahal” (“bravo to IDE” the Israeli Defense Forces).
The 1967 war and the Israeli army itself became objects of popular fascination,
capturing the imagination of the Western world, leading producers, both Israeli
and foreign, to attempt to reproduce the “splendid war” on the screen. The com-
mercial potential and popular appeal of the topic at times led even to the inclusion
of archival footage, as in 60 Hours to Suez, which incorporates some documentary
action shots provided by the Israeli army, as well as television segments shot during
the war by Arab states. Israeli productions about the war also lured foreign capital
investment. Along with its Israeli investors, 60 Hours to Suez had Swiss backing,
and it was sold in advance to German-speaking countries and to Australia.>? Five
Days in Sinai, which employed the Italian Western director Maoricio Lucidi, was
an Israeli-Italian coproduction, while the Isracli Zzrger Tiran was produced by a
German film company. Even exhibition became connected to the victory euphoria;
the profits of the premieres of 60 Hours to Suez and The Great Escape, for example,
were donated to the Israeli army.

Heroic-nationalist films which did not focus on the 1967 war were nevertheless
related to it through heroic stories inspired by the war. Propagating the same
pride in the fighting spirit as the films that deal explicitly with the 1967 war,
Menahem Golan’s 7he Great Escape (nominated for an Oscar as “Best Foreign
Film”), although not based on an actual case, not only depicts the heroic acts of
the Israeli army but also touches on the collective trauma of circulating stories and
the witness of Israeli soldiers who suffered in Syrian prisons during the war. (The
film The Death of a Jew [Moto shel Yehudi, 1971] shows torture to death by Arabs.)
Whereas The Great Escape revolves around the successful rescue of Israeli war pris-
oners from a hellish Syrian prison, Al Muzir (a name phonetically reminiscent of
the infamous Syrian prison Al Mazar), the film’s intertitles state that the “events
and characters are fictive.” Menahem Golan’s 1971 filmic fantasy became historical
actuality in the Entebbe rescue, the basis of his subsequent Operation Thunderbolt
(Mivtza Yehonatan, literally Jonathan Operation, 1976), whose glowing presen-
tation of the prowess of an Israeli elite force during the Entebbe hijacking had
become, by the mid- to late seventies, somewhat anachronistic within the generic
evolution of Israeli cinema. Although the film Operation Thunderbolt was made
within a quite different political context, it employs the discourse of the post-1967
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heroic-nationalist films. While the post-1973 war was characterized by a collective
hangover, a disenchantment with post-1967 euphoria, the Entebbe operation vic-
tory engendered a “structure of feeling” similar to that of 1967, quickly becoming
a celebrated, almost mythical military action. (Israelis chose to call the 1967 war
“the Six Days War,” emphasizing a victory achieved in a brief period, while the
Entebbe operation is named “Jonathan Operation” after the commander, Jonathan
Netanyahu, who was killed during the operation.) Both films, interestingly, cast
the Israeli star Yehoram Gaon in the leading role.

Children’s films, such as Boaz Davidson’s Azit of the Paratroopers (Azit shel
haTzanhanim, 1972), also celebrated battle operations, evoking the grandeur of
1967. Based on the heroic children’s story, Azir the Paratrooper Dog (Azit haKalba
haTzanhanit) by ex-chief-of-staff Mordechai Gur, the film adds to elite units
a courageous (the Hebrew root of azit signifies courage) “Sabra” she-dog who
assists the Israeli army against Arab terrorists. Even a film whose major theme
concerned the 1948 war, He Walked through the Fields, added the frame story of
the contemporary (1967) soldier to whom the heroic story of his father’s generation
is presumably being told—a framing device added to the Moshe Shamir (1948)
play on which the film is based, an addition clearly motivated by the 1967 war.
Joseph Leits” Faithful City (1952), which focused on a children’s dormitory in the
besieged Jerusalem of 1948 and the attempts of the freshly created Israeli army to
help the Jewish citizenry, was supplemented in 1967 by a new segment celebrating
liberated Jerusalem within a teleological fulfillment of Zionist dreams. There is
a kind of isomorphism between the historical Israeli incorporation of Jerusalem
and the filmic incorporation of 1967 footage of Jerusalem—this in a film set in
1948 and modified in 1967 to illustrate the realization of Zionist hopes with
images desired but unavailable before 1967. Some films which revolved around
the theme of class-ethnic tensions, such as My Margo (Margo Shell, 1969), were
partially set and shot in the old city of Jerusalem, demonstrating national pride in
the full control of the “City of Peace,” subliminally compensating for the ethnic
dissonances. Other films, notably Uri Zohar’s Every Bastard a King (Kol Mamzer
Melekh, 1968) and Gilberto Toffani’s Siege (Matzor, 1969), although focusing on
the 1967 period and its aftermath, did not employ the war genre, but used the
war and its consequences as mere background for psychological drama.

The Americanization of Israeli culture also affected the heroic-nationalist films,
which acquired the epic style and “larger-than-life” heroes of Hollywood war
films. The epic scale can be seen as the cinematic rendering of the sensation of
spatial liberation when a physically small country overcomes the siege situation
and expands, a fact of immense psychological import for the Israeli collective
unconscious, generating a feeling of liberation from the terror of encirclement.
The budgets of the post-1967 heroic-nationalist films were relatively high, re-
flecting the post-war economic prosperity, and they allowed for the adoption
of the more “appropriate” sophisticated “look,” a refusal of the austerity and
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“neglect” manifested in both the content and the inexpensive “look™ of ear-
lier films that suited a young country with Socialist aspirations. The new films
were mostly shot in color (Nouri Habib was the first to introduce color film-
making in 1952 with his Without a Homeland, but only after Golan’s Cairo
Operation of 1965 and particularly after the 1967 war, did color film be-
come standard); and Five Days in Sinai, for instance, was shot in Cinemascope
as well.

The pre-1967 films’ modest mise-en-scéne, for example that of those set in
simple settlements, in a barren locale (Pillar of Fire, They Were Ten, Rebels Against the
Light), combined a tendency toward unostentatious camera style with a relatively
slow rhythm. These films also tended to present the Israeli-Arab battles with
minimal props such as revolvers and guns (7hey Were Ten, Rebels Against the Light),
at times adding a few tanks (Hill 24 Doesn’t Answer, Pillar of Fire), or a shabby
airplane (Sinaia)—in the pre-state pioneers’ films the central characters lacked
even these minimal props—as well as usually relying on a small number of actors
(Pillar of Fire, They Were len, Rebels Against the Light, Sinaia).

Post-1967 films, in contrast, employed a faster rhythm of editing and placed
more emphasis on production values. Hollywood-oriented films such as 60 Hours
to Suez, Five Days in Sinai, and Target Tiran (whose script was written by Holly-
wood screenwriter Jack Jacobs), included larger numbers 