[image: image1.wmf][image: image2.wmf][image: image3.wmf]Best Foreign Independent Film-Foreign Language at the British Independent Film Awards in 2000
Official Selection at Cannes, Toronto, Telluride

Directed by:  Amos Gitai

Written by:  Amos Gitai  and Eliette Abécassis 

Cast:

Couple 1 (the conformists):  Yael Abecassis as Rivka, Yoram Hattab (a

Palestinian actor) as Meir, the Talmud scholar

Couple 2 (the rebels): Meital Barda as Malka and Sami Hori as Yaakov, the

adaptive mystic and soldier turned musician

Uri Ran-Klausner as Yossef, and Yussuf Abu-Warda as Rav Shimon, Meir’s father, the dogmatic rabbi, ….

Synopsis:  In Mea Shearim, an ultra-Orthodox Jerusalem neighborhood that guards itself and its inhabitants from the flow of contemporary urban life and tourist populations, a childless couple is forced to divorce while a young woman is forced to marry someone she does not love. 

Cinematic device:  Gitai gets right into the mindset and rigors of the Orthodox religious world by slowing time down to a crawl with the use of many long still shots, some of which last up to five minutes with minimal editing. The first shot in the movie as the credits fade in and out is an eight-minute take of Meir dressing and doing an incantation for every single piece of clothing he puts on. One of his prayers is "Thank you, Oh Lord, for not having made me a woman."  Gitai's fly-on-the-wall approach allows the viewer to carefully observe the rituals, beliefs, and relationships in this ultra-Orthodox world, and understand more about a culture that was essentially lost to the Holocaust, but that is preserved in Mea Shearim. It is difficult to separate the film’s formalistic aspects from its subject.

Amos Gitai: "For me, as a secular, 'non-religious' Israeli, the ritual that I relate to is a modern one. And I think that cinema often has a ritualistic element. You have a fetish, a very powerful fetish, and that is the camera. Sometimes it is too powerful. [The camera] moves, circling objects and human beings. In a way, that is what [religious] ritual was always about.” 
Amos Gitai (1950-    )

        Born Amos Weinraub
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-Gitai has a long resume of both documentary and feature films, and is both one of Israel's most controversial filmmakers and its most internationally successful one. He employs both documentary and fictional styles.  
- Gitai's movies always get more respect abroad than in Israel.  His style is mostly appreciated in France, where they love his intellectual outlook and his foreign appeal. His cinema is very much French cinema but with Israeli topics.  Not surprisingly, Gitai is a Paris-based director.
- Kadosh (1999) was the first Israeli entry in 25 years at the 52nd Cannes Film Festival. 

Since then, Gitai has participated three times with Kippur (2000), Kedma (2002), and Free Zone (2005). 

-Kadosh is a part of the City Trilogy (with Devarim set in Tel Aviv and Day After Day set in Haifa) as opposed to the Disaspora Trilogy (Esther, shot in an abandoned Haifa slum from which Algerians had been evicted, Berlin-Jerusalem, Golem-The Spirit of Exile set in present-day Paris). 

-Kadosh allows its characters the space to say and do what they feel, and then delivers, through its style, a vivid commentary on their words and actions.  By making criticisms and presenting alternatives, Gitaï could be said to draw powerfully on Jewish tradition.

 


 Eliette Abécassis (1969-  )
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A certain Rabbi Shafran argues, in addition to asserting that Kadosh inaccurately depicts several aspects of Orthodox life, that"[Kadosh] is the latest effort to utterly and outrageously demean an entire religious community, Orthodox Jews. Every religious man in the film is either heartless, brutal, or a wimp." 

e.g. The rabbi tells his son Meir that only more and more children can help "vanquish the others" -- the others being the unorthodox, including the “‘secular government."   “A man who dies without progeny rips a page from the Torah" and “the only task of a daughter of Israel is to bring children into the world.” 
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"The film obviously takes a very critical stance of the autocracy and the hermetic sense of religious thought," Gitaï commented in reply to such criticisms. Still, to say that the movie "demeans" Orthodox Jews seems akin to an ad hominem attack.
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Kadosh (1999)





Israel/France 1999, 35 mm, color, 110 min.








Grossly misleading! 
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Not only was it a bad movie, but it was extremely misleading and prejudiced. It addressed certain religious issues (namely the role of women in ultra-Orthodox Judaism) that shouldn't be approached without significant prior knowledge.  Someone without that knowledge can't possibly understand the context within which the characters (who, surprisingly, were Sephardic) did what they did or said what they said. The halachot (Jewish laws) and rituals shown in the film have lengthy and definitive reasoning behind them!





Obviously, the producer/director must have known what kind of audience would be watching the film -- a secular, Ashkenazic audience. (In Israel, Ashkenazic Jews, unfortunately, are accused of wide-spread discrimination against Sephardic Jews.) They took every women's issue, pulled it out of context, and shoved it in the movie, only so someone who couldn't understand would leave with a notoriously skewed view of the Sephardic ultra-Orthodox.








not all bad 
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True, Gitai is rather anti-black-hat. Many members of the ultra-orthodox community are, in fact, involved in healthy, loving marriages, with or without half a dozen children. However, this film was not entitled, "Typical Life in Mea Sharim: A Documentary." It is a story, and is meant to focus on a particular situation. To criticize the film maker for choosing a story line that does not portray the "typical" black-hat marriage would be akin to criticizing the creators of American Beauty or Saving Private Ryan for not presenting typical middle-class America or typical WW2 soldiers.


Jewish views toward marriage encourage partnership, respect, and love. This movie shows what happened when the spiritual leader of a community is so absorbed in following the letter of the law, that he forgets the meaning behind it.





I will agree that there are MANY errors in the film regarding particular rituals and practices. (My biggest problem is with the fact that Meir is holding the ketubah, or marriage contract. This document is written FOR the wife and it is she who keeps it. It is similar to a pre-nup in many ways, containing parameters for alimony, etc. The husband is not allowed possession of it.) However, this movie makes a valid point -- many women in these communities are oppressed due to a misinterpretation of the laws.











The director must hate the hasidim 
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Amos Gitai's bias toward the negative aspects of this community is very distinct. There is no attempt at balancing the good with the bad--which makes for a lopsided and hence ineffective message from the director, i.e. that the "black hats" are inept at love and are dysfunctional in their relationships.  This is NOT TRUE.  Mea Sharim is a supporting community, especially when a member of the community has a crisis of faith. On a personal note, I have relatives who remained married when faced with a similar situation depicted in this film. As a secular Jew, I was surprised to find my thoughts and my wife's sentiments to be similar when we discussed this movie: Both of us became more sympathetic to the ways of the real-life hasidim and felt that the KADOSH story was an incompetent production without any substance.











In 1973, during the Yom Kippur War, a Red Cross helicopter in which Gitai was travelling was shot down by Syrian forces (his film, Kippur, tackles this subject.)  





Following this experience, he began using his camera as a means of recording and questioning the historical and political events around him.  Both his documentaries and dramatic films are brutally honest in their presentation of political conflict, personal plight, and the search for meaning. 
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