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OR YULIE COHEN GERSTEL,
asking guestions is an art, Lit-
erally. “Tzion Adman” My
Land £ion'") is the second in her
trifoey of deeply personal doc-
umentaries in which she probes herselfand
others about life and matters of national
identity in Israel. The first film; the crit-

ically acclgimed “My Terrorist,” winner of

a Wolgin Prize at the Jerusalem Film Fes-
tival in 2002, dealt with Gerstel's provoca-
tve process of coning to terms with her
history as @ victim of Palestinian terror,
Less dramatic. but no less challenging,
“My Land Zion™ asks questions such as the
one heard an the opening  voice-over:
*What kind o mother returns 1o her home-

My Lettist

It's easy to disagree with some of the provocative ideas
raised by Yulie Gerstel in her searching films, but hard not to
admire the honesty and courage of her personal journey

land to give birth 1o her chifdren, when in
that home thousands of children have heen
killed... as soldicrs, and as students going (o
school on a bus, orsitting ina café?. .. That
mother i3 me,"”

Funded by the Danish Filin Institute and
several Furopean TV networks, including
France's Arté and the BBC, on which the
movie will air in the coming weeks, *My
Land Zion™ focuses on love of place and
leve of Bife, A sixth-generation Israchi (her
great-grandfather immigrated to Jafta from
Aldgeria in 1836}, and 2 peace acuvist since
the carly 80s, Gerstel. 48, sees those two
loves as now being at odds in her native
country.

Gierstel’s camera looks both inward and
out 1o find the reasons she stavs in lsroel o
raise her two daughters, instead of. say, re-
tumming o New York, where she spent much
of the 19805 caming o graduate degree in
cormmumetions. She interviews her elderly
parents, who  fought with the pre-state

Palmah militia, about the displacernent of

Amabs in 1948 ("We were lighting for our
lives,” het mother rominds her), and attends
lsmeli-Arab “Nakba”  day  activities
parndlel with marking lsracl’s Independence
Dy, Gerstel"s thesis is that increasing Israeli
awareness of the Palestinian “other” and an
aceeptance of collective responsibility for Is-
rael’s part in the Palestinians” catastrophe,
are the kevs o hife in this embattied land that

36

she {sometimes apolegetically) calls home,
“IT evervone would ook Jonly] at them-
sebves, there would be hope and change, |
[specifically] chose to deal only with our-
selves... There is context, but it's not in the
movie,” she acknowledges in an interview,
Nonetheless, she asserts that thas land — at
least within its pre-Six-Day War borders
belongs w sracl, and that she “would be will-
ing to die” defending it. For that reason, she
adds, she has no “fan club on the radical left”
— sheis oo Zionisae,”
That will surprise
some viewers, who may
see her relentlessly crit-
ical  guostioning  as
“masochistic,” as one
muember of the audience
altending the film’s pre-

CERIATEEF VUL

micre at the Jerusalem
Cinémathéque pue it
Gerstel,  however, s
certain thal by showing
the “conpassionale
side of lsruelis” her
movie is “good for the
Jews." She insists in
conversation  that the ©
fallout from the realization of the Zionist
dream perpetuates Israel™s problem, and
she calls for lsracli Jews 1o face them-
selves, even if that is at times unpleasant
and even if it requires holding themselves
tora higher standard than most natons do.
Faeing ourselves 1s one thing, hut | had
to pause when 1 read an interview Cerstel
gave recently to the BBC website, in which,
quoting her friend, controversial Haifa Uni-
versily histonian Mottt Golani, she reframed
the War of Independence 25 “the first war of
the State of lsrael against the Arbs”
Grolani's persen and philosophy hoth play
an important part in My Land Zion." In his
view, the state’s leadership, which has been
based on “a culture of power” since lsmael’s
creation in 1948, has “generally preferred to
use force to solve problems, not all of which
have been IHe-and-death issues.” It came as
something of'a reliel, then, when Golani told
me, N @ separate interview. that he would
have fought in the 48 war had he been alive
then; cited his great love for the Land of
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Isracl, the Hebrew language and Jewish cul-
ture; and added he does not question Isrel’s
riehl 1o cxisl as a state,

A Ssubplot™ in the b has Gerseed trav-
eling 1o Eastern Europe with Golani, whose
mather 15 a Hungarian Holocaust survivor
There, he tries to visit the house that his
mother grew up i, but the cument owners
refuse fo let him i, The family’s story of
displacement and death is discussed in a sub-
sequent scene with Golani's mother, who

now lives near Modi'in, in centml lsmael,
Asked to discuss how it leels o have, at least
by proxy. displaced the Amb family whose
old home still stands near hers, after having
herself been displaced not too long before,
she replics that she has reached the point
where she can acknowledge the pain caused
10 the Palestinians by the founding of Tsriel,
adding that these are the things that happen in
wars. Mott replies that he understands that
nol every wrong can be righted, that he was
only looking for that kind of acknowledg-
ment and awareness from his mother, and
that that’s all he was seeking — and was
refusid —in Hungary,

Bu, will “acknowledament” and “vali-
dation” of their displacement and pain sulfice
for those Palestinians calling for the “right of
refurn’ — or is it the keys to the country that
they're after? Both Gerstel and Golani think
that symbolic recognition — such as a well-
worded public statement and perhaps repa-
rations (Giolani) — would go a long way to-
ward mending the centurv-long conthicl be-



fween the two peoples; both think that Israel
can take responsihility for its contribution to
Patestinian suftfering without giving up s
moral elaim to the land.

All of which made me wonder aloud
why Gerstel scems o find it 20 difficult to
exlend this kind of gencrosity of spirit to
the arher “other” — lsraeli Jews who live
bevond the Green Line. When she talks
about the settlers, Gerstel réveals an un-
characteristic pessimism and cynicism: Al-

IDECLOGICAL GULF: Settler
Ruti Glllis (left) realized her
guest Gerstel ‘would have
been more comfortableina
Beduin tent than with us’

though she says she regards them as her
“brothers and sisters,” she is convinced
they will precipitate a civil war ifand when
they are forced to move back inside
spvereign Isracl, “We will kill each other
heeause we have ne more ¢xtermal cne-
mies, she predicts, contending that Israet
15 under no existendal threat from the
Palestinians, who, she beligves, pursue ter-
ror out of desperation, rather than funda-
mentalism or an ideology of fand over life.

HOSE ARE QUALITIES, IN FACT,

that she associates with Gush Eu-

nim lovalists, It is ronie, then. thal
“sy Land Zion” was initinlly slated 1o be
called “My Seitler,” and was to be based
around  Cierstel’s  dinlogues with  Ruti
Gillis, widow of Dr. Shmuvel Gillis, who
was killed in February 2001 by Palestimian
terrorists. The shooting teok place not far
from the Gillises™ home, in Karmei Tzur, a
settlement in Gush Etzion. in the West
Bank south of Jerusalem.

The two first met during the blizzard of | Irit Gidron,

January 2000, when Gerstel and a Euro-
pean photography crew (she was, she
lnughs now, the Tsmaeli “fixer Lot the photo
shoots of o Body Shop ad compaign that
was intended to feamre trendy human-
rights images from hot spots around the
world) got snowed in on the road in Gush
Etzion. The English-bormn Shmuel, pa-
trolling in an ambulance, found the frozen
bunch and 1ok them to his home, where
they ended up “being stuck” for Shabbat,

Despite her family’s best efforts 1o
make Gerstel feel at home, the insightful
Ruti Gillis picked up immediately the dif-
ficulty the fiercely secular filmmaker had
with spending a Sabbath in the traditional
way — with settlers; no less. *You would
have been more comfortable in a Beduin
tent than with us.” she tells Gerstel in their
on-sereen conversation, and the Tel Aviv
native admits that she's right.

Gierstel says that she was so shaken by
her-own resistance 1o the Gillis family that
it took her two weeks 1o gather up the
courage to call and thank them for their
hospitality, Several years after that, some
time after Shmuel’s murder, Gerstel sent
Ruti a copy of “My Terrorist.” and the di-
alogue that ensued between the two women
turned into what was suppoesed to be the
basis for the next film. Alter the first half-
day of filming, however, Ruti Gillis backed
out of the project. for both personal and
idevlopical reasons,

Today. the ideological gulf between the
women remains great, Gerstel calls Gillis's
on-screen assertion, as she gestures to the
adjacent Arab village, that “there is room
for everyone here,” no less than an impheil
aceeptance of what, in Gerstel's opinion,
would inevitably become aparthaid.

Giillis, for her part, reveals in a phone
interview that she was deeply hurt by the
filmy. in which, for example. Golani pro-
cluims that the sertlers “have no God.” (By
this he means, he tells me kater, that they are
“desecrating Judaism and God™ by giving
preference, as he sees i1, to land over life.) In
Ciillis*s opinion, statements like thut serve o
tacitly dehumanize the entire settler popu-
lation, and grant legitimacy to those who
wish 1o do them physical harm, She adds
that her hematologist husband worked hard
to save Jews and Arabs ulike; she feels that
the movie 15 an affront 1o his memory.

Gillis was especially dismayed — and
continues 1o be — that Crerstel’s acceptanse
of her as 4 settler seemed on the same con-
tinuurm as her forgiveness of the attacker who
almuost took her life. As documented in "My
Terrorist,” Gerstel, then a flight attendant,
was shot and wounded ina 1978 attack onan
El Al crew in London, in which a colleague,
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wiis killed, My Terronst re-
counts Gerstel’s process of “forgiving” the
PELP temorist, Fahad Mihyi, who s sl
serving time 1o a British jail, but is now up
for parole, thanks to his renunciation of vi-
olence and an appeal from Gerstel. In that
gaglier film, the viewer was given @ glimpse
only of the letiers between (Gerstel and “her
terrorst; Cierstel’s actual visit to him in
prison was not filmed.

Gerstel's psvehological journey toward
confronting her attacker in "My Terrorist,”
filmed mosthy amd the intitada in 2001 but
hegun in betrer times, was inspired by her
widening circle of Palestomian friends, What
if. she once speculated at o gathering, ny
terrorist 75 m this room. and 1 don’t even
knowe iUs him? The escalation m terror, a5
filming progresses, n Isragl and worldwide,
serve (o undenmine Cierstel s convietion that
she s doing the right thing, giving the Rlm an
admiirable candor and emotional complesity:
Also central to the documentary are Cerstel's
cneounters with both & worman who lost 4
daughter in 2 bus bombing, who cannot con-
prebend the logic or morality of Gerstel's
desire 1o forgive someone who sought her
death, and a journalist on the hard lefi, who
encourages her to continue on the path of
personal reconciliation she has  grown
ambivalent abot,

Gerstel comes 1o the concluston, by the
miovie's end. that the siruggle within her
between forgiveness, on the one hand, and
fear and hate, on the other, can be pursued
only in her own Tife, and may have no larg-
er effect: Closure with her past will not
yvield a terror-free future lor hurmaniry.
Similarly, in "My Land Zion.” she con-
cludes that secking a better life for her
daughters — here in her homeland, she
hopes — is largely an individual mission,
but may be the best she ¢an do.

In the third section of the trilogy, "My
Brother,” Gerstel will attempt to renew her
relationship with her only brother, Gil
Colien, an uitra=Orthodox veshivah student
in Briei Brak who; for more than 20 venrs,
bas had no contact with his intensely sec-
ular family. To date, however, although
Gerstel says she has “reached out my hand
i reconciliation,” she has not received an
answer from ham.

One can only hope he scquiesces,
Gierstel’s celluloid inner-peace processes
are unique and absorbing, | think, because
they ask their questions so carnestly and
reach so Few resolutions. They have the
vulnerable feel of therapy sessions — but
it's often the whole State of Israel thit is oo
the couch with the Rlmmaker, That may

niit be a comfortable place o lie, but —us
with psychotherapy — the process itself
can have its ownrewards. L

ar




