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Israeli Civil Unrest and the Invasion of Lebanon


“I am always touched by filmmakers who have the courage to be critical about their own societies. It’s one of the most complex things one can do and it’s sometimes even painful. Being critical doesn’t mean you want to erase it or ignore the necessity of continuation. Every culture, in each generation, needs to re-invent and re-evaluate itself.” – Amos Gitai
 


Amos Gitai’s film Field Diary [Yoman Sade] (1982) explores the build up of tensions and the expansionist actions of the Israeli government just before and up to Israel’s 1982 invasion of Lebanon. The film was intended as a documentary for Israel TV, but instead premiered at the Jerusalem Cinematheque when the TV authorities refused to air it. As the headlines of Israeli newspapers Ha’aretz and Ma’ariv once again announce the progress of “war in the North” today
, I would be very interested to see Gitai return to this topic, in the way that he has returned to the topic of House [Bayit] (1980), his earlier never-aired work for Israel TV, in films A House in Jerusalem (1998) and News from Home/ News from House (2006). I can’t help but think that despite the vast changes in both Israel and Lebanon in the interim, Gitai’s 1982 documentary remains relevant to the current situation as well as documenting the last eruption of war between the two countries.

Decades after the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon, the border between Northern Israel and Southern Lebanon has returned to its former status as a war zone and a source of international anxiety and conflict. Although the population demographics of the two countries have been altered dramatically by various factors, such as mass movement both into and out of the countries, and both countries have certainly changed in the interim, it seems to me that many of the issues at stake in this new conflict may well be residual tensions that simply never resolved themselves after the earlier invasion. I suspect that if Gitai was to attempt a similar documentary today, he would get many of the same responses as he did for his 1982 work – I doubt the military would be particularly happy to have their every action filmed, or that the TV stations would be anxious to run documentary footage revealing details about military life, and I am fairly certain that civilians with cameras are not allowed anywhere near the Israeli borders with Gaza or Lebanon.  

A week ago, the Jerusalem Film Festival invited Amos Gitai to speak at the Cinematheque about his work on House, A House in Jerusalem, and News from Home/News from House. The lecture was open to the public and I was fortunate enough to be in town and able to attend. 
Gitai spoke in articulate Hebrew about his interest in documenting the microcosm, and about the ways that a filmmaker, for example Rossellini of the Italian neo-realists, can create an homage to his country that talks about the difficulties of his country as well. He compared the documentary to archeology that one excavates layer after layer, and the narrative film to an architecture of building layers upon layers. As his home town of Haifa faces the missiles of Lebanon at war, and the residents of Northern Israel retreat to bomb shelters, I can still imagine Gitai exploring the microcosm, the single disputed field or house, and digging through its past incarnations to find the roots of a conflict with international repercussions. 

Gitai’s works, particularly the documentary films, have a way of giving a personal face to topics that might otherwise be all too easy to depersonalize and ignore. His Field Diary certainly gave me a new context for thinking about an international event from my childhood that I had never really been able to process consciously. I have a vivid memory of the newscasts from the 1982 war in Lebanon permeating all of the TV news reports for an extended period of time when I was around five years old. My parents are loyal viewers of public television and I remember The MacNeil/Lehrer News Hour devoting quite some time to the subject. At that moment, I found the coverage too disturbing and disorienting to watch. 

I told my parents to turn off the TV (not that they complied), but there was no avoiding phrases such as Beirut and War in Lebanon. It seemed odd to me that the same organization who brought me Sesame Street and Mr. Roger’s Neighborhood could also talk endlessly about the daily violence and destruction in this tiny middle-Eastern nation. I couldn’t make sense of the situation in my mind: who was who and who fought for which side. Until recently, I had managed to completely avoid any thoughts of this war from my childhood—I grew up in Berkeley, California, where everything is so heavily politicized and saturated with ideological debate that even serious conflicts can be lost in all the politics. Yet, suddenly, watching Field Diary during graduate school, I was finally forced to reflect on the barrage of information on this war that caused me such confusion and anxiety as a child.  


I don’t think I really connected my personal memory of the newscasts with my research into Amos Gitai’s film Field Diary [Yoman Sade] (1982) until I found myself in the library, looking up books about the Israeli Invasion of Lebanon in 1982 and the historical roots of instability in Lebanon. I thought it would be interesting to research Field Diary and its predecessor, House [Bayit] (Gitai, 1979): both had been commissioned for Israeli TV and not only did they never run, but they had been effectively confiscated from the filmmaker as a result of their alleged political subversion. It did not occur to me until I watched Field Diary that in this film, Gitai attempted to portray precisely the situation leading up to the events I so vividly remember unfolding on television. 


Unlike the news footage I had access to in America, Field Diary focuses not on international responses to the breakdown of internal political structures in Lebanon, but also on the internal civil unrest occurring in one of the nations that invaded Lebanon. Gitai’s concerns in creating and editing this footage reveal much less about the uncertain fate of Lebanon than they reveal about the ways in which Israel’s military aggression since the 1967 war has effectively divided Israeli society. The footage makes certain implications by means of its structure: images of the Israeli Army presence in Judea, Samaria, Gaza, and other areas sometimes referred to as the “Occupied Territories,” leading up to images of Israel invading Lebanon and shots of displaced people and gutted buildings. Although Gitai doesn’t advertise the footage as such, clearly his treatment of the subject matter points to Israeli military aggression and consequently the politics of then Defense Minister Ariel Sharon as key elements in the Israeli invasion.


The fact that this footage never aired on Israeli TV begs the question of why it was commissioned in the first place and even more than that, it makes me wonder why Gitai would agree to work with Israeli TV after his earlier documentary footage in House was prevented from airing and confiscated. The fact that Gitai then gathered his best working copies of the House material and ran them through the European film festival circuit points to another odd aspect of the arrangement for Field Diary – if Israeli TV already had experience with the tone and controversial subject matter of Gitai’s work and his connections to Cannes, the Berlin Film Festival and other European showings, it makes no sense that the TV authorities did not know what they were getting into in their commissioning of his film. I argue that both Gitai and Israeli TV knew from the outset that the material commissioned would never air on Israeli TV and would go directly to the film festival circuit; the pressures building in Israeli society necessitated the documentation of this footage and necessitated both Gitai’s unique perspective and his demonstrated ability to present his footage to the international community. 


According to a recent article in Israeli newspaper Haaretz, Israeli directors have a difficult time appealing to the national and international film markets simultaneously. The international film festival market tends to favor Israeli films that deal with the Holocaust and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, to the exclusion of more esoteric topics or the mere documentation of mundane daily life in Israel. Documentary filmmaker Anat Even claims, “…what we hear abroad is that they are fed up with the [Israeli-Palestinian] conflict and the Holocaust … But when we try to sell them a story about something else, they are not interested.”
 Thus, through their selection policies if not through overt requests for this material, the boards of international film festivals encourage Israeli filmmakers to approach more well-known topics. The outside world must then relate to Israel through screenings of this controversial material: the emphasis of the film festival on the Israeli-Palestinian struggle for peace allows Israel to only be constructed through a lens of conflict. 


Israeli TV, on the contrary, expresses a sense of having reached a limit on how much the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, or even internal pressures surrounding the conflict, should really be publicly documented. Israeli TV thereby creates a rival myth: an Israel in which conflict (and negotiation) between Israeli and Palestinian factions are at once minimized and reconstituted along the lines of the government and the media. The International film community focuses exclusively on the “outer” conflict as a means of subverting attention from other, less easily navigable internal facets of Israel. For its part, Israeli TV refuses to acknowledge the extent of the conflict or its own machinations in presenting that conflict to the Israeli populace. And even more than that, Israeli TV fails to acknowledge the extent to which that very populace disapproves of and resents the military aggression into the so-called “territories” and Lebanon. 


Israeli filmmakers have often claimed that even when the international community embraces their films, Israeli TV may still show no interest in the material and even refuses to show it. Documentary filmmaker and film teacher at Tel Aviv University, Michal Aviad, whose 1992 film “The Woman Next Door” has been shown on television stations in the U.S., Italy and Sweden, comments on this phenomenon.  She says that Israel TV’s “Channel One told me that we already know enough about the intifada, and as for Channel Two, I even brought them a sponsor, but the film was not screened. Cable television bought the rights to the film but they didn’t broadcast it.”
 Despite the showing of her recent film “Ramle” (2001) on Israeli Channel Two, she continues, “I wanted to reach an Israeli audience, to foment debate… But I often have the feeling that we are so overloaded here that we don’t have the strength to cope with the conflict and the Holocaust, whereas abroad, there are people I can talk to through my films.”
 It can be argued that Israel has a long history of avoiding what is too painful or too political in internal experience and politics. In a country where the personal impact of historical events such as the Holocaust was not explicitly broached in the public sphere for decades after the event, for reasons both political and personal, a clear precedent has been set for turning out of the public forum any topic likely to cause large scale dispute or tarnish the internal Israeli identity “mythology.” Film makers aiming to have their work shown on Israeli TV may well run into the Israeli media’s attitude towards these internationally popular topics as sensationalist and déclassé.


The feeling of not being able to reach the viewing public of one’s own country accurately illustrates the reception of Gitai’s Field Diary within Israel. That Gitai was commissioned by Israeli TV, was sent with an Israeli TV camera crew and equipment to gather documentation, and then was never given an opportunity to show this material on the TV station for which it was made, indicates the contradictory nature of the Israeli TV system. If in 1982, material actually meant for TV was not shown, the chance for independent filmmakers to show their work on TV was even more abysmal. Perhaps independent filmmakers had an even bleaker chance than Anat Even and Michal Aviad did in the late 1990s.


In a conversation with Gitai published in the Fall 2001 issue of October, Annette Michelson elucidates the reaction of a segment of the Israeli populace to the first screening of his Field Diary material at the Jerusalem Cinematheque in 1982. This was her first visit to Israel-  she attended the first Jerusalem Cinematheque screening of Field Diary, Gitai’s “film on the war in Lebanon,” and she “witnessed an extraordinarily intense reaction to the film – a demonstration of shock and hostility, largely on the part of the many young men who were in from the front, their weapons slung over their shoulder.” She wonders whether that demonstration was “emblematic of [Gitai’s] position within not only Israeli film culture, but perhaps within Israeli culture and politics more generally considered.”
 Michelson leaves us with a sense of the many conflicting reactions to the film; merely from her recollection, it is clear that the reception of the film as a part of the Cinematheque programming spurred explicit criticism from audience members who had personally contributed to the activities depicted within it. 


Gitai responds to Michelson’s comments by noting that Field Diary was part of a trilogy that also included his earlier films House and Wadi, and that the public reaction to those films, which varied from hostility to enthusiasm, had prepared him for similar reactions to this third segment of the trilogy.  He continues, “I wanted to propose the manner in which the conflict between Israelis and Palestinians can be viewed through limited, microcosmic elements… as small as a single house or a wadi (valley), … a field or fields. The idea was to suggest that the conflict really exists on all these levels.”
 Although Gitai’s focus on the conflict between Israelis and Palestinians plays directly into the tastes of the international film festival circuit, his suggestion that the conflict exists within a house, a valley or a field goes against the grain of the sweeping generalizations one expects from the international film festival milieu. 

By focusing on the texture of daily life and the concerns of the individual, the footage goes beyond representing conflicting armies or ideologies. It gives a ground level view of the smallest details and ideosyncracies of the people and places involved in the situation. We see not “Israelis,” but individuals - eighteen to twenty year old soldiers on a tour of the north, peaceniks visiting a beleagured former mayor. We are never presented with “Palestinians” either, rather we are introduced to workers in a strawberry field, a woman mourning the loss of her family olive tree, and the former mayor of Shchem / Nablus. These are personal stories and interactions rather than an overarching story of conflict between two sides. 


However, Field Diary does more than document the Israeli Army’s aggressive presence in Gaza and the West Bank: the film also offers more concrete personal images, images that highlight the underlying internal conflict within the small country.  The viewer is shown a lamenting Palestinian woman whose olive tree (and livelihood) have been uprooted, a young Israeli soldier taking a tour of grain fields in counterpoint to stints of military service drills, the everyday mundane details of microcosmic spaces and individual lives that make up the Israeli – Palestinian landscape. Field Diary does not offer not the grand sweep of army against army, or of oppressor against oppressed. Rather, it illustrates the daily battle log of walks through grain fields, raising children outside Jerusalem, lamenting the destruction of ancestral heritage. 


Gitai does not only uses the subject matter to present personal hardships, but he uses his craft to do this as well. Far from presenting a bird’s eye view of Israel, Gitai films at ground level, reframing through his footage views that the residents of this world navigate constantly. He requires these residents to look again at what they avoid seeing every day in their own lives – that their most trivial actions form the building blocks of the situation and the conflict. By focusing on the personal level, Gitai leaves the viewer with a tangible sense of Israeli-Palestinian existence – a window onto the details of everyday life in the face of political conflict and instability. 


Gitai tells Michelson in the previously mentioned interview that he expected some viewers to react as Michelson described at the Jerusalem Cinematheque. He displays an awareness that the screening of Field Diary concurrently with the Lebanon war, “with soldiers bringing their toys and instruments into a public space – that’s an extremely sensitive kind of context.”
 The filmmaker clearly anticipated the impact the footage was likely to have on certain members of the audience. Despite what he deems the “sensitivity” of the context, he continues, “it may be the ideal situation for this presentation, for context is, after all, an integral factor in the making of works of art, of cinema, video, literature, theater, and this hostile reaction was completely understandable.”
 Gitai implies that the negative reaction of segments of the audience was inevitable and that the work itself required a reaction from this segment of the population as part of its natural context. He suggests that the footage specifically aims to provoke discussion with these soldiers and to challenge their view of themselves by displaying them from another perspective – one simultaneously positioned outside the army and inside Israel. 


Gitai overtly hopes for intense responses to his film- his descriptions of individual reactions to the footage and his conclusions about the overall public reaction reveal his interest in this hostility. He recalls, “I remember that someone rose and in a state of great excitement asked why this film was being shown and if the military censor had seen it. …I do think the serious issues raised by my work touched an exposed nerve within Israeli society.”
 This reaction confirmed for Gitai the idea that this footage presented an image of Israeli society that segments of that society did not wish to see. The Cinematheque as an (international) institution demonstrated a greater willingness to show controversial and internationally (rather than nationally) palatable material than did the Israeli TV authorities that had commissioned Gitai and his crew in the first place. Despite the final decision by Israel TV not to broadcast the program, and its subsequent screening at the Cinematheque, we must not loose sight of the fact that the footage was only made possible by Israel TV. I would argue that this incongruity regarding Gitai’s footage was part of a larger trend of instability and upheaval within the ranks of the Israeli media at the time. 

At the time when Gitai’s film was commissioned and then refused air time, the Israeli media was apparently going through as much of a crisis as Israeli society. From accusations of unreasonable military censorship of both Israeli and foreign journalists to reports of internal incompetence, infighting and witch hunts, the Israeli media faced criticism from all sides. One Jerusalem Post article written in October of 1982 describes an Anti-Defamation League study of American TV network performance in reporting on the 1982 events in Lebanon. The study notes several generally alarming journalistic practices, which varied over the course of the war. Initial practices included NBC, CBS and ABC citing casualty figures without sources to back them up, and network insinuations that the “Israeli censor” had cut footage – accompanied by superimposed black screens or super titles to that effect. The study found that in the coverage of later months of the war, casualties and censorship accusations took a back seat to a general sense of “revulsion at the violence which was implicitly and explicitly associated with Israel.”
 Israel clearly had reason to be sensitive about the image presented to the world by the American networks and to be extremely conscious of the image its internal network broadcast to the outside world. 


Moreover, outside sources also seemed to say that Israeli TV was a heavily censored media, a way for the government to exploit viewers. In an article appearing one day earlier, the Post reveals that, “according to the [Communications] Ministry, the Broadcasting Authority has long opposed cable TV, believing it would compete unfavourably with its single and mainly black-and-white channel.”
 TV in Israel at the time was essentially a one channel, black and white, government controlled medium. Several days prior, the Jerusalem Post reported the bizarre observation, “Israel TV is still erasing colour from colour films and broadcasting them in black and white because it does not want to pay its staffers the appropriate “colour increment,” according to [Knesset member] Dan Tichon.”
 The article goes on to say that Israel TV offered no explanation and that Israel was then the only country to continue this practice. Not only did Amos Gitai have no Channel Two to run his footage, members of the Knesset [Israeli Parliament] were forced to haggle with the national TV station to broadcast color programs in color. This article gives the impression that the TV authorities continually behaved in a manner that was both unprofessional and rather incompetent.


In another rather alarming report in the Jerusalem Post also appearing in October of ’82, the paper gives evidence to back up Gitai’s images of settlers in Judea and Samaria. Far from presenting a more balanced view of those involved in settling these areas, the article presents perspectives even more extreme than any we encounter in Gitai’s film. It is stated categorically in this Post article that “Gush Emunim’s goal for the coming year is to greatly increase Jewish settlement in Judea, Samaria and Gaza … twenty settlement groups are ready to move into the area … a thousand families from abroad are being brought to visit … [Rabbi Moshe] Levinger said that the world wants to see Israel small but Israel was building the Third Commonwealth [Kingdom of David].”
 Although this Rabbi’s statement clearly exaggerates the activities of this settlement group, it backs up Gitai’s footage of increasing Israeli aggression and expansion into neighboring areas. 

The article echoes Gitai’s film documentation of Israelis stating that Israel will never give up Judea and Samaria, whether for their history, the quality of their grain, or their suitability as a place to raise children just outside the city limits of Jerusalem. Even the statements that may appear extreme in Gitai’s footage – the settlers’ views on their actions and ideology, for example – can be eclipsed by routine articles in the Jerusalem Post. Despite the reaction of the soldiers at the Cinematheque, Gitai does not even qualify as more radical than a standard newspaper article from that time period. The Jerusalem Post in fact has long had an international following – making articles printed in it readily available to a worldwide English speaking audience – far more widespread than any audience Gitai’s footage would have reached on the Israeli TV waves. If the Israeli media authorities had only been concerned with containing the most extreme views from the international arena, they would have done better to censor the Post. The complicated history of Gitai’s film testifes not to his position as the most radical filmmaker in the country, but to the instability and internal conflicts of the Israeli media at the time – a media which could commission with one hand and suppress from broadcast with the other.

Israel TV and Israeli reporters had been dealing with a range of issues at this time. Logistical issues had prevented reporters from entering Lebanon, “an order that civilian vehicles entering Lebanon must be accompanied by IDF [Israeli Defense Forces] jeeps has resulted in Israeli reporters being kept out of the country for three days, because IDF officers apparently cannot agree on who will provide the escort.”
 It remains unclear whether this delay in access for reporters was a sign of concern for the lives of the reporters as civilians, or purely bureaucratic incompetence. It may even have been an attempt at media spin control. In any case, the national and international media were not amused, and the incident resulted in negative press for the IDF – creating further distance and mutual distrust between that organization and the press. 

If the buildup of logistical complications weren’t enough, the Jerusalem Post also carried stories in the September – October period of 1982 about increasing anti-media paranoia in the military sector. The Post ran articles concerning a “67-year-old lieutenant-colonel … dismissed for publishing a criticism of Israel’s treatment of Palestinians in Lebanon,”
 and “the resignation of eight senior newsmen from Israel TV because they could not report the facts … only one reflection of the growing assault on the freedom of expression in Israel.”
 News reporters and even military men were running up against the Israeli military and its attempts to counterbalance the negative reviews it had been receiving from the international press and community. Even internal criticism of Israel—of external policies and actions towards its own citizens—was met with suspicion on the part of the military and the media authorities themselves. The military often had no cause to worry about the media, as the upper echelons of the media became increasingly prone to removing problematic content before it reached the public.


Israel’s Army Radio became the target of an unpleasant government investigation following, as the paper notes, “cynical and ironic comments on the government …[that] irked Defence Minister Ariel Sharon and led to a series of attacks against the station,” and workers described the “tension and “witch hunting” atmosphere they experienced after the complaints had been made.
 The station was subsequently cleared of all wrongdoing, but the tensions in the process had a negative impact on station morale and workers’ trust in free speech. This was by no means an easy period for Israel. Between external pressures relating to its actions in Lebanon, and internal instability and unrest, the country faced trouble from every angle.  


With all these factors in mind, there is no doubt that Gitai’s Field Diary footage was commissioned and documented during a time of upheaval and increasing tensions within Israeli society, and the film reflects these tensions. The images themselves attest to the ongoing list of potentially explosive interactions: between soldiers and journalists, military and civilian, the political left versus the right, settler versus uprooted Palestinian, even ancestral olive tree versus a settler’s three children and three dogs. Thus, when Gitai finally turns the camera on Lebanon, it is only natural that he continues to illustrate conflict: the tanks rolling north across the border appear as an outgrowth of an internal strife that has been building for months or even years. Through Gitai’s lens, Lebanon is the only outlet for an aggressive expansion begun in the territorial gains of the 1967 war, rooted even in the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, or in the very ideals of Zionism from which it sprouted. 


This history and the internal conflicts of Israel become projected on Lebanon and the Israeli expansion into the surrounding areas. Amos Gitai’s film on Lebanon has very little to do with the Civil War in Lebanon or with the Israeli Invasion. Rather, these two events appear in the film merely as a landscape upon which the fundamental contradictions of the Israeli collective psyche do battle. The footage documents not the ambiguous moral grounds upon which Israel invaded Lebanon, and not even the mismanaged treatment of Palestinian villagers, but the way in which Israel is viewed and critiqued by its own residents and citizens. Every image of an oblivious settler in the West Bank, every note of lament in Arabic, every soldier who covers the camera lens for no apparent reason underscores the basic fact that “Israel” is a myth. Whether it appears as a Zionist creation, as a tool of the Israeli political machine, or as the arena of the Israeli – Palestinian conflict, “Israel” is no more united or whole than any other nation or ethno-political entity. 


For Gitai, the invasion of Lebanon, and the Israeli – Palestinian conflict are merely symptomatic of schisms that run deep through Israel itself. It is not coincidental that Gitai has advised other members of the international film circuit, “I am always touched by filmmakers who have the courage to be critical about their own societies.”
 He brings up a valid point –criticizing another society does not take the sort of courage as it takes to criticize one’s own society. Telling another person to change carries almost none of the challenges of changing oneself. The international film community should take note of this when screening Israeli films such as Gitai’s – it is one thing to criticize Israel from the outside, and another thing entirely to offer an inside perspective, particularly one that looks unblinkingly from all angles.

  
Gitai states further that criticizing one’s own society is “one of the most complex things one can do and it’s sometimes even painful. Being critical doesn’t mean you want to erase it or ignore the necessity of continuation. Every culture, in each generation, needs to re-invent and re-evaluate itself.”
 While it would be hard to deny Gitai’s provocative stance as a director and his interest in stirring up the underlying tensions inherent in his choice of subject matter, this statement points to a fundamental desire on the director’s part to re-invent and renew Israel, which is after all his native country, rather than simply to tear it apart or derail its continued existence. To forget or fail to notice that Gitai is an Israeli director, that he and his views come from within Israel, is to miss the point entirely. Gitai does not simply complain about Israel because he dislikes the country, or questions its right to exist; he criticizes Israel precisely because it is his native land and he feels compelled to use his own abilities to improve it.


Amos Gitai’s choice of topic and footage for Field Diary on the one hand, caused alarm among the soldiers at the Jerusalem Cinematheque screening, and on the other hand, pleased international film festival goers. This occurred because the topic and footage give the view of an Israeli and because that view focuses on the Israeli – Palestinian conflict only as a starting point for revealing deeper conflicts within Israel. This film explicitly refuses to offer extensive views of Lebanon and the invasion. Even those expecting a view onto Palestinian – Israeli relations will not find it here. What this film does—and what it does well—is document the external symptoms of Israeli civil unrest. 


Israeli TV in 1982 could not offer Amos Gitai and his crew the freedom to show the public what was wrong with the nation. What it could do was offer him the camera, the crew, the freedom of movement given to TV journalists and the backing to document those things that concerned him. Once the footage had been compiled, both Gitai and Israeli TV knew that the filmmaker had the resources to approach audiences ranging from European film festivals to TV stations in France, the Netherlands, Sweden, Austria and Finland.
 Many of the articles concerning the film in the French press comment about demographic structures inherent in the footage. An article by Eric Rouleau in Le Monde, for example, notes the presence of both adherents of Zionist Prime Minister Menachem Begin who ritually re-inter members of the first century Bar Kochba anti-Roman revolt and the simultaneous coexistence of a group of young Israeli peace activists who visit the beleaguered house of Bassam Shaka’a, the ex-mayor of Nablus (Shchem) to express solidarity with Palestinian struggles.
 Rouleau recognizes Gitai’s interest in presenting multiple individuals, and even conflicting opinions that exist within Israel, or within the group of individual soldiers that make up the Israeli Army. 


In his article in Le Monde, Roleau makes it clear that the display of multiple sides to the Israeli position does not imply that Gitai’s footage represents all sides equally; nevertheless, this documentation of individual opinions clearly contradicts any assertion of a pan-Israeli perspective. In a similar way, French critic Albert Cervoni indicates that he would like to see less diversity of opinion, and more of a focus on the struggles of the Palestinians. He mentions a preference for Edna Politi’s 1974 film, “For Palestinians, An Israeli Testifies,” stating that he considers Politi’s film to be less commercial and more focused on Palestinian difficulties than Field Diary.
 Cervoni’s comments on Politi’s film indicate that Field Diary does not even hold the claim as the most provocative program on this range of Israeli issues. While it is clear that between 1974 and 1983, Israel became more embroiled in its outreach into Gaza, the West Bank and Lebanon and by extension more sensitive about the media portrayal it received, Cervoni’s statement implies that Gitai’s work comes from the inside of the Israeli TV world – Gitai is positioned not only as Israeli, but also as an affiliate of Israeli TV, which accurately describes his position while shooting the footage.


Similarly, French cinema reporter Sélim Nassib also notes the filmmaker’s technical approach to his subjects in the film – the camera interrogates them equally. In an article in Libération, Nassib writes that Gitai’s camera and crew approach all of their subjects with the same intense fixed and impassive gaze and only the reaction of the individuals in front of the camera varies.
 When the camera documents a soldier’s willingness to talk violence, a villager’s grief over uprooted olive trees, a ritual of reburial or of mourning, or simply registers the black outline of a censoring hand, it elucidates the reaction of those under scrutiny rather than any disparate treatment of the camera crew between one demographic and the next. In contrast to Rouleau’s elision of Gitai’s views with those of Israel and Israeli TV, Nassib offers the opinion that when Gitai chooses to capture a subject on camera, his approach to that subject is the same as his approach to all other subjects. His relentless style of interrogation remains the same whether he shows us villagers, soldiers, dogs or fruit trees. Under the watchful gaze of his camera, the fruit tree or the wadi may choose to reveal what the villagers and soldiers cannot.


The camera’s gaze, despite its even style of interrogation, draws a variety of responses from its subjects. In some contexts, this can be tied to previous media interaction with the subjects. The Israeli Army and its soldiers occupied an unfortunate position where any action could draw criticism from the world press and worldwide political leaders. Clearly they had more cause to be concerned about their public image than the bereft Palestinian villagers did. While experiencing the ongoing loss of property, livelihood and dignity, these villagers had nothing to lose and everything to gain by presenting their sadness, rage and even their recourse to violence in the face of their untenable situation. 

Within these parameters, there is still something fascinating about the way each individual chooses to ignore the camera, fight and block the camera, display or even perform emotions and rituals or use the gaze of the camera for personal motives of propaganda. We see several groups of Palestinians who want their situation documented, a rare group of Palestinians who do not want to be filmed, a pair of soldiers who promote violence one minute and talk peace the next and Israeli peace activists and the former mayor of Nablus (Shchem) who do not seem to care either way, but realize they are constantly under multiple surveillance from the Israeli authorities. 


Many of the groups that enter the gaze of the camera already come under surveillance or serve as agents of surveillance, whether officially as representatives of the Israeli Army or socio-politically as representatives of a group that documents its own mis/treatment at the hands of the ruling government. Gitai and his crew clearly fall under the watchful eye of Israeli soldiers, Palestinian villagers, residents of Nablus, settlers in Gaza and the West Bank, and other passers-by. Whether we see a visceral reaction or not, the camera is watched and documented as much as its gaze falls on others.

The camera, after all, presents an image unlike the human eye. The soldiers and others who cover the lens remind us that the camera itself offers a physical appearance – a mechanical object in the hands of Nurit Aviv, Gitai’s cinematographer. The camera physically represents surveillance, its subjects must be constantly aware of it. Although some of the people filmed clearly stare at or pander to the camera, while others ignore it, its position with the filmmaking crew makes them a constant subject of surveillance. While at the house of the former mayor of Nablus, they are explicitly told that they are under constant surveillance, perhaps being filmed as they film others. Gitai’s crew and camera was scrutinized just as much as their subjects. 


The intense impact of visual documentation in Field Diary matches evenly with its disjunctive sound track. Amos Gitai’s signature montages of sound influence his films in every possible way, from the plaintive flute and string instrument cries of traditional Arabic music to the measured voices of Israeli Radio reporters and the occasional Zionist ballad. In Gitai’s sonic world, political slogans resurrected from the Bible establish a discourse with love songs and laments for Jerusalem, rhythmic drumming, chants for Palestine, the crunch of rocks underfoot, cityscape noises and melodramatic radio stories about children moving to Israel. 


Gitai matches the Naomi Shemer Zionist anthem “Jerusalem of Gold,” with footage of fields removed from Palestinian farmers to create a new Israeli settlement in the West Bank. The song falls into the background of an Israeli Radio program voice play about a boy who planted pomegranate seeds in the snow in Eastern Europe so their roots and his would reach Jerusalem. A delegation of Israelis reburies the remains of the Bar Kochba fighters to the sound of Menachem Begin’s stilted Old World Hebrew proclaiming the return to the Biblical land from which the people came.
 Gitai’s use of sound montage refers to the multiple layers inherent in Israeli life – the nostalgia of Shemer’s song, the archaic tone of Begin’s Hebrew and the longing of the radio play to plant roots in Jerusalem both accompany and clash with the images Gitai pairs them with. 

The radio play gives a sarcastic tone to the image – as though the Eastern European refugee has come to Jerusalem in order to push out the previous inhabitants and create another refugee situation. Menachem Begin’s voice imposes both his Eastern European accent and his out of date Hebrew upon the modern desert landscape. A small group of all male soldiers lug the coffins up the hill to rebury them, followed by other male soldiers, and finally a group of purely ornamental female soldiers at the rear of the procession. True to the fashion of this film, Begin and his entourage make themselves look ridiculous without any help from Gitai. They offer a vision of Israel blinded by its own history and legends, a language of prophecy made meaningless through misuse and appropriation.


In counterpoint to the radio play and the appropriation of nostalgia, flute song in a minor key accompanies images of wandering refugees and blankets strung between trees as a makeshift camp during the approximately five minute long segment of Lebanon footage. This flute song and its frequent accompaniment by the music of string instruments provide a disjunctive and longing tone to the footage they speak to throughout the film. One feels as though the whole production carries a sense of Arabic folksong lament, punctuated occasionally by the mundane sounds of settlers, soldiers, villagers, traffic noises, radio broadcasts both measured and full of evil omens. 


Amos Gitai’s soundtrack, more than any other part of Field Diary, creates a sense of impending conflict and perpetual loss, of a language that fails even to speak to itself coherently and compassionately. Hebrew and Arabic speak fluently with each other, and yet something gets lost in translation. Communication between people takes place tri-lingually, in Hebrew-Arabic-English, while simultaneously not taking place at all. Israeli Army Radio broadcasts float in the air, not tied down to any location in the footage. They report calmly of wounded people in Hebron while soldiers cover the camera and then release it, switch rapidly from friendly to hostile. An Israeli man jealously guards the Palestinian women harvesting his strawberry field (a pun – in Hebrew the fruit is called “field” berry). He uses his voice as an instrument of censorship, of brutality, shouting broadly that he must use violence against the TV crew because they only understand violence. He tells the crew not to embarrass the women, who are not properly dressed, while we can plainly see that they are dressed and do not look at all worried by the camera. The discrepancy between what he says and what we see lays bare the man’s own motives of avoiding exposure.


As we have seen, Amos Gitai’s Field Diary reveals the explicit and mundane details of Israeli civil unrest and internal disjuncture. The footage and its complex sound track have very little to say about Lebanon or the civil war and upheaval in that country. What makes Gitai’s work compelling and also what prevented it from showing on Israeli TV, derives from the filmmaker’s ability to turn the external activities and military expansion he documents into a meditation on the self-conception of Israel and its residents. If Israel ever had a monolithic national identity, Gitai’s footage reveals that the internal reality of daily life in the country belies any such uniform national mythology. If anything, Gitai’s work suggests that the Israeli military aggression and incursions into Gaza, the West Bank and Lebanon are actually an attempt to create a national unity where none exists. 


Israeli TV, under pressure from the outside world, had good reason to avoid promoting images of Israel’s failing national unity. The Israeli Army, in turn, had reason to believe that reporters and even those in its ranks had already and would continue to portray their activities in a negative light. By giving Amos Gitai an Israeli TV crew and camera, Israeli TV committed a radical act against Israel’s attempts at positive self-promotion (or propaganda). Even if Gitai and the TV authorities who commissioned him knew perfectly well that his footage would never air in Israel as intended, the act of commissioning him underlined precisely the need for that footage to be taken, and to be taken by Gitai, with his particular views and film festival connections.


When Gitai spoke at the Cinematheque, I was particularly struck by his ability to appear at once soft-spoken and self-assured, calm and collected while speaking of past difficulties with Israeli TV and Israeli film critics, and unassuming while possessing the same penetrating gaze as the camera in his films. I found it quite easy to see why so many of the people interviewed in his films were so willing to talk – Gitai really projects a non-threatening and sympathetic, if slightly intense personality. Having attended this event, I can’t help but think that those people who objected to speaking with Gitai and his crew in Field Diary did so not because they felt threatened by the director or his methods, but because they felt that anyone watching them must have ill intentions – they merely revealed their own paranoia – another element of the microcosm.
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