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Shuvi Shuvi haShulamit


Shuvi, shuvi ha shulamit: 

Jerusalem Archaeologies in Kadosh and Bayit
“It is said that one day the great Baal Shem [Tov] had a problem that was very difficult to resolve. He went to a certain special place in the forest to meditate, and lit a fire. When he went back home he was in a position to confront the problem that was preoccupying him. . . . [Three] generation[s] later, when a new problem arose, the sage no longer knew how to light the fire, nor did he know the ritual or the special place, but he was able to tell this story and he, too was able to find the answer to his question.” (Gitai, Amos. News From Home. Köln: Verlag der Buchhandlung Walther König, 2006. p44)

“News From Home. . . . The disintegration of the house as a metaphor, in a certain sense. Its scattering to the four winds . . . And the symbols. The key, the olive, a piece of stone, several terraces.” (Gitai, p53)


Israeli director Amos Gitai has likened the documentary to archeology and the narrative film to architecture, suggesting a framework of building for the one and excavation for the other. In this paper, I will examine this dual framework as it applies to the residents of Jerusalem in Gitai’s narrative film Kadosh (1999) and documentary trilogy Bayit (1980) – A House In Jerusalem (1998) – and News From Home / News From House (2006). I argue that Gitai uses a particular strategy of object metaphor and defamiliarization to build an architectural space in the narrative film and to unearth human archaeologies in the documentaries. 

Gitai points to physical objects and spaces invested with memory and cultural significance in order to construct and reveal their cultural currencies. In both narrative and documentary genres, Gitai reveals schisms within the temporal and physical spaces of Jerusalem through his focus on the microcosm and daily rituals of an individual house or a small community. Using this model of film building and unearthing as a starting point, I will explore Gitai’s complex rendering of gendered and nationalized spaces in this unique and multi-layered Middle Eastern city. In examining these films, I will look at the ties they posit between gender and ethnicity, nation and microcosm, archeology and architecture, Jerusalem and the space it occupies in the Middle East.

Gitai’s conception of architecture and archeology focuses on the human aspects and consequences of the spaces he examines. As early as his graduate architecture thesis at U.C. Berkeley, he says that he

attempts to comprehend the spatial ramifications of the concept of Judaism amid the historical variables … to look beyond the surface of architecture to the structures of social organization in order to locate Jewish architecture which is more of a conceptual than a formal phenomenon… to integrate rather than treat in isolation questions of religious philosophy, social structure, and architectural form. (Gitai, Amos. Communities in Transition: Five Urban Jewish Communities and their Architecture. U.C. Berkeley Ph.D. Thesis: 1986. p1-2.)

In documenting and creating the House trilogy and Kadosh, Gitai attempts a similar project of framing the cultural structures of the Israeli-Palestinian landscape. He focuses on Jerusalem and the concentric circles of communities expanding within it and towards an international Diaspora. For both Jews from abroad who conceptually “return” to Jerusalem, and the Palestinians, Israeli-Arabs and other Jerusalemites, the city of Jerusalem and its microcosms take on a cultural significance as well as a physical one. Shuvi, shuvi ha shulamit – the biblical phrase that speaks of the return of the Jerusalemite, attests to the city’s long tradition as cultural currency. Jerusalem becomes synonymous with memory and longing for a return from Diaspora and exile.


Gitai plays the role of a gatekeeper in both Kadosh, and in the third documentary, News From Home/ News From House. Kadosh centers on the relationship between two sisters, Rivka and Malka, who live in a self contained ultra-orthodox community in the religious district of Mea Shearim. Malka responds to a series of traumatizing events by leaving their religious community to join her childhood sweetheart who now lives in the secular part of the city. Amos Gitai appears in a cameo role as the barman who Malka must interact with to cross from the religious world to the secular. Gitai appears as himself in News From Home/ News From House, the third documentary tracing the former and current owners, inhabitants and builders of a particular house in Jerusalem. Here he converses with individuals and gives commentary in English on the voice over track. 

In both films, Gitai introduces us to closed spaces that few people are able to access – in the one, a (fictional) rigid ultra-orthodox community in the religious district of Mea Shearim, and in the other, a long line of inhabitants, builders and various other people associated with a certain house. Juxtaposing these two communities, we can actually get a sense of the cultural architecture and archaeology of Israeli-Palestinian society, and the unexpected relationships that exist between diverse groups of people and concentric Diasporas. 


Gitai focuses in each film on particular spaces and physical symbols that come to represent memory, identity, loss and the reconstruction of identity through narrative. As in his architectural writing, Gitai examines the place of ritual and its relationship to particular spaces. While “excavating” the house and its human archaeology, Gitai and the subjects of the documentary “unearth” the original bronze front door key as the symbolic repository of longing and displacement, and also of cultural repossession through narrative. The next-door neighbor of the house, Michel, speaks about former owners of the house he lives in coming to look at it, and at the key in particular. He also mentions a Palestinian caricature artist who always signs her work with a drawing of this type of heavy bronze key. 


Gitai constructs narrative around religious ritual in Kadosh – his character gives Malka a difficult time when she enters the bar, primarily focusing on the headscarf she wears that signifies her status as a married orthodox woman. She has escaped from her rigid and potentially insane arranged husband and comes to the bar looking for her formerly orthodox childhood sweetheart. Gitai’s character attempts to waylay her, mocking her orthodox clothing, then hitting on her, before giving up and yelling for the man she’s come to see. Malka is clearly from Jerusalem, and yet the barman mocks her and calls her a tourist because she certainly isn’t from the world he comes from. An article of clothing as small and simple as a scarf can symbolize a divide between entire segments of the population. Even within Jerusalem, Gitai shows alternate worlds, and the tangential relationships between them. 


Gitai’s narrative films often differ from his documentaries in camera style and strategy. The method of defamiliarization takes on a physical aspect in the documentaries. Every nuance of the film takes on a palpable texture through the use of sound montage, grainy archival segments, and through qualities of the film stock and camera work itself. News From Home begins and ends with a black screen accompanied by the sound of the construction workers hewing stone to build the house. Gitai intersperses recent footage with footage taken from the two earlier films over a period of twenty-five years, giving a sense of layering, of the formation of human archaeological structures. We see the subjects of the film first bringing out photo albums a decade ago and then we see them again bring out the albums months ago, all in a span of five minutes of film. The family album also functions as a symbol – of memory, of human archaeology, of hopes and losses across the passage of time.


Gitai’s Jerusalem-centered films posit civil tensions between segments of Israeli-Palestinian society that have their roots in the individual and cultural narratives each person and group constructs around the city space. For Malka and the barman, this tension reveals itself in the context of the divide between secular culture and religious culture. For the long line of inhabitants, builders and neighbors of the house, the tension springs from Diasporas and overlapping narratives of displacement. Gitai calls attention to the gender and ethnic boundaries delineated by the various groups. Malka’s interaction with the barman and her disastrous arranged marriage clearly result not only from her belonging to an ultra-orthodox community, but also from her position in both communities as a woman. Similarly, the relationship between the builders of the house and its line of owners reveals a narrative of Palestinian displacement and Diaspora and its interaction with Jewish or Israeli narratives of displacement and return. 


The languages used to narrate the films carry weight as well – the original House documentary was intended as a one hour segment for Israeli TV, and first screened as a film with Hebrew, French and English titles after the TV authorities rejected and tried to destroy it. The third documentary includes subjects speaking Hebrew, English, Arabic and French, with the titles and Gitai’s voice over in English. Kadosh was released first in Israel, with dialogue in Hebrew – both Modern Hebrew and Biblical or ritual related Hebrew and Aramaic. 

Gitai uses language to build and to reveal subtleties of character and situation. Variations in speech patterns between subjects or characters take on a resonance of political and cultural significance. Even the way in which the same language is used can reveal schisms between two people or groups. The topics that people bring up and their approach to speaking about these topics reveal religious tensions and conflict between secular and religious groups in Kadosh. Letter From Home unearths incongruous versions of Hebrew – even the same language can be spoken functionally and ideologically by immigrant Israelis, while the native Palestinian stonemasons speak it as a natural extension of their experience of Diaspora. 


These films indicate that even while these subjects and characters are physically in Jerusalem, they all feel a sense of displacement, and a need to dig up or create a cultural and personal narrative in order to relieve some of this sense of defamiliarization with their own spatial and cultural location. Malka does not belong in the bar – even though she grew up in Jerusalem, the secular world represents a foreign space within her own city. The workers involved with the house feel a sense of displacement while they work on the house, even though they too grew up in Jerusalem. The people who currently live in the house and its neighborhood are displaced from other countries, and seem more comfortable in other languages. Amos Gitai, despite his perfect command of English, speaks with an accent, and doesn’t appear to speak Arabic. 


As we watch Gitai build and unearth these populations of Jerusalemites, it becomes clear that the city itself creates a sense of displacement and defamiliarization, and that each individual and group struggles to create a cultural narrative that will ease the sense of being in Diaspora even while within the city space. Gitai digs into the layers of cultural archaeology in News From Home and constructs a model of a cultish religious community in Kadosh, and both serve to accentuate the bizarre impression that everyone living in Jerusalem exists in a state of exile and under constant pressure to create a cultural narrative that will compensate.
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