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Preface

“Bourekas” is the name for a popular Sephardic'-Mizrahi® pastry, which
originated in Turkey. The phrase “Bourekas film” was apparently coined by the
director Boaz Davidson. The first time the signifier “Bourekas” was used in Israeli
cinematic discourse, outside of any gastronomic reference, was in an interview
Davidson gave to Yael Ontokovsky (1975) owing to the commercial success of
Charlie and a Half ( Charlie Vahezi, 1974), which would become known as
Davidson's first Bourekas film. Davidson did not speak yet of “Bourekas films” but of
a “Bourekas culture,” and used the phrase to denote what was in his view a

"primitive," vulgar culture of Mizrahi emigrants to Israel. Davidson said:

| objected in the strongest way to “the Bourekas culture” but then | suddenly realized what an
idiot | was. We live here in a jungle of Bourekas, in a jungle of ethnicity, we are surrounded by

a jungle of accents and languages. (Ontokovsky 1975, 57, my translation)

In Orientalism (1978, 30), Edward Said quotes Gramsci, who says that the
researcher’s awareness that he himself is a product of an historical process — one that
has left infinite intellectual and emotional traces in his consciousness — is necessary as

a prerequisite of any serious career as a cultural critic. This study of “Bourekas films”

! Sephardim in this study are the descendants of the Jews deported from Spain and Portugal during the
15™ and 16" centuries, and who kept the Ladino language. In Israel they are considered a subgroup of
Mizrahim.

? “Mizrahim” literally means "Easterners." In Israeli discourse it basically refers to Jews of the Middle
East, including North Africa, and Jews from the Balkans (Shemer 2005, 8). Please also see my
discussion of the subject in the Introduction, particularly on pages 22-33.
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is the beginning of such an awareness on my behalf. It's an effort to scan some of the
traces that have sunk into my consciousness as a child in Israel.

I was first exposed to the popular comedies and melodramas, which [ would
only later come to know as “Bourekas films,” when I was about ten years old. I was
enchanted by the films. They were hilarious. I was drawn to what Ella Shohat defined
later as their "carnivalesque and anarchistic atmosphere” (Shohat 1989, 131).
However it never crossed my mind then that there was supposed to be a connection
between my modern, Sephardic-Jewish family, which emigrated from Egypt to Israel
in the early 1950s, and the people I laughed at on screen, with their poor material
culture and their limited, narrow — both emotionally and intellectually — Jewish pre-
modern world. For me as a ten-year old, this reality was one which belonged to some
kind of “others,” which I could only vaguely identified as Israeli traditional Jews.

It only dawned on me years later that the authors of the films were aiming to
represent me and my family. This awareness led to a great cognitive dissonance. On
the one hand, it was quite clear that both the authors of the films and most of their
audience saw the reality portrayed in the Bourekas films as a legitimate representation
of Mizrahim in Israel. But by the same token I clearly felt that my family, like other
Mizrahim that I knew, held a completely different material culture, set of values,
norms and codes of behavior, than those attributed to the communities presented in
the Bourekas films.

The dissonance became more acute when in college I was exposed to the
works of classical Yiddish writers, which described the Jewish shtetls in Eastern
Europe. It seemed to me then that there were similarities between the world that came

to life in these works and the world shaped in the Bourekas films. It occurred to me



that the world of the Jewish shtetl might have some connection with the world of the
Mizrahi neighborhood in Bourekas films.

The dissertation that will follow is an effort to implant this intuition in
academic soil. This study on the Bourekas will attempt, first, to define this group,
separate it from other groups of Israeli films, and more clearly delineate its features.
Secondly, I aim to examine the connection between Bourekas and the literary texts of
classical Yiddish literature, and in particular their portrayal of life in the Jewish shtetls
of Eastern Europe. I hope that the findings of both avenues of research will eventually
lead me to a comprehensive explanation of the Bourekas’ enormous popularity and

commercial success in Israel.
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Chapter One:

Introduction

|. Methodology

This study is an interdisciplinary one. It is guided by scholarship in fields such
as film and video studies, semiology, sociology, cultural anthropology, philosophy,
literary theory, and Hebrew and Yiddish literary history and criticism. The
dissertation will apply its multidisciplinary approach to define a relatively narrow
corpus of Bourekas films, which it will then thematically analyze using a structural,
semiotic approach.

In my discussion of the Zionist Israeli sphere I walk in the footsteps of
previous post-colonial studies, like those of Shohat (1989,119-179; 2001,140-206),
designating a colonialist ideology as a major element of Zionist narrative, and
regarding the Israeli-Zionist sphere as a territory colonized by European Ashkenazim,
who subordinate both Arabs and the Mizrahim. However, following Shenhav, Hever,
and Mutzafi (2002, 9-28, 288-306) I will integrate into the analysis Bhabha’s
discussion of the dialectical relationships between colonized and colonizer (Bhabha
1994, 66-93).

I will also adopt into the dissertation's analysis of the Zionist-Israeli sphere the
Marxist approach of Althusser (1971, 127-189), which views artistic media as

ideological state apparatuses, through which the elite reproduces the means of



production’. Integration of this approach into my discussion of Israeli cinematic
discourse will allow the dissertation to point to the Ashkenazi elite as the group which
manipulates Israeli art and media according to its political, economic, and social
needs. Incorporation of the above approaches will lead the dissertation to view the
Bourekas as texts that reflect the dialectic relationships between the Ashkenazi elite,
as colonizers, and the Mizrahim, as colonized, and as texts embedded with the
Ashkenazi conflict of identity, caused by their traumatic encounter with Mizrahim as

"others."

On the Author in Film

My discussion will focus on the Bourekas as a cycle of films created by
various directors, and will generally employ a structural semiotic approach to film
analysis. However, since it at the same time ascribes essential importance to Bourekas
directors as the films' auteurs, and highlights the importance of their cultural identity
and class awareness to the discourse of their films, it is necessary at this point to

briefly explore the theoretical discussion on authorship in films.*

The prevailing cultural concept of the author's centrality to the work of art
seems to have at least two sources: one is 19th century romanticism and its idealistic
vision of the artist. This vision of the artist is reflected in the following words of

Gombrich (1972 [1950]), about van Gogh and Cezanne. Gombrich praises their

*To complete the dissertation's integration of the Marxist approach of Althusser into the Israeli realm I
will use the agency of Chinski (2002), who presents what could be seen as a Marxist approach to Israeli
cultural discourse in her discussion on Israeli art.

* An approach to film analysis which mixes structural analysis with auteur theory-based analysis is not
new. It was suggested by Wollen (1972) and followed by Catherine Benamou in her later research of
Welles's It's All True: Orson Welles's Pan-American Odyssey (2007).
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artistic genius and personal virtues, and presents them as if they were prophets of

modern times:

Both [Cezanne and Van Gogh, r.k.] took the momentous step of deliberately abandoning the
aim of painting as an imitation of nature.... Both of them had arrived to this point without
wanting to overthrow the old standards of art. They did not pose as revolutionaries; they did
not want to shock the complacent critics. Both of them in fact had almost given up hope of
anybody paying attention to their pictures — they just worked because they had to.

(Gombrich 1972 [1950], 438)

The other source, quite different in spirit, is what Barthes calls "modern
positivism," (1977, 143). Barthes argues that one aspect of this positivism is the belief
that the individual human being can control, and in fact consciously makes, the source
of everything he produces. Hence, modern positivism leads to an image of literature

based in a despotic way on an individual — the author — and his personality:

The image of literature to be found in ordinary culture is tyrannically centered on the
author, his person, his life, his tastes, his passions; while criticism still consists for
the most part in saying that Baudelaire's work is the failure of Baudelaire, the man,
Van Gogh's his madness, Tchaikovsky's his vice. The explanation of a work is
always sought in the man or woman who produced it, as if it were always in the end,
through the more or less transparent allegory of the fiction, the voice of a single
person, the author confiding in us. (Barthes 1977, 143, italics in the original)

Born with the modern age, it seems that film couldn't avoid the question of its
author's identity. However, film's author identification, unlike the case of a novel or a
painting, is far from obvious or natural. A movie is seen as the fruit of a collaborative
effort which needs the input of a multitude of trained professionals to be produced
(Goldman 1983, 102). Thus a scholarly effort was needed to establish a consensus
about the identity of the author in cinema.

It seems that the most influential answer given to the question to date is the
“auteur theory." This approach holds that a film reflects the creative vision of its
director, and that he (or she) is the primary “auteur" (French for “author”) of the film.
What would become known as "auteur theory" was originally established in France, a

place which has long had a close connection between cinema and the intelligentsia,
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and where, since the Second World War, the activity of the cinematheques gave
French cinephiles and film critics of the periodical Cahiers du Cinema alike, an
unmatched perception of the historical dimension of Hollywood and the careers of its
individual directors (Wollen 1972, 553).

Auteur theory draws on the work of two French film critics who published
mainly during the 1950s. Alexander Astruc (1968 [1948]) created the notion of the
“camera stylo” (French for “camera pen’), which indicated that the camera is like a
pen in the hands of the film director, implying through this metaphor that the director
is the "writer" of the film, in the same way that the poet is the writer of his poem.
Andre Bazin (1967, vol. 2, 47-93) championed directors such as De Sica and
Rossellini, implying that it is their personal world view and style which is reflected in
their films. Hence their whole corpus of films, interviews and writings, is relevant to a
discussion of any one of their films. One can speak, then, of two complementary
aspects of auteur theory:

1. An identification of the film's “author” primarily with the director (and sometimes
with the producer also).

2. The belief that the extra-textual and intertextual personalities of the author-director
are relevant to the interpretation of the film as a work of art.

Astruc’s notion of the camera stylo, using the metaphor of writing to describe
filmmaking, seems to support the first aspect:

Direction is no longer a means of illustrating or presenting a scene but a true act of writing.
The film-maker, author, writes with his camera as a writer writes with his pen.... How can one
distinguish [while analyzing the filmmaking process, r.k.] between the man who conceives the
work and the man who writes it? Could one imagine a Faulkner novel written by someone
other than Faulkner? (1968 [1948], 22, my emphasis)

In Andre Bazin’s work one finds both aspects of auteur theory. There is little
doubt in Bazin’s writings that the film is the director's creation rather than that of any
other team member. This concept returns in the articles gathered in What is Cinema?
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(1967). For Bazin, the director is the film's auteur also when he meaningfully
cooperates with other crew members. In this case, the very act of collaboration is part
of a director's tactic, his working style. When Bazin, for example, talks about the
long-time cooperation between De Sica, the director, and Zavattini, the script writer,

he credits act of collaboration and its effects on the films to De Sica:

above all, the case of de Sica is, up to now, inseparable from his collaboration with
Zavattini.... The fact that Zavattini collaborates with others... makes no difference. (Bazin
1967, vol. 2, 63, my emphasis)

As for the second aspect, Bazin’s writings often make use of extra-textual data
about the director as a tool to analyze and reach a valid interpretation of a film. When
analyzing Robert Bresson's film Le Journal, for example, Bazin uses the biography of
Bresson, his previous films, and his statements in interviews, to legitimate his

interpretation. Bazin writes:

And if you still have any doubts [about my interpretation, r.k.], Bresson's own admission will
remove them. Forced to throw out a third of this final cut for the exhibitors' copy, he ended, as
we know, by declaring with a delicate touch of cynicism, that he was delighted to have had to
do so. Actually the only ‘visual’ he really cared about was the blank screen at the finale.

(1967, vol. 1, 128)

However, Bazin's work is not entirely consistent with the hypothesis of the
director as the auteur.” Sometimes his critiques totally exclude the director, while at
other times they seem to use a generic approach.® It seems that the conscious assertion
of the film director as the only author of the film and the focus on a director’s style,
biography, and persona becomes consistent only in the work of Truffaut. Combining

the pragmatic approach of Bazin with the romantic’ approach of Astruc, Truffaut's

> Actually, Bazin wrote against the auteur theory in Truffaut's version in his article in Cahiers Du
Cinema, from April 1957 (Sarris 1971[1962], 122).

® While analyzing the work of Chaplin, for example, he focuses on the figure of Charlie, the "little
fellow," making him the sole point of view through which he looks at Chaplin's work, describing his
character as if this figure invented itself without the help of any director-author (Bazin 1967, vol. 1,
146-153). In a different article he accumulates a generic approach, trying to explain and understand the
characteristic he calls "cinema of exploration" (Bazin 1967, vol. 1, 154).

7 The romantic approach of Truffaut is visible also in the following quote, written about Hitchcock’s
death, in which he stresses the ever lasting linkage between the director and his films: "The person dies
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influential work as a critic, and as an editor in Cahiers du Cinema, stresses that the
director is the persona behind the film, for better and for worse. Truffaut’s work
seems to consciously and entirely adopt both aspects of auteur theory. The first aspect
is fiercely highlighted in Truffaut’s critiques, through a conscious and a consistent
emphasis on the centrality of the director, as the only auteur of a film's discourse. The
notion of the centrality of the director to filmmaking seems to lead Truffaut to
distinguish between two types of directors: good directors, who affix their personal
style on a film through a certain style of shooting, by controlling the formal aspects of
the film, and through the emphasis of certain themes. Truffaut calls these directors the
“auteurs.” By contrast, bad directors are basically scenarists (script writers), for whom
the film is done the minute "they hand in their scenario," and for whom the act of
directing, the mise en scene, means only adding some illustrating pictures to the
written script (Truffaut 1976 [1954], 233).

Seemingly to emphasize the essential importance of a director's output to the
quality of the film, Truffaut’s provocatively phrased and polemical assertions make it
difficult to "think of a bad director making good films and almost impossible to think
of a good director making a bad one" (Sarris 1968, 33). He writes, for example: "the
worst of the films of Hawks [a good director in his eyes, r.k.] is more interesting than
the best of Huston [a bad director in his eyes, r.k.]” (Truffaut 1987, 22).

This polemical approach, which drove Truffaut himself later to say it was only
good for its time and place (Sarris 1971 [1962], 131), became the focus of anti-auteur

critical attacks against auteur theory.® However, Truffaut’s polemic wouldn't have

but not the filmmaker, because the films that were made in extraordinary strictness in a great passion
and in enormous feelings that were camouflaged by a rare technical mastery, did not disappear but
were distributed all over the world” (Truffaut 2004, 9, my translation).

% Even Sarris sets out against this approach: "On the whole we accept the cinema of directors although
without going to the farthest-out extremes of "la politique"... which makes it difficult to think of a bad
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been so distasteful if understood as flowing out of Truffaut’s idea of the ideal
relationship between a director and his film. I suggest that the statement about the
good and the bad director should be read as containing a new notion about film, which
is constructed out of two assumptions. A good film is a film by a good director. And a
good director is one who holds a vivid and notable presence in his films, who leaves
his fingerprints on a film’s diegesis . He is a director who penetrates through all the
technical, aesthetic, and scripted aspects of filmmaking, tagging it with his personal
mark, and — here comes the explanation of the absurd — this is true even when the
director's vision is in sharp conflict with other aspects of the film, and leads to
digressions’ (from the point of view of the narrative) — a fact which could turn the
film into a "bad" one, from the point of view of other schools of film criticism.

This tendency of Truffaut, to value films solely according to their level of
reflection of the director's personality, seems to reach its peak when he romanticizes
the relationships between the director and his film, humanizing the film, blurring the
borders between film and director, as if one could entirely stand for the other.'® This
approach paves the way for the critical approach of Truffaut’s scholarly work such as

Hitchcock'' (1967), on the films of Hitchcock,'? and Films of My Life (1987), where

director making a good film and almost impossible to think of a good director making a bad one”
(Sarris, 1971 [1962], 131).

? At this point Truffaut is very close to Pasolini, who speaks about the digression from the narrative as
the identification mark of the poetical film author, as an element which testifies to his persona (Pasolini
1974).

' Truffaut writes: "For some critics there are good films and bad films and I had an idea that there are

not good or bad films: there are simply good and bad directors.... What is interesting in a career of a
good director is that it reflects his thought from his beginning to his more mature phase" (Sarris 1967,

448-449, my emphasis). Discussing Truffaut's contribution to auteur theory, Sarris quotes from the
French playwright, Giraudoux: "there are no works, there are only authors." Sarris argues that Truffaut
has seized on this paradox as the battle cry of "La politique des auteur” (Sarris 1971 [1962], 126).

"1t also seems significant that Truffaut has chosen to title a book on films by Hitchcock simply
Hitchcock, as if the films represents the director and vice versa. This phenomena returns in the title of
Truffaut's later book The Films of My Life (which reminds us of the more popular articulation: “the
women of my life”).

12 A blurring between these two entities, the film and the director, appears in the introduction when
Truffaut explains Hitchcock's popularity amongst other filmmakers as drawn out of this very sameness:

"If so many filmmakers, from the very talented to the mediocre, meticulously watch Hitchcock films, it
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Truffaut writes about his favorite films/directors. These works, using autobiographical
material, interviews, and the whole corpus of a certain director as a main perspective
into film analysis, also testifies to the wide implementation of the second aspect of the
auteur theory in Truffaut’s work.

Truffaut indeed was the first to consistently make the director the sole
legitimate focal point of a film’s analysis, but his writings do not elaborate on the
auteur approach (still not a "theory" by that time) in programmatic terms; nor do they
constitute a manifesto, not to say a theory. Typically Truffaut's writings are more of a
credo by a director who is in love with filmmaking, and is interested in upgrading its
cultural status, a statement of a director about the value of his art. It is Andrew Sarris
who tries to methodologize Truffaut's approach into a theory of film criticism.

Applying both aspects of the auteur approach, Sarris's early work on the nature
of the auteur (1971 [1962]) seems to reflect the first aspect of what he, for the first
time, calls the auteur theory. A later work of his (Sarris 1968, 19-37) embraces its
second aspect, as it implicitly uses the auteur theory approach to rewrite American
film history."? Theorizing Truffaut’s assertions about directors and their place in
filmmaking, Sarris refines Truffaut's polemic dichotomy of good and bad directors,
offering a new one: between a director who is an auteur and one who isn't, making an
effort to methodologically explain who (and what) is an auteur.

Sarris proposes a structure built out of three concentric circles: technique,
style, and inner meaning, which represent different levels of filmmaking quality.

These start with the level of craftsmanship (technique) up to the level of a work of art

is because they feel that in front of them stands an amazing person" (Truffaut 2004, 22, my translation
and emphasis).

13 Saris uses in this book the auteur theory as a main perspective on the history of American cinema.
His justification for doing so is that this perspective emphasizes the individual films (the “trees”) rather
than the system of production (the “forest””) which was emphasized by other approaches, and better
explains the films which are non-generic by nature (Sarris 1968, 24).
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(which holds "inner meaning"). An auteur, he figures, in opposition to directors who
are technicians or stylists, is a director who is an artist, and is able to transfer through
film discourse what Sarris dares to call "the ¢lan of his soul” (1971 [1962], 132).

However, Sarris's theorizing effort stays a bit vague, as it uses terms not
entirely explained (such as "inner meaning"). Moreover it does not offer a
justification or support for the validity of the two aspects of auteur theory: (1)
although film production is the work of a team, the director is the only author of the
film; and (2) extra-textual data by and on the director is relevant to interpretation of
his films. These faults, when added to the polemical and provocative style of
Truffaut's writings on the topic, made auteur theory vulnerable to the fierce criticism
that surrounded it.

Criticism of auteur theory has been separately pointed at its two aspects.
Critique within the film discipline tends to relate to the first aspect, criticizing the
auteur theory’s assertion of the director (and sometimes the producer) as the sole
author of the film. But post-Saussurian critical streams, from outside of the discipline,
such as semiology, structuralism, and in a way New Criticism, can be applied to film's
auteur discourse, as a critique of auteur theory's use of the extra-textual biographical
figure of the director as a point of reference for his film's analysis.

American film critics have claimed that the director cannot be the sole author
of the film, since film involves teamwork. It is a collaborative endeavor which needs
the input of a multitude of trained professionals, and therefore, the product of the
combined effort of trained professionals: the actor, cameraman, director, editor,
producer, production designer, and writer (Goldman 1984, 102). Reflecting this anti-
auteur approach is the prominent American film critic Pauline Kael. In her review on

Citizen Kane, she contradicts French auteur critics who argue the film is a personal



achievement of Orson Welles, shedding light on the extensive use the film makes of
the distinctive talents of co-writer Herman J. Mankiewicz and cinematographer Gregg

Toland:

This particular kind of journalist's sense of what would be a scandal as well as a great subject
[that could be felt through the film, r.k.], and the ability to write it, belonged not to Wells but to

his now almost forgotten associate: Herman J. Mankiewicz who wrote the script. (Kael 1971,
8)

New Criticism and semiological and structuralist approaches to texts, when
applied to film, offer interesting criticism of the second aspect of the auteur theory."*
Looking at the auteur theory from the perspective of New Criticism, it is surprising
(and also could indicate a kind of anachronism in the theoretical thinking about films,
relative to that of literature) that the kind of thinking which allowed Bazin to speak of
what "Bresson had in mind" (1967, 126) flourished in an age (the 1950s) in which
literary critics negated the relevance of the author's extra-textual persona and
biography to the interpretation of the work of art, and related only to the abstract
figure of the "implied author," whose identification with the biographical writer is
strongly denied (Booth 1961, 71-76). For New Criticism, "the world of the text,"
considered the only solid entity, was all that matters (see especially William K.
Wimsatt and Monroe Beardsley in their essay "The Intentional Fallacy," 1954). This
New Criticism advocacy of close reading, while fiercely rejecting extra-textual
sources, especially those of which the biographical figure of the creator (writer, poet)
is the source, adopted into film critique seems to create a solid ground for criticizing
the second aspect of the auteur theory, on its two main characteristics:

1. The hypothesis of an intentional rhetoric invented by the extra-textual biographical

figure of the director that is being implemented in the film.

1 " Applied" since New Criticism, and also a large part of the relevant structuralist research dealt with
literature rather than with film.
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2. The use of inte-textual material such as previous works of the same director, his
biography, statements and interviews with him, as a point of reference for analyzing
his films.

Adopting a structuralist approach into film analysis seems to further remove
the film from the biographical figure of director. A structuralist approach to film
stresses not only the irrelevance of the extra-textual biographical figure of the director
to a particular work, but seems to doubt the idea of a "human-like" particularity of a
single text, ascribing the rhetoric of fiction to previously existing narrative structures,
such as mythos and mythologies, thus negating any possible connection of the text to
any particular persona.

When applied to film critique, this structuralist analysis opens the door to the
relevance of previous texts (films or not) of the same culture, which further
contradicts the relevance of the biographical figure of the director to his films'
analysis. It seems out of context to draw connections between Hitchcock's biography
and his films when Hitchcock as a biographical persona is not even slightly involved
with them; it seems to make far more sense to see his films instead as implementing
already existing narrative structures, in the same way a mason uses already existing
plans, bricks, and cement to built a new house. This approach, concerning the
functionality of the author in texts, seems to come to its sharp edge with the assertion
of Barthes about the "death of the author" (1977, 142-149).

A text cannot be original, claims Barthes; any text is just a new performance

of previously existing ones, and therefore it cannot belong to its author. He writes:

We know now that a text is not a line of words releasing a single theological meaning (the
message of the author-god) but a multi-dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none
of them original, blend and clash. The text is a tissue of quotations drawn from the
innumerable centers of culture. Similar to Bouvard and Pecuchet, those eternal copyists, at
once sublime and comic and whose profound ridiculousness indicates precisely the truth of
writing, the writer can only imitate the gesture that is always anterior never original. His only
power is to mix writings, to counter the one with the others, in such a way as never to rest on
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one of them. Did he wish to express himself? He ought at least to know that the inner thing he
thinks to translate is itself only a ready-formed dictionary, its words only explicable through
other words, and so on indefinitely. (1977, 146)

However, Barthes indicates that the text, any text, has no particular author, not
only because of its unavoidable dependence on previous texts, but due to the nature of
writing, since writing is a process through which any individuality is voided: "Writing
is the destruction of every voice, of every point of origin. Writing is the natural,
composite, oblique space where our subject slips away, the negative where all identity
is lost” (Barthes 1977, 142). Barthes continues by arguing that writing “designates
exactly what linguistics... calls a performative, a rare verbal form... in which the
enunciation has no other content (contains no other propositions) than the act by
which it is uttered" (Barthes 1977, 146). To find out, then, who — or rather what — is
the author-writer, and what is his/its contribution to the text, suggests Barthes, one
should look at ethnographic societies, where

nobody, no persona, was given the ownership on the story but it was given to an agent, a
Shaman or a storyteller, from which performance, from his mastering of the narrative code,

one can be impressed but not, never, from his genius. (Barthes 1977, 142)

The "Cinematic Author" in the Dissertation

This study will partly adopt the auteur theory. I will consider a film to be the
result of such rhetorical measures as the director, consciously or subconsciously,
deems necessary during the film’s production. The dissertation will initially and
principally implement Sarris's version of auteur theory's first aspect, and will value

the director's contribution to a film through Sarris's construction of the three circles.
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However, I will read Sarris critically.'” Among the three circles which define,
according to Sarris, the nature of influence that directors have on a film’s diegesis —
technical, aesthetic, and that of inner meaning — I would like to stress the range of
effects which is identified by Sarris as belonging to the core circle of "inner
meaning," and at the same time to suggest some new contents to this circle, which
Sarris vaguely and metaphorically describes as the "¢élan of the director’s soul" (Sarris
1971 [1962], 132).

To carry out this mission [ will interlace Sarris' version of auteur theory with
an approach that marks the pole furthest from it, concerning the status of the author in
texts — Barthes’ post-structural concept of the author, expressed in his essay "Death of
the Author" (1977,142-146). Reading Barthes critically, I will ague that although he
asserts that writing is a process through which "any individuality of the author is
being voided" (1977, 142), he does not entirely negate the relevance of all aspects of a
director’s subjectivity to the content of the text.

The key sentence of my reading of Barthes would therefore be the following:
"The text is a tissue of quotations drawn from the innumerable centers of culture"
(1977, 146). This contention shows that for Barthes the starting point of any text
production process is culture. One can assume, thus, that for Barthes after the
individuality of the author has been "voided" through the process of writing, culture is
the content that replaces it. Hence, it seems that Barthes classifies culture as an
independent entity, which stands at the exterior of the writer’s self, and at the same
time implies that culture is a collective inter-subjective experience that is shared

equally by all individuals in a given territory. '®

15 By "critically reading" I mean reading and integrating the texts mentioned into the dissertation while
only partly adopting their approaches, and sometimes even arguing with their stances.

' We must not forget here that Barthes is French and therefore is a part of a tradition which is
characterized by the tendency to force its culture — both in its colonies and in the national sphere, where
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Barthes’ expression of the separation between the writer’s self and the culture
permits him to claim a complete absence of the author from the text and to stress, at
the same time, the intensive presence of his culture in it. My reading will doubt the
validity of this separation between the author and his culture. Interlacing into the
discussion Stuart Hall's (1992, 1996) work, which contradicts the existence of a rip
between culture and the self, tying the two together through his use of the term
“cultural identity.” Hall's discussion on culture sees it as residing inside the self, and
therefore as an entity which is shaped — along with knowledge, norms, and
representations of a dominant discourse — by the family history and ethnic background
of the individual.

The dissertation will adopt Barthes’ view on the author but will replace
Barthes’ implied, and in a way, modern, concept of culture, with the post-colonial
view of Hall'”: for us it is indeed culture and not the individual self of the author
which is reflected in the text, but this culture does vary from one author to another,
depending on his family history and ethnic background.

Continuing along this line, and interlacing into the dissertation's argument
Marxist textual analysis, [ will suggest that especially when the author belongs to the
ruling class, to the local elites, many times his class-consciousness is also mirrored in
his text. The result is the possibility that a film can reproduce a ruling class ideology,
a process which Althusser identified and specified in his discussion on the ideological

state apparatus (1971, 127-189).

the French government encourages assimilation and acculturation of ethnic and cultural minorities —
into the monolithic official French culture (Rex 1997, 207-219).

17 To strengthen his point on the cultural essence of the text, Barthes gives the example of Bouvard and
Pecuchet, as copiers who keep on repeating structures that had already appeared in the culture.
However it is obvious that what Bouvard and Pecuchet repeat is French culture, and this is culturally
dependent phenomenon and not universal; only a Eurocentric approach could have presented this
phenomenon, as Barthes indeed does here, as universal.
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Returning to the auteur theory, and squeezing all this into Sarris's structure of
three circles, I would like to suggest that the "¢élan of the director’s soul," which
makes the inner meaning of a film, is not of a particular, individual subjective nature
but instead reflects the director's socio-cultural identity. I will argue that the substance
that is reflected in the inner circle of the auteur is not quite the director’s individual
persona, but mostly the culture he promotes and the structures which keep appearing
in it, as well as the ideology of the class he belongs to.

Moreover, the hypothesis of this dissertation is that film is in a way a tool
through which the true socio-cultural identity of the director, which is sometimes
hidden in his daily life, is exposed. Film thus becomes a mirror for conflicts which the
director, and other members of the same culture and class, experience with regards to
their culture and class. Accordingly, the dissertation attributes central significance to a
director's cultural identity, paying attention also to the mythos and other structures
which appear in this culture's history. At this junction my study is close to post-
colonial studies, which focuses on ethnic and diasporic cinema, including the work of
Martin (1995), Naficy (2001), Bloom (2001), and Shemer (2005). The dissertation
will share with them the presumption that film exposes its director’s socio-cultural
identity.

The dissertation adopts the first aspect of auteur theory only in this narrow
meaning. For this study the film is indeed the creation of the director but it does not
reflect his individual self. The director, like the storyteller or the shaman of ancient
societies mentioned by Barthes (1977, 142), gives up his personality, and lets the
structure of his own culture as well as the ideology of his class pass through him into
the film. Following the above approach, the study denies the influence of a director’s

individuality (as an author) on the film text, and focuses instead on the way certain
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structures keep on returning in a certain culture through ar (films) and the people who
create it (directors).

As a result of this approach, the dissertation is far from adopting the second
aspect of auteur theory. It is not interested in the director’s biographical persona. A
director's biography, his previous films, his style, the narrative of his career, and
interviews with him, if they do not carry information on his cultural identity, are all of
little relevance to my study.'® As far as the second aspect of author theory is
concerned, the dissertation will espouse the ideas of structuralism about the author
which were crystallized in Barthes' notion of the death of the author (1977, 143)."

Adopting auteur theory’s first aspect, and accepting principally the director to
be the author of his film — a concept that is exemplified through the metaphor of the
director as the writer of his film (Astruc 1968) — the dissertation uses the term
“cinematic author," drawn from the literary criticism term "implied author" (Booth
1961, 77-97). This term will relate to the aspect of the director, his cultural identity,

which is reflected throughout film rhetoric.

Structural Approach
My study adopts a structural approach for a comparative analysis of Bourekas

films and Yiddish classical literature, in order to underline structures that are shared

'8 For example, although Boaz Davidzon has a prominent presence in the Bourekas corpus of the
dissertation, represented by three films (Charlie and a Half, Snooker, and The Tsan’ani Family), 1 am
not interested in interviews with him and won’t engage in an intertextual analysis of his films.
However, I will use the biography of Ephraim Kishon to discuss Kishon's cultural identity.

' This will make my approach closer to the structuralist pole than previous works, which adopt a
similar approach by engaging auteur theory and a structuralist approach — such as Benamou's research
of It's All True by Welles (2007), which implements intertextual analysis and is interested in the
director's biography and his career narrative.
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by them, such as the paradigms they use in presenting a Jewish community. My initial
hypothesis is that the Bourekas films reveal a correspondence with writings of
classical Yiddish writers, such as Mendele Mochker Sfarim, Shalom Aleichem, and
Y.L. Peretz, providing that one reads Yiddish literature through the lens of
contemporary Israeli cultural discourse. Using critical studies of Yiddish literature,
such as those by Karib (1950, 9-86) on the demeaning representation of the shtetl
community and ontology in Mendele Mochker Sfarim's writings, and Miron (2000, 1-
49) on the fictional image of the shtetl in classical Yiddish literature, I will first
compare aspects of the shtetl space and society as represented in that literature to
those of the Mizrahi neighborhood’s space and society as represented in Bourekas
films.

The study points to the fact that classical Yiddish writers portray the Eastern
European Jewish shtetl using representational paradigms that have a strong
correspondence with the representational paradigms used by the Ashkenazi directors
of Bourekas films to portray the community and ontology of the Israeli Mizrahi
neighborhood. The study argues that although the situation of Yiddish culture in the
Israeli discourse of the early 1960s was stressful and Yiddish was negated as exilic
and anachronistic by the state’s cultural institutions, and was marginalized (Fishman
1973, Chinski 2002, Pinsker 2003). On the other hand, Yiddish culture nevertheless
survived beneath the surface of the official cultural discourse, and had a hidden but
essential role in the construction of the new Hebrew/Israeli identity of Jewish
Ashkenazi immigrants (Miron 2004, 9-14). Despite official resistance from the
government of Israel in this era, Yiddish found its way to Israeli cinema (Weitzner

2002) and Yiddish literature was composed and published (Pinsker 2007).
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A structuralist approach also allows me to go beyond a post-colonial
explanation for the function and success of the Bourekas, based on the dialectic
relations of the colonizer and the colonized. Integrating works of literary historians
(Frieden 1995, Miron 2000) and structuralists such as Barthes (1977) and Foucault
(1972), the study will point to the Bourekas as the fruit of a fascinating cultural
continuity. These films, it will be discovered, are part of an effort meant to support the
progressive, "Sisyphean challenge of westernization" (Chinski 2002, 68) taken on by
the Eastern European Jewish elite (who later became the Israeli Ashkenazi elite), and
which was started by the Haskalah (the Jewish enlightenment movement) during the
19 century (Feiner 2002, 274-346).

Adopting structuralist scholarship, especially Barthes' (1977, 79-149), 1 will
regard films as texts. This will allow the dissertation to use similar methods to analyze
cinematic texts (the films of the Bourekas) and written fictional texts (stories/novels
of Yiddish classical literature), although each medium produces meaning through
different processes: literature through language and cinema through the process of
signiﬁca‘[ion20 (Metz 1962, 38). Barthes eschews the view of the text as a self-
sufficient, static system and considers narrative texts to be entities in which
everything is meaningful:

In differing degrees everything in it [in narrative, r.k.] signifies. This is not a matter of art but of
structure; in the realm of discourse what is noted is by definition notable. Even were a detail
to appear irretrievably insignificant, resistant to all functionality, it would nonetheless end up
with precisely the meaning of absurdity or uselessness: everything has a meaning, or nothing
has. (1977, 89)

2 Metz concludes that because cinema has no double articulation and because it is an open system, it
has no "langue" (Metz 1962, 38). He then has to take up the obvious question: if cinema has no
language system how do we understand films? In order to answer this, Metz makes a distinction
between meaning and signification; as in human and artificial languages, only the latter involves
arbitrary (versus natural), strict, and well-defined relations between the signifier and the signified to
form the sign. Cinema therefore has the capability to create meaning and to be understood, but not to
signify.
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In his Introduction to Structural Analysis of Narratives (Barthes 1977, 79-
124), Barthes presents a method of narrative analysis which I adopt. Barthes divides
the narrative into three levels: the level of functions, the level of actions, and the level
of narration. Engaging a thematic analysis of films, I focus on analyzing in film texts
the level of functions, in which every function "is clearly a unit of content. It is what it
says that makes a statement a functional unit not the manner in which it is said"
(1977, 90). Barthes divides the level of functions into two:

1. Distributional (functions): units whose meanings correlate with other units in the
narrative (picking up the phone correlates with hanging it up). These are the material
that the plot is made of.

2. Integrational (indices): these units find their meaning only in the higher level of the
"actants," in the actions of characters (figures), or in the level of narration. These units
include data about the characters, about the time and space in which the narrative is
embedded, about the narrative’s atmosphere, etc. (Barthes 1977, 93).

Since my analysis focuses on the way that the Mizrahi community of the films
is presented, I focus on analyzing mainly this last mentioned level of "indices." The
dissertation will decode indices when it explains the characters’ actions in the films;
when it explains the act of finding a partner through a "Shiduch" (matchmaking), for
example, as fulfilling a function of presenting the community as disinclined towards
romantic love.

Barthes talks also about a sub-group of indices that he calls “informants."
They bring, says Barthes, ready-made knowledge. Informants serve:

to identify, to locate the story in time and space... to embed fiction in the real world....
Analyzing informants will allow us to break out from the level of the story to the level of the
discourse that the films represent, since they are realist operators and as such possess an

undeniable functionality not on the level of the story but on that of the discourse. (1977, 96-
97)
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I analyze informants when I look, for example, for data on the Mizrahi
neighborhood’s architecture and ontology, searching for information about the way
houses were built (the architecture, the materials), the way the streets looked, etc.

Barthes's verdict — that everything in a narrative is functional, in other words,
has meaning — will serve the dissertation well in decoding "informants." I will, for
example, find meaning also in the absence of a certain kind of data on a
neighborhood’s ontology. Absence of data concerning schools in the Mizrahi
neighborhoods of the Bourekas, for example, indicates in my analysis the neglect and
isolation of the Mizrahi neighborhood by the authorities. I will treat and analyze the

literary texts of the Yiddish writings in the same way.

Evolution of Mizrahim as an Ethno-cultural Category

The whole conception of ethnic groups is so complex and so vague that it might be good to
abandon it altogether. (Weber 1978, 389)

Looking at the Bourekas films from the point of view of the ethno-cultural
split and the power imbalances in Israel between Mizrahim and Ashkenazim, a solid
description of both groups as ethno-cultural categories could be useful. However the
status of the Mizrahi category in Israeli academic discourse is still quite unclear. I will
turn at this point to briefly clarify the status of the Mizrahi category in Israeli
academic discourse, reviewing the evolution that took place in its attitude towards
Mizrahim as an ethno-cultural category through the years.

It seems that while the initial belief of anthropologists in the importance of

shared cultural origins in the formation of an ethnic group has been shaken (Cohen
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1978, Chetrit 2004*"), shared socio-cultural characteristics — some recently acquired,
others still in a process of construction — are still believed to be central in its creation
(Hall 1992). Accordingly in this study I will consider Mizrahim to be mainly a
cultural category of identity. Yet it seems that Israeli academic discourse’s
recognition of the ethnic and cultural substance of the Mizrahim category has evolved
through a long process.

One can start reviewing this evolution by mentioning that Mizrahim weren't
always considered (and not by all scholars in Israel) to be an ethnic group. Being
naturally presented in Israeli academic discourse through the dichotomy they maintain
with Ashkenazim, some academics have argued Mizrahim to be an abstract category
that has been artificially formed through this dichotomy, and specifically by
emphasizing this group's denunciation and lack of an Ashkenazi cultural identity (Ben
Sason 1972). This view was supported by anthropological research done in the 1980s,
which found that there were no people in Israel who define themselves as Mizrahim,
and which brought sociologists to claim that Mizrahim are a nonexistent ethnicity, a
phantom ethnicity (Avruch 1985, 333).

However, disregarding this extreme view, the mainstream discourse of the
Israeli academy has shown over time a growing tendency towards accepting
Mizrahim as an ethnic group, with particular cultural content. In the early 1950s,
Mizrahim were seen officially through what Swirski (1981, 3-75) later called the

“modernization approach.” According to the modernization approach, ethnicity was a

2! Cohen found out that customs , believed by certain ethnic groups to be ancient, were actually quite
new (Cohen 1978, 385). Chetrit (2004), in the inrtoduction to his discussion on the Mizrahim’s
political struggle, indicates the unimportance of shared past traditions to African-Americans in the
U.S.A.: "The traditional approach in the research [of ethnic groups, r.k.] saw in the ethnic group a
collective in which members shared cultural origins. However, since the ethnic-class struggles in the
USA, the ethnic origins, as with the past traditions, are not anymore an exclusive defining
characteristic, and are not even a central characteristic of the ethnic group" (Chetrit 2004, 42, my
translation).
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pre-modern form of collective expression, a traditional form that will fade when
exposed to modernity** (Swirski 1981, 4). Mizrahim, accordingly, were viewed by
sociologists who shared this approach, such as Eisenshtadt (1948, 1967), Ben David
(1952), and Frankenstein (1951, 1957), as a class collective, and through the socio-
economic gap it maintained, as such, with the Israeli social-political Ashkenazi elites.
The Israeli reality of that time supported this perspective, as a place with a complete
match between class and ethnic categories, in which the social-political Ashkenazi
elite was made almost entirely of Ashkenazim, while the working class was entirely
composed of Mizrahim (Swirski 1981, 3-75). Typically there was no cultural content
ascribed by sociologists of the modernization approach to the category of Mizrahim —
referred to by this approach as “Edot Hamizrah™* (literally, congregations of the east)
—and it was used to mark the deficiencies of the class collective it defined, such as:
lack of modernity, lack of economical means, and lack of effective education and
knowledge.

In the coming years, Mizrahim as a category gained a de facto recognition as
an ethnic group by sociologists who criticized the attitude of the modernization
approach. Smoocha, for example, literally refers to Mizrahim and Ashkenazim as

"ethnic groups” (1970, 24) in his analysis of the structure of Israeli society.**

22 It seems that this observation of Swirski explains the delay of the discussion on ethnicity in Israel to
the late '50s, as Avruch observed (Avruch 1985, 228-333).

# As Shemer remarks, the group defined nowadays in Israel as Mizrahim has had many manes in the
past, such as Sephardim, Edot Hamizrah (“congregations of the east”), and sometimes Yahadut
Hamizrah (“Jewry of the east”) (Shemer 2005, 4-6).

# Actually it seems that Smooha makes the initial step towards pointing to Mizrahim as an ethnic
group rather than a class group, through his use of the term Mizrahim instead of the former "Edot
Hamizrah." While Edot Hamizrah ("congregations of the east”) indicates all together an ethnic
multiplicity and difference, alongside a religious-based homology, the term “Mizrahim,” avoiding
multiplicity and religious context, suggests instead, unity on an ethnic basis.
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However, Smoocha and his “pluralistic model approach”? still basically views
Mizrahim through the binary of Ashkenazim-Mizrahim, which naturally emphasizes
Mizrahim subordination and the group’s deficiencies. These include "direct
discrimination" that was directed towards them "in finding jobs and receiving
rewards, compared to Ashkenazim" (1970, 9). Smooha still sees Mizrahim through
what they lack as an "underprivileged group" (1970, 2), rather than through any
cultural substance they might share.

Swirski (1981, 3-75), the first scholar to explore the ethnic distribution of
labor as a cause of the socioeconomic gap between Ashkenazim and Mizrahim in
Israel, seems to further promote a view of Mizrahim as an ethnic group whose
members share a particular cultural content. Although Swirski's work does not attach
a particular cultural identity to the Mizrahim category, it proposes the need to develop

such a content in the future:

Instead of assuming that the Mizrahi ethnicity will disappear, it seems that we would take into
account the possibility that it is in a process of construction. The shared pattern of “livinghood”
and economic activity could be accompanied by a growth of an ethnic cultural identity, that
will reflect not only the shared elements of the past, but also the common life conditions in
Israel today. (Swirski 1981, 73,)%

It seems that the first to attach to the Mizrahi category a kind of cultural
content were, in fact, anthropologists and historians who held an attitude towards
Mizrahim which Shohat refers to as the "love of Israel approach," and which she
connects to the political and religious Zionist stream (Shohat 2001, 147).2” However,

adopting a Eurocentric-orientalist perspective, these scholars do not ascribe Mizrahim

% Swirski explains that the school of pluralism to which Smooha's attitude belongs was developed in
the United States as a reaction to the "Functionalist School," which believed that a society is a complex
structure in which every part has a different function, and is characterized by a high level of consent
and coordination between its different parts. By contrast, in the "Pluralistic Model" approach, society is
characterized by competition and conflicts between groups and non-voluntary subordination of all the
groups to a powerful leading one.

%8 If not mentioned otherwise, all translations from Hebrew in this subchapter are mine.

27 For Shohat, this is a discourse of which the modernization approach is a part, and it is a local branch
of the Eurocentric and orientalist global discourse (Shohat 2001, 145-150).
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with a living constitutive culture, but with a kind of stagnated, exotic Jewish tradition,
a folklore which should be rescued so it is not forgotten (Shohat 2001, 148-149).%

It seems that this is the ideology behind the periodical Peamim,” edited by
Shaul Shaked. In its first issue "Moreshet Yahdut Hamizrah" (which translates as “the
tradition® of oriental J ewry,” that is, of Mizrahim) Shaked offers this “tradition” as a

new discipline, and explains the importance of this new area of study:

The need to know the recent past culture of every community [of Mizrahim, r.k.] is an interim
need which rose only lately. This research has an objective urgency since there are aspects
of culture (of Mizrahim) which, if they do not achieve description and preservation in our
generation, no trace of them will be left. This is true of course for every historical situation, but
we deal here with an attempt to describe a culture which is disconnected from its territory and

all its subsistence is in the memory. (Shaked 1979, 9)

Moreover, typical of some "love of Israel" researchers are revelations of what
could be seen as a racist approach which sees Mizrahi inferiority as essential and
biologically inherited, as demonstrated by this declaration of Abraham Shtal: "one can
see the sources of the gap [between learning achievements of Mizrahi pupils and
Ashkenazi ones, r.k.] in the fact that pupils of African and Asian background are less
talented than their European friends" (Shtal 1979, 49).

By contrast, a post-colonial and post-Zionist approach towards Mizrahim is
presented in Shohat's work. Shohat basically accepts Swirski's view about the
colonialist ethnic division of labor, but inserts into the Mizrahi discourse some new
terms and perspectives borrowed from the anti-colonialist discourse, such as

orientalism, Eurocentrism and the first world-third world binary:

2% It seems that one can view this approach as the religious branch of the Zionist modernization
approach: while the modernization approach stressed the "pre-modernity" of Mizrahim in fields such as
education and technology, this group stressed their ancient stagnated traditions. Shaked, for example,
echoes some of the preconceptions that formed the basis of the modernistic approach, saying that
common to all the Jewish communities in the orient was their pre-modern backwardness, or in his
words, "stagnation in the attitude towards the adoption of modern technologies" (Shaked 1979, 10, my
translation).

¥ A periodical dedicated to "Traditions of the Oriental Jewry," the first issue was published in 1979.

%% It seems that the use of the signifier "tradition" instead of "culture" reflects a Eurocentric ideology, in
which the Europeans have culture, but non-Europeans have only folklore and traditions (Shohat 2001,
15).
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As a third world Jewish group, Mizrahim [in Israel r.k.] live in a system which has colonial
foundations, like they were a nation inside a nation. The discussion here [in the article
“Sephardim in Israel: Zionism from the Stand Point of its Jewish Victims" r.k.] continues the
anti-colonialist discourse... and partly constitutes a dialogue with the work of Edward Said.
Said criticized the orientalist discourse and showed how that discourse served the European
culture in the producing and managing of the orient in the post-enlightment period. The
orientalist approach presents the east as a collection of traits based on generalizations about
the true or imagined differences between west and east, usually while giving the advantage to
the west over the east in the way it justifies the west’s privileges and its aggressiveness....
This article focuses on the Mizrahim in Israel and on the process through which one pole in
the dichotomy of east-west is presented as rational and developed and superior [European
elites, r.k.] while the other is presented as abnormal, backward and inferior [Mizrahim, r.k.].
(2001, 142-143)

Although Shohat avoids elaborating on the history and content of Mizrahi
culture, her work seems to emphasize the fact that the Mizrahi category does hold a
particular shared cultural-historical substance that was oppressed by Zionist
hegemonic discourse:

In differentiating between the bad orient (Arab-Muslim) and the good orient (Arab-Jewish),
Israel took upon itself to purify the Mizrahim from their own selves and to redeem them from
the original sin of belonging to the orient.... From their book The History of the Jewish People
Mizrahi pupils don't learn anything meaningful about their Jewish history, which was formed
through more than a thousand years in a Muslim civilization. (Shohat 2001, 151)

The work of Ammiel Alcalay (1993) seems to be the first to elaborate on the
cultural content of the category of Mizrahim, suggesting it has a particular substance.
While making an effort to supply an alternative foundation to Mizrahi discourse,
which is at the same time non-Eurocentric and avoids the dichotomies and conflicts of
first world versus third world, Alcalay suggests that Mizrahim should be renamed
"Levantine Jews." Alcalay indicates that the identity problem of the Levantine Jews
flows from the disappearance of their native land as a geopolitical and cultural entity
following the colonialist activity. The Levantine Jews, says Alcalay, are tied to a
certain territory: their native land is the Levant, which is a historical and cultural
entity and therefore they have a history of two thousand years and an ancient culture:

the Levantine culture.
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Levantine culture, claims Alcalay, is the natural culture of the Middle East.*!
It is more than Arab culture; it is a multi-layered culture by nature, containing
memories of the cultures of ancient Egypt, ancient Israel, and Greece, as well as
Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. Alcalay writes:

The "old" Levantine world coincides with but is not exclusive to Islamic rule. Although its
central source of nourishment remains the fertile symbiosis of Arabic, Jewish and romance
culture created in the western Caliphate of Spain from the ten to the thirteenth century.... The
culture formed there also refers back to its roots in connections and conflicts with Persia,
Byzantium, the remnants of the Hellenic world and the ancient Middle East. (Alcalay 1993,
35)

Alcalay is not satisfied with culturally or historically relocating Mizrahim
(Levantine Jews) in their native sphere. In his next work (1996) which seems to be the
first research on Mizrahi literature (Keys to the Garden), while trying to find out what
Mizrabhi literature is (in this work he gives up the “Levantine Jews” signifier), and
what the difference is between it and the official hegemonic Hebrew literature, he
indicates some characteristics of what is starting to emerge as the cultural substance
of the Mizrahim category.*® These characteristics include: belonging to the context of
the third world more than to the local Hebrew culture; fragmentation and
marginalization; feeling of exile in the homeland (Israel); aesthetic innovation; multi-
culturalism; and a passion to unite with the great space of the Middle East and give up
the current political borders (Alcalay 1996,IX).?

In contrast with Alcalay, whose effort is to affix Mizrahi cultural identity in

3! Alcalay provides testimonies which he seems to think hint to the fact that if Levantine Jews had run
Israeli politics, instead of the Ashkenazim, the conflict with the Arabs would be easier to solve,
because of the natural understanding and sympathy between Levantine Jews and Arabs. As an example
he cites a letter from Antebi, a Palestinian Jewish Sephardic activist, to Zionist leaders about their
misunderstanding the Arabs, and a lecture by Rabbi Ventoura, the chief rabbi of Alexandria, on the
mutual destiny of Jews and Muslims (Alcalay 1993, 54-55).

32 At about the same time (1998) Sami Chetrit edited the first anthology of Mizrahi literature: One
Hundred Years — One Hundred Writers (Mea Shanim — Mea Yozrim), published by Kedem (Chetrit
1999a).

33 For a similar effort to define Mizrahi literature, see my article "New Israeli Literary Republic,"
which reviews the first books series of Kedem Publishing. In my review of different groups of books, I
find some characteristics which are homological to those mentioned by Alcalay, such as marginality,
alienation from Zionist discourse, disregarding the Zionist ideology of negation of exile, and Levantine
awareness of the geopolitical sphere. However, the article also stresses the critique by Israeli Mizrahi
writers on Mizrahi patriarchalism (Kimchi 1999).
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the common past of the group, the next evolution in this academic discourse belongs
to Shenhav, Hever, and Mutsafi (2002, 9-28, 288-305). They adopt into Mizrahi
identity discourse Bhabha's (1994, 66-85) notion of "the other," and a post-colonial
outlook on cultural identity that sees it as constructive. Similarly, they view Mizrahi
identity as an endless process of construction that is rooted almost entirely in the

present Israeli reality:

We view... Mizrahi identity as a site of contraction, as a fluid phenomenon that makes it
possible "to be and not to be," which has on one side economic and political characteristics,
but on the other side also cultural and independent characteristics. And most important of all:
Mizrahiness is not the opposition of Ashkenaziness, but a phenomenon that among other
things includes in itself the Ashkenazim through relationships of inclusion and exclusion, of
mimicry and assimilation. (Shenhav, Hever, and Mutzafi 2002, 17)

At the same time Hever (2002) further contributes to the conception of
Mizrahi cultural identity by elaborating on Alcalay’s note of the special relationships
between Mizrahi literature and Zionist discourse. He highlights the tension between
Mizrabhi literature and Zionist concepts of homeland and exile as expressed by
Hebrew hegemonic literature.>* One of the fixed features of Mizrahi literature, claims
Hever, is a description of the emigration to Israel, which lacks the hardship of
crossing between two different worlds that is typical of related hegemonic Hebrew
literature. In contrast to the dichotomy of the hegemonic literature, in Mizrahi
literature, the land of Israel and the land of origin exist in the same world, and the
territorial continuity between them is stressed: there is no sea crossing, as in the
hegemonic literature, and there is no feeling of passage between different worlds, as
in the hegemonic literature. The crossing of borders between exile and the homeland
is natural and normal; sometimes they are crossed twice in the same novel.

Homological in a way to Alcalay’s and Hever’s research on Mizrahi literature

is Shemer's recent work on Mizrahi cinema (Shemer 2005). Shemer analyzes a corpus

3* See Hever, "Lo Bano Min Hayam" (“We Didn't Come through the Sea”) (Shenhav, Hever, and
Mutzafi 2002, 191-212).
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of films on Mizrahi topics, almost all by Mizrahi filmmakers, produced from 1990-
2005. Like Alcalay did with Mizrahi literature, he tries to find out what Mizrahi
cinema is and what sets it apart from the hegemonic Israeli cinema. Shemer discovers
that a relatively substantial number of contemporary Mizrahi films share a particular
motif of journey that is at the same time physical, psychological, and symbolic, and
which sometimes takes the form of an actual journey in space, and other times the
form of an abstract metaphorical journey into the past.

This journey, adds Shemer, is constitutive of the film’s structure and form
(Shemer 2005, 351).% Shemer’s findings on the characteristics of Mizrahi cinema
maintain an interesting homology with Alcalay's description of Mizrahi literature. The
journeys (both concrete and abstract) of Mizrahi films, and Alcalay’s traits of Mizrahi
literature, such as the feeling of exile in one’s homeland, the desire to cross
geopolitical borders, and an inclination towards multiculturalism, seem to come from
the same source, indicating cultural and social unease as a characteristic of Mizrahi
cultural identity. The cinematic journeys of Mizrahi filmmakers seem to reflect ideas,
ideologies, and feelings similar to those expressed by Mizrahi literature, but given a
particular cinematic form and actual motion.

However, more than Mizrahi literature, Mizrahi cinema is still a national
(Israeli) cinema. Here it departs also from third world "accented cinema" (Naficy
2001), which consists of films of exile, emigration, and ethnicity made by third world

ethnic groups residing in first world countries:

% As examples of films in which an actual journey takes place Shemer cites Galoot (“exile”) directed
by Bentolila (2003), Ancient Winds (Benchetrit, 2002), The South, (Bar David, 1998), Taqasim (Dror,
1999), and Father Language (Kimchi, 2006, then a work in progress). As an example of films
constituted around a journey into the past, he cites Bayit (Ofek, 1994), Cinema Egypt (Kimchi, 2001),
Mirrors (Malessa, 2004), Maktub Aleik (Basson, 2005), 4 Bit of Luck (Revach, 1992), and The
Barbecue People (Ofek and Madmoni, 2003) Shemer 2005, 351.
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Accented cinema often revolves around the filmmakers’ psychic schism that is encoded on
the dialectics of placement/displacement regarding their two homes — the homeland and the
new land — and that their journey is constructed as an attempted bridging or reconciliation
between the two. Contemporary Mizrahi filmmakers, however, most of whom are native-born
Israelis, rarely have qualms about where home is even when they vehemently criticize the
national Zionist enterprise and the role it assigned to Mizrahi people and culture. (Shemer
2005, 352)

While Alcalay and Shemer deal with Mizrahi cultural identity through an
effort to extract it from Mizrahi artistic products, Chetrit (2004) deals with it directly,
tying the evolution of Mizrahi cultural identity to their political struggle for socio-

economic equality:

In the discussion about Mizrahim in Israel we identify the dynamic evolution of the identity —
from an external definition by countries of origins of the various Mizrahi and Sephardic
congregations, then as an inferior collective, and up to a self-definition through a class and
cultural solidarity. But as | presented in my introductory questions, | would like to add that the
social/class struggle which encourages solidarity, eventually gives birth to self-determination
and the self-refashioning of a common culture. (Chetrit 2004, 42, my emphasis)

Chetrit presents a model in which the Mizrahi progress from a state of class
("inferior collective"), into an ethnic group with a particular cultural identity, is driven
by advancement in their political struggle and connected to major milestones in it.*®
Chetrit indicates two periods of Mizrahi cultural prosperity which came following
major developments in the Mizrahi struggle. The first one came after the organized
protest of the Mizrahi folk movement known as Ha'panterim Ha'shhorim, or Panterim
(which translates as “the Black Panthers”) in the early seventies, a historical event he
views as "a collective workshop meant to create a rehabilitation of the oppressed
identity [of the Mizrahim, r.k.]" (2004, 181). The second one was the creation of Shas
and especially its turn into a large party with a social platform which maintained an
atmosphere of conflict with the hegemony, which happened in the 1990s (Chetrit
2004, 297), and the foundation of the Hakeshet Hamizrahit ("Eastern Rainbow")3 7

association in 1997. While the Panterim protest led to the emergence of prominent

36 Chetrit suggests a history of the Mizrahi political struggle which starts in the Yishuv period with the
activity of Eliyahu Alishar (2004, 56- 57).

37 An association of radical liberal Mizrahi intellectuals, artists and activists.
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Mizrahi writers, whose writings reflected the life of Mizrahim in their countries of
origin, the trauma of emigration to Israel, and the Mizrahim’s new life in Israel,’® the
second phase continued the growth of the Mizrahi cultural discourse, which further
widened the cultural content of the group. This gave birth also to Mizrahi cultural
organizations, such as the first "Mizrahi culture" periodical Hakivun Mizrah (founded
in 1999), which turned into "a magnet to Mizrahi contemplation and art" (Chetrit
2004, 301).

Considering all of this, within the frame of the dissertation the term “Mizrahi”
is taken as a category of cultural identity. My Mizrahi category will contain a cultural
substance which has been mainly constructed in Israel (Shenhav, Hever and Mutsafi
2002, 288-306), although on the basis of the shared Levantine and Mizrahi roots and
is still in a process of construction. As for the content of this identity, the study
indicates the traits which both Mizrahi literature and film seem to share as
characterizing Mizrahi cultural identity: alienation from Zionist ideology and
narrative concepts, marginality, third-world sensitivity, and passage between
discourses and spaces.

The dissertation also adopts the model which Chetrit offers. It regards the
1970s, after the Panterim protest from 1970-73, as a period in which the Mizrahi
category contained already some kind of a cultural content. Following Alcalay (1996,
V-XII) and Shemer (2005, 173-354), keeping in mind that the category "Ashkenazi"
has also a cultural identity aspect and interlacing this data with my view of the
director as an author (as classified above ), I suggest that film is a text that reflects the

cultural identity — be it Mizrahi or Ashkenazi — of the director as an author.

38 Chetrit mentions a variety of writers, such as Sami Michael, Erez Biton, Gabriel Ben Simhon, Jaclyn
Casanova, Yitzchak Bar Moshe, and Yitzhak Goren-Gurmezano.
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The dissertation’s analysis of the Bourekas films, as an Ashkenazi cultural
phenomenon in which Ashkenazi directors use a presentation of a pseudo-Mizrahi
community — and in particular the comparative strategy that the study will adopt to
demonstrate this, comparing Bourekas films with non-Bourekas films made in the
1970s by Mizrahi directors — will further elaborate on what Mizrahi cultural identity
is (and isn't). By demonstrating the differences between these two groups of films, the
dissertation will not only define and describe what Bourekas are, but, in a way, will

further widen the discussion on Mizrahi and Ashkenazi cultural identities.
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Chapter Two:
The Birth of Bourekas: Sallah and the

Background of Early Israeli Cinema

|.The Ideological Burden of Early Israeli Cinema

The film Sallah (Sallah Shabati, 1964) is considered by all relevant critics to
be the first Bourekas film and an archetype of this group of films. Discussing its
cinematic and ideological innovation, relative to the early Israeli cinema®” which
preceded it, will shed some light on the role that Bourekas films played in Israeli
cinematic discourse when they first appeared. In this chapter, while critically
reading® and analyzing Shohat (1989, 21-179), Gretz (1999), Zimmerman (2001,
173-395), and Burstein (1990, 9-121), ideological aspects of early Israeli cinema will
be discussed, and their analysis will be used as a starting point to discuss the
innovation of Sallah, as heralding a new and distinct group of films.

Louis Althusser (1971, 127-189) argues that in order to secure the relations of
production and to maintain its domination, the ruling class of a state acts through what
Allthusser calls an “ideological state apparatus” to distribute its ideology. In the

modern period this apparatus includes, among others, school, family, the media and

% Early Israeli cinema within the borders of this study refers to the Israeli films made up to the early
nineteen-sixties, which belong to the groups Shohat calls “Jewish agency films” (from the 1930s and
‘40s), the “national heroic genre” (mainly from the 1950s), and “bourgeois comedies” (early 1960s).
40 By "critically reading" I mean reading and integrating the texts mentioned into the dissertation while
only partly adopting their approaches, and sometimes even arguing with their stances.
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the arts. It seems that early Israeli cinema served as a vital part of the State of Israel's
ideological apparatus. Between the debut of Oded the Wanderer (Oded Hanoded,
1933), the first Israeli feature film,*' and the early 1960s, Jewish filmmakers, first in
Palestine (until 1948) and then in Israel, produced no more than two dozen fiction
features (Shohat 1989, 20-119 and Schnitzer 1994, 30-62). This small group of films
was highly ideological, full of a very conspicuous Zionist dogma.

Moreover, since Israeli cinema was financially and institutionally inferior
relative to other artistic media in Israel,* film authors had little strength to resist the
establishment's pressure for political conformism; as a result, films were used to
distribute Zionist ideology more vigorously than any other media or form of art in
Israel during the state’s early decades (Zimmerman 2001, 394).* Released into this
conformist cinematic discourse, it is the assertion of this study that Sallah deviated
from the automatic reflection of the Zionist ethos which typified early Israeli cinema.
As will be shown, Sallah offered a departure from: (1) the conformity to the Zionist
establishment common in early Israeli cinema; (2) the tendency of these early films to
reproduce and distribute Zionist tropes through visualizing them; (3) the way early
films represented relations between figures and space; and (4) the way early films

represented Israeli society’s composition.

1 Oded Hanoded (1933) is considered by Israeli cinema historians to be the first Israeli film, even
though it was produced before official independence in 1948 (see Shohat 1989, 20, 27-28).

2 This is true especially when comparing Israeli cinema to Israeli theatre; the latter has succeeded in
becoming an integral part of the Israeli establishment. In 2000, the budgets for Israeli theatre were 20
times more than that of Israeli cinema (Zimmerman 2001, 13).

4> Summarizing the history of Isracli cinema using what he calls a "multi-systems approach" (which
along with the development of the cinema as an art, takes into account its financial and institutional
status relative to other media within the same cultural arena), Zimmerman asserts that the Israeli
cinema was always in a state of financial and institutional inferiority relative to other artistic media in
Israel. This low status, he indicates, enabled the Israeli Zionist establishment to demand from early
cinema a conformist reproduction and distribution of Zionist ideology. Early Israeli cinema became
then a central apparatus through which the elite Israeli hegemony strived to endow its values to the
population and insure the continuation of its rule.
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Il. Aspects of Zionist Ideology in Early Israeli Cinema
Reproducing Zionist Tropes

As an important part of Israel's ideological state apparatus, early Israeli
cinema reproduced and distributed ideals that, at the time, dominated the ideology of
Zionist institutions. These early films accomplished this primarily through a strategy
of reproducing Zionist tropes both through creating an allegorical narrative structures
and through visualizing them using camera angles that consisted of extreme long
shots and medium long shots.

Oded the Wanderer (1933) is considered the first Israeli film. As such it
testifies in its ideological resonance to the films that will follow over the next three
decades. Like these later films, Oded the Wanderer realizes and visualizes a number
of Zionist tropes. The tropes are reproduced in two levels of film discourse, through
the use of two distinguishable techniques: on the macro level of narrative discourse,
reproduction of the tropes is achieved by creating a narrative structure which
allegorically represents the tropes; on the micro level, one finds a cinematic sequence
which metonymically visualizes the tropes.

On its macro level, the film leads its school-age heroes on a journey to get
acquainted with the rural areas of the Land of Israel, and ties this literal journey across
the landscape to their emotional and physical coming of age journeys. This narrative
seems to be structured on the central Zionist trope of Yediat Ha'aretz (becoming
familiar with [knowing] the Land of Isracl**), and attempts to reproduce this trope

allegorically.

“ A trope which expresses the Zionist need to be reunited physically, spiritually, and erotically with the
land of Israel. The verb "Lada'at" (knowing) in Hebrew also means "to have sexual intercourse."
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The tropes of " making the desert bloom" and "Hebrew labor," on the other
hand, are metonymically reproduced in the film through shots in which young
powerful Hebrew men cultivate a deserted land using modern techniques. These two
tropes, among others, would be reproduced again and again in the Israeli films in the
decades that followed. These include films which focus on Holocaust survivors, such

as My Father's House (Beit Avi, 1946), Tear of Comfort (Dim'at Ha'nehama
Ha'gedola, 1948), and When Curse Turns into Blessing (Kelala Livracha, 1949), all

of which show the heroes engaged with manufacturing labor, and cultivating and
farming the land (Gertz 1999).

In Hill 24 Doesn't Answer (Giv'a 24 Eina Ona, 1954), a film about Israel’s
War of Independence, other Zionist tropes are reproduced allegorically through
narrative structure. The film’s ending scene reproduces the famous line from the
poem by the prominent Israeli poet Nathan Alterman, "in their death they permitted
our lives" (“Bemotam Zivue Lanue et Hahaim™). The film ends as all four heroes of
the film — warriors who received the mission of conquering Hill 24 — are found dead
on the hilltop. Before dying they succeed in overtaking the hill, and thus save the
whole front of the Israeli army from collapsing. One can find many other similar
examples. In each, one sees how early Israeli cinema was ripe with both metonymic
invocations and allegorical representations of Zionist tropes, all of which reproduced

and distributed Zionist ideology — the ideology of the State of Israel.

Conformism to the Zionist Establishment

Further insight, which testifies to the conformity of early Israeli cinema with

the Zionist ethos, lies in Burstein’s finding (1990, 9-121) that early cinema’s
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conformism to both the Zionist ethos and the Israeli establishment is not only a
leading principle of narrative structure, that shapes the film's leading images but also
constitutes the micro units of the cinematic sequence of these early films. Burstein
analyzes Israeli cinema through a study of its use of close-ups, its casting, and
primarily by analyzing facial expressions of its figures. His assertion is that while the
ideal cinematic face is an active face which serves as a window to the soul,*’ the
poker face does not only objectify the figure, reducing it to a stereotype, bluntly
representing its status, age and ethnicity, but also reflects an erasure of the figure’s
subjectivity and a deep conformism with ruling ideology and establishment. So do,
says Burstein, faces which are extra expressive and twisted.

Most of the figures of early Israeli cinema, claims Burstein, adopt the poker
face. In certain other films — mostly in the bourgeois comedy genre*® — one finds
figures with particularly expressive faces who quickly switch expressions. The result,
Burstein argues, is the same: we are ultimately left with a robotic, soulless obedience

(Burstein 1990, 61).

Echoing the Zionist Ethos through Relations of Figures with Space

Zionist ideology and aspects of Zionist narrative are sometimes presented in
early cinema through the ways their characters relate to the space around them.
Shohat (1989, 20-119) and Zimmerman (2001, 253 -345) remark that in early Israeli
films of the 1930s and ‘40s, wide shots of open landscape serve as metonyms for the
domination of man over land, and indicate the return of the Jewish nation into history.

Gertz (1999) remarks that Shoah survivors' relations with space symbolize their

> Burstein gives as an example the face of Maria Falconetti in the Passion of Joan D'arc (1928) by
Dreyer.

46 A genre that appeared in Israeli cinema in the early sixties after the change in the government system
to support films. See Burstein (1990, 61), Schnitzer (1994, 17).
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psychological state. Free and natural relations with open space indicate both
psychological maturity and assimilation into the new Israeli Zionist society, as well as
the acquisition of a distinctly Hebrew subj ectivi‘[y47 (as opposed to a subjectivity
based on Jewish exilic/diasporic culture). On the contrary, a fear of open space
indicated immaturity and fixation in the previous Jewish exilic culture and in a
diasporic Jewish subjectivity.*® In early Israeli films which center on Shoah survivors
who emigrate to Israel, claims Gertz, one can identify the metaphor of crossing
towards control of open space (and specifically, the Land of Israel).

This metaphor constructs a passage from a state of immaturity — a pre-Hebrew
state, characterized by fear of open space and generally symbolizing the fear of
confronting life — into a state of maturity, seen as a "Hebrew state," and characterized
by control over open space, which symbolizes freedom from this fear. Gertz suggests
that in most of the films of Israeli cinema’s first period, the immigrant figures are

moving from a closed space to a place which represents a wide and open universe.*’

7 “Hebrew” (ivrif) within the borders of this study is being used in the sense of “Hebraic” (ivri). In this
sense the signifier is used by Zionist discourse to describe the Zionist characteristic of a phenomenon
or a person. One such example is the name of the annual Israeli national song contest, “Festival
Ha’zemer Ha’ivri.” In addition, the archaic and biblical connotations of this term also differentiate
these phenomena from the stereotypical characteristics associated with diasporic Jewish culture.

In this study, “subjectivity” is used in the same way Hardt and Negri’s Empire uses the
signifier. In comparison to “identity” — which indicates an already final and constructed set of personal
characteristics — “subjectivity” emphasizes the process of the production of a person’s identity or sense
of self. "Hebrew subjectivity" therefore refers to a set of personal characteristics which constitute a
negative analogy to the traditional and stereotypical characteristics of a Jewish diasporic individual;
instead of this fixed stereotype, “Hebrew subjectivity” refers to an identity (of an individual) in a
continued state of construction, a process which typically includes characteristics such as: courage,
industry, physical power, firmness, control, and non-accented Hebrew speech.

8 Jewish diasporic subjectivity is considered here through the Zionist perspective and its exile-negated
discourse, and as early Israeli films saw it: an identity which is structured from the characteristics
attributed to Jews in European anti-Semitic discourse. Gertz (1999) asserts that early Israeli films
emphasize a Jewish subjectivity built on traits like: fear (of open space), urbanity, aggression, physical
weakness, idleness, fraud, and womanizing.

* The film Loyal City (Kirya Ne’emana) presents several children who are Shoah survivors, among
them Max, the hero. In the beginning Max and his friends are very fearful of open spaces. In the first
sequence of the film, the children travel inside a bus through the land of Israel, avoiding the landscape
outside and fearing every new element which penetrates their bus from outside. In the end, however,
the film discourse highlights Max’s new ability to walk confidently — and alone — through Israel's
countryside, emphasizing his newfound control over the land. Throughout the course of the film, Max
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This new control of space is presented by the films as a major characteristic of the
new Hebrew subjectivity gained by the characters.

However, this metaphor in early Israeli films is often more complicated than
what has been suggested here so far. Gertz suggests that usually within the journey of
moving from a state of fear into control over open space, there is an interim phase in
which the survivors are sometimes running away into the open space. This is true in
the case of Max, a boarding school student in the film Loyal City (Kirya Ne’emana,
1952) who runs away from school and into the open space of the school surroundings.
This bursting into open space, Gertz notes, does not represent a new control over
space, but rather the opposite — a phase of regression in relation to the control of open
space, just as a suicide attempt can sometimes reflect an increasing fear of death

rather than a decline in it.

Representing a Zionist Utopia as Israeli Society — a Distorted
Presentation of Israeli Society’s Composition

Generally speaking, early Israeli cinema presented a utopian Israeli Zionist-
Hebrew society while focusing on Hebrew Zionist heroes representing Zionist
Ashkenazi elites such as Sabras,’® kibbutz members, and soldiers, and largely
ignoring other members of the Jewish-Israeli population of the time.

As a part of the Israeli ideological state apparatus, early cinema confirmed,
promoted, and distributed both the hegemonic status of Zionist Ashkenazi elites and
its assimilation into Hebrew subjectivity The first occurred by casting characters

representing groups of "others" in insignificant roles in the films, and the second

replaces his fears of open space, his fears of the universe and particularly of its ontological physical
aspects (which equates to a pre-Hebrew condition), with a new (Hebrew) confidence of mastering and
knowing the land.

%% On the figure of the Sabra, see Almog (1997).
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through presenting the same characters as pre-Hebrew diasporic Jews. Non-Zionist
Shoah survivors refugees from Europe, if central characters in early Israeli cinema,
were represented as still struggling with their Jewish diasporic subjectivity, and in
need of guidance from a member of the Zionist elites — such as a Sabra or a Kibbutz
member — in order to adopt Hebrew subjectivity (Gretz 1999).%!

Mizrahim are rarely represented in these early films. Only three films of the
period have a significant Mizrahi character in them.>® In all three the Mizrahim are
represented as pre-Hebrew diasporic traditional Jews; in two of them (Dan and
Sa'adia [Dan Ve Sa'adia], 1956), and Hill 24 Doesn't Answer, 1955), this
representation is used to intensify the Hebrew characteristics of the Ashkenazi Zionist
elites — the heroes of the films. With no Homeland (Be'ein Moledet, 1956), the third
film in this group, tells the story of the immigration of the Yemenite Jews to Israel.
The film represents the Yemenite Jews as diasporic traditional Jews: strong in their
feeling of Jewish fate, and suffering from anti-Semitism, hostility, and persecution by
the local Yemenite population and authorities, against which they are unfit to protect
themselves.

In Hill 24 Doesn't Answer (1954), one of the film’s four soldiers heroes is
Esther Hadasi, a young Mizrahi (Yemenite) girl from Jerusalem. Characteristics like a
non-native Yemenite accent in her Hebrew speech (which is stressed by the perfect
native accent of the Sabra Ashkenazi soldier, David), and the fact that Esther comes

from Jerusalem, the city that symbolizes in Zionist discourse the traditional pre-

3! In films such as: Loyal City (1952), My Father's House (1947), and When Curse Turns into Blessing
(1947).

52 While Mizrahi characters rarely appear in early Israeli cinema as an integral part of Israeli-Hebrew
society, Mizrahi actors are usually cast in roles of Arabs in these films. In They Were Ten (Hem Hayu
Asara, 1961), the Arab thief is played by a Mizrahi actor, and in the film Sinaya (1956) the Egyptian
soldier is a Mizrahi actor. Some early Israeli films employed also non-professional Mizrahi actors as
Arab soldiers (Shohat 1989, 79).
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Hebrew Jewish aspect of Israeli society, tag Esther as a pre-Hebrew diasporic Jew.
Her marginality in the Hebrew Zionist society is stressed by the fact that although
Esther is officially one of the four heroes, her role remains less significant relative to
the three other protagonists, and her status inferior. Unlike the other three she doesn't
receive an episode of her own in the film, a fact which leaves her past and her
motivations vague.

In the children film's Dan and Sa'adia (1956), the relationships between Dan,
the Ashkenazi hero of the film, and Sa'adia, his Mizrahi (Yemenit653) friend, again
seem to reproduce and promote the status of Zionist Ashkenazi hegemonies and their
assimilation into Hebrew subjectivity. While Dan has a Hebrew name and is the
leader between the two, Sa'adia has an exilic pre-Hebrew name, and is following and

serving Dan fatefully.

lll. Sallah and Its Departure from Early Israeli Cinema

The Early Nineteen-Sixties and the Appearance of Sallah
Early Israeli films, although addressed not only to the relatively small
population of Israeli Jews, but also to pro-Zionist audiences abroad were
noncommercial. As such they were financed by Zionist institutions such as The
Jewish Agency™* before independence, and mainly by the State of Israel after 1948
(Schweitzer 2003, 26, Shohat 1989, 24).
However, in the early 1960s the Israeli ministry of industry updated the

national cinema's support system and started to subsidize film productions according

>3 It seems that the fact that all three characters are Yemenite Jews is due to the fact the Yemenite Jews
were known as faithful [?] and orthodox Jews .

3% Zionist institutions were the primary foreign distributors of these films, and this monopoly reinforced
the genre’s Eurocentrism and Zionist ideological fundamentalism mentioned earlier.
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to their box office success (Schweitzer 2003, 99).° The movie market suddenly
depended less on what the government was willing to supply and more on what ticket-
buyers would pay to see. Soon, overtly propagandistic films were displaced by a new
genre, the bourgeois comedy.”® This more commercial focus rendered a more diverse
Israeli reality, no longer fixated on Zionism’s utopian spaces and figures, such as the
kibbutz and the halutz (the pre-state Zionist pioneer). The bourgeois comedy instead
tended to represent urban bourgeois neighborhoods and bourgeois figures. Yet it still
reflected the official Zionist ideology, and still hardly represented Israeli Mizrhaim.
Its human galleries were stocked with Ashkenazi-Hebrew/Israeli characters, highly
assimilated into Western, non-Jewish, culture.

Burstein (1990, 91-96) claims that bourgeois comedy films were not
essentially different in their level of conformism to Zionist ideology from the previous
films, since in the bourgeois comedy actors made particular and highly intensive use
of their facial expressions (particularly in films such as Aldorado [1963], and Not a
World to Morganstein [1963]). This recklessness and hyperactivity of the faces,
claims Burstein, was just as non-individual and dead as the poker face of the actors in
the previous films, and therefore expressed the same ideological conformism.

It was amidst this politically conformist cinematic atmosphere that Sallah
(1964) was first released. Sallah's main character was an "other" — a traditional
Mizrahi Jew. The film immediately found commercial success. According to one
study (Schweitzer 2003,47), roughly 1.2 million people have seen the movie, making
it one of the most successful films ever made worldwide, when taking into account
the size of its national market (Schnitzer 1994, 23). Israeli critics, however, responded

differently, condemning Sallah as the product of its authors’ moral corruption and an

55 See also Schnitzer (1994, 18).
%8 Films such as: I Like Mike (1960), Only One Lira (Rak Belira, 1961), Not a World to Morganstein
(Af Mila Le'morganstein, 1963), Shimhon Family (Mishpachat Shimhon, 1964).
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ugly example of the declining power of the Israeli socialist system, the Zionist ethos
and Zionist utopias such as the kibbutz.”’

Sallah tells the story of a 40-year-old immigrant of the same name. Sallah is a
Mizrahi Jew, born in an Islamic country, who arrives in Israel with his wife, mother,
and eight children. Upon arrival, they are all transferred to a Ma'abara (a transit
camp); the officials inform Sallah that this is only a temporary solution until his
housing is ready, but it turns out to be a lie. Sallah and his family will have to stay in
the camp for a long time. From this point on, the film describes both Sallah’s fight for
permanent housing — which is also a fight against the state officials who try to keep
him in the transition camp — and the efforts of Sallah’s family to adapt to the new
country.

In the end, both efforts are successful. After Sallah fails to use the local
corrupt politicians to get him a permanent house, he finds a more efficient way: he
organizes a boycott in the transit camp to protest against moving to permanent
housing. To this the authorities react by forcibly transporting the entire transit camp
population to permanent housing. The assimilation effort of Sallah's family also
seems to conclude with an unexpected success. At the film’s end Sallah’s eldest
daughter is about to marry a young Israeli native (of Ashkenazi origin) kibbutz
member, while his eldest son is about to marry an Israeli native (also a Kibbutz
member of Ashkenazi origin).

Sallah is remarkably different, in many aspects, from the films that preceded
it, and marks a significant departure from both early Israeli cinema and the newer
breed of the bourgeoisie comedy. While adopting certain cinematic tactics that

resemble those of early Israeli cinema films, Sallah uses them in a totally different

37 The critic from Al Hamishmar, for example, complained about the portrayal of state institutions as
corrupt. Others objected to the satiric representation of the kibbutz as a non-ideological and immoral
environment (Gannoth ,1964 ).

42



way, i.e., not in order to reproduce Zionist tropes and ideology but to ridicule them.
The result is a film which seems to refuse to conform with central aspects of Zionist
ideology and the state establishment, and also digresses from characteristics of the

early cinema that were connected with reproducing Zionist ideology.

Sallah's Departure from Reproducing and Distributing Zionist Tropes

Like early Israeli cinema, Sallah also visualizes Zionist tropes. But instead of
simply reproducing these tropes, Sallahs cinematic sequence twists them, ridicules
them, and through this distorted reproduction ultimately undermines parts of the
Zionist ethos.

One of the Zionist tropes which Sallah subverts is the trope of "Hebrew
labor." When Sallah is sent as a day laborer to help the forestation of a hilly
landscape, we see how Sallah evades work and runs away from the planting location
as soon as he can. The shots emphasize Sallah's idleness, particularly a long shot of
Sallah sitting on the ground, his body slackened as he ineffectively uses his shovel to
dig a hole much deeper than needed, all the while humming an Arab tune. Here is one
of many instances in the film where an event and a location that could metonymically
reproduce a Zionist trope instead undermines it. Although the scene corresponds with
the Hebrew labor trope, Sallah’s portrayal invalidates it instead of reproducing it.

The film undermines Hebrew labor also on the macro level through its
narrative events. Sallah invests the bulk of his time in finding a way to make easy
money, not by working but through fraud. Sallah takes bribes from the political go-
getters during the elections, steals a dog and tries to sell it, and at last tries to "sell" his
daughter to the kibbutz, asking the kibbutz secretary to pay a "bride price" as a

condition for his consent to her marriage to Zigi, the young kibbutz member.
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Sallah is also startlingly different from the adolescent figures of emigrating
Shoah survivors in early Israeli films. These young men and women usually start the
film with some of Sallah’s same troubling characteristics (such as idleness and fraud),
but go through a coming of age journey, in which they replace these traits with a new
Hebrew diligence and productivity (Gertz 1999, 383). In the case of Sallah, these
traits are fixed and do not change in the course of the movie. On the contrary, through
its narrative the film hints at the fact that these traits pay off. Sallah’s financial issues
are solved at the end of the film through a successful fraud, as he cleverly manipulates
government officials to move his family by force to a new modern flat, by pretending
he will vigorously resist any attempt to move him out of the transition camp.

Furthermore, in Sallah even the kibbutz members, utopian figures who at that
time represented in the eyes of many the perfect example of the new Zionist Hebrew
human being, are presented as people whose behavior severely contradicts the Zionist
ideal of labor. While the trope of Hebrew labor reflects the Zionist ideal of self-
sufficiency in the labor arena, in the film the kibbutz people consistently try to
persuade other people to do their work for them.”® The kibbutz secretary goes out of
his way to persuade the unwilling Sallah to carry his closet to his new office; a
kibbutz member who seems to be in charge of some kind of a farming branch (he
rides a tractor) begs the kibbutz secretary to hire a day laborer assistant for him, and
the young kibbutz members Zigi and Bat Sheva do not really work but instead
manage the work of others, giving orders and instructions to day employees. Bath
Sheva is in charge of instructing Shimon, Sallah’s son, in the dairy barn, and Zigi

gives orders to a group of day laborers at the forestry location.

%8 The Zionist discourse’s stereotypical characteristics of the kibbutz at that time included pioneering,
farming, a flourishing landscape, social justice, Hebrew labor, modesty, and self-reliance.
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Finally, instead of working in productive agriculture, as the Zionist ethos
dictates, kibbutz members are occupied with what the anti-Semitic discourse views as
typical Jewish activities: they are busy articulating and interpreting the kibbutz laws
and regulations (in the kibbutz general meeting); engaged in commercial negotiation
(with Sallah, both on his labor value and on his daughter’s value); and in counting
money in Yiddish (when the secretary counts the money he pays Sallah for his
daughter, he speaks in Yiddish). Yiddish is the exilic Jewish language, confiscated by
Zionist discourse, which was connected, at that time, with a pre-Hebrew stage of
development and with Jewish diasporic subjectivity (this will be explored further in
Chapter 5).

Another important Zionist trope that is reproduced and degraded through
narrative events in Sallah is the notion of "making the desert bloom." One of the
central scenes in the film shows a group of new Jewish immigrants busy planting a
new pine tree forest in what looks like a deserted piece of land. However over the
course of the scene a few events twist this apparently perfect realization of the trope.
First, the government official who sent Sallah to do this job makes it sound as if it was
a hard labor punishment, rather than a profound Zionist duty; second, through cutting
between long shots which depict the other workers plant the trees as asked, and a
medium shot of Sallah sitting on the ground, digging slowly a hole which is much
deeper than needed in which the tree plant is being swallowed, film sequence
emphasizes that Sallah seems to have difficulties adjusting to the job and does his
best to abandon the land in its original condition of neglect; third, in the course of the
work two couples, both rich Jewish American sponsors, visit the location. The
government official who welcomes each couple positions each time a different

official sign — with the name of the present couple — and states to each couple
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separately that the area is about to become a forest which will carry their name. This
act of fraud by government officials helps subvert this "making the desert bloom,"
making the trope an empty title, a notion invented only to squeeze some more money

from rich American Jews.

Sallah's Departure from Israeli Early Cinema’s Relations between
Figures and Space Representation

It seems that Sallah adopts another tactic of early Israeli cinema — linking the
characters’ control over the open space to their level of assimilation into Hebrew
subjectivity. But once more, the film subverts this bulwark of Zionist imagery, using
the idea to present its figures as pre-Hebrew human beings with only slight hope of
changing. Sallah is presented both metonymically — by the rhetoric of the cinematic
sequence — as well as through narrative events, as a figure who fears the open space.

In one outstanding extreme long shot, the film visualizes Sallah’s fear of open
spaces. Here, two party delegations come to bribe Sallah and are searching for an
empty space to "close the deal.” They put their arms around the shoulders of the
confused and disoriented Sallah, dragging him, almost against his will, up the hill and
out of the transit camp into the open space of the Israeli countryside.

Sallah’s fear of open space is even more obviously displayed through narrative
construction. Sallah seems to lead his life in closed and sheltered locations — the
transit camp and the kibbutz yard — from which he rarely leaves. The occasions in
which Sallah leaves these enclosed spaces and crosses to a real open space — when he
sets out to work in reforestation — is characterized by Sallah's disorientation and end
with his disappointment and retreat. At one point in the film, Sallah is given a job in
forestry. Unwillingly, he sets out to work in the field — a forest to be. However, in

contrast to the other forestry workers, immigrants like him, who seem to adjust to
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their new job, Sallah seems disoriented and soon after getting fired he retreats from
this open space. The last extreme long shot of the scene shows him from behind,
running from the open space back to the sheltered space of the transit camp.

This breakthrough of Sallah into open space seems to have similar meaning, in
early Israeli cinema, to the interim phase that Shoah survivors have to go through on
their way to controlling their environment. Sallah's breakthrough does not represent a
new control over space, but rather the opposite — a phase of regression in relation to
the control of open space, and a decline in his ability to control it.

However, there is a sharp difference between the case of Sallah and the Shoah
survivors’ case. In Sallah’s attempts, there is no progress. Unlike the Shoah survivors
— who are soon-to-overcome their fears and gain their Hebrew subjectivity — Sallah’s
regression is permanent. Further emphasizing this difference between Sallah and early
cinema characters are their different aspirations. While the aspiration of the pre-
Hebrew figures of early Israeli cinema was to cross to the open space and control it (a
quest that was usually fulfilled by the film’s end), it seems that Sallah’s wish — also
fulfilled — is an opposite one: to move to a smaller and more sheltered space.
Ultimately, Sallah wishes to replace the relatively large space of the transit camp with
a small and stuffy flat in a modern housing complex.

Furthermore, in Sallah the kibbutz members are also presented as pre-Hebrew
through their relationships with space. The kibbutz secretary and accountant are shot
mainly indoors: in the kibbutz dining room, in their tiny office, in the kibbutz chicken
coop, and even inside a closet. It seems that the indoor locations in which these two
leaders of the kibbutz exist become more stuffy and narrower as the film goes on.
This encroachment by their physical surroundings occurs just as they move further

and further away from Zionist ideology, symbolized by the acts they perform in each
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space. In the dining room, the widest space of them all, the two leaders conduct the
kibbutz general assembly and discuss kibbutz regulations; in the chicken coop they
negotiate with Sallah the purchase of his daughter — an acute digression from Zionist
ideology, to say the least; and inside the closet the secretary pays Sallah for his
daughter and counts the bills in Yiddish — a language connected to the pre-Hebrew

Jewish diasporical subjectivity.

Sallah’s Departure from a Distorted Presentation of Israeli Society’s
Composition and Its Adoption of a Modern versus Pre-modern
Dichotomy
Early Israeli cinema depicted Israeli society as a utopian Zionist sphere, with
an absolute majority of Sabras (Israeli natives) of Ashkenazi origin, and a marginal
minority of others. Sallah, in sharp contrast, draws a more realistic picture of a
migrant society: multiethnic, multicultural, and diverse. Sallah presents a gallery of
types totally different from the Israeli films that preceded it. There are no soldiers in
Sallah, only a few Sabras, and most of the figures seem to be immigrants. This
includes Sallah himself, his transition camp neighbors (including those who came
from Europe), state officials, political party go-getters, his daughter’s suitor, the
kibbutz secretary, and the kibbutz accountant. Actually, except for the two young
kibbutz members, Zigi and Bathsheva, all other figures in the film speak an accented
Hebrew that testifies to their immigrant status, hinting at the same time their being

pre-Hebrew.” Nevertheless, the most radical change in Sallah, relative to early Israeli

films, is the fact that for the first time in Israeli cinema a Mizrahi character takes the

% This representation seems to follow the reality of Israeli society in the early 1960s, the time in which
the film takes place. Publications of the central Israeli statistical bureau assert that in 1948 only 35% of
the Israeli Jewish population were Sabras. This percentage declined throughout the 1950s, when about
one million more immigrants came to Israel. (See "7.2 Million Israclim" [*7.2. Million Israelis™], y.net,
10.09.2007.)
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lead as the hero of the film. Sallah thus ends a period that was characterized by
exclusion of the Mizrahim from cinematic representations of Israeli society.

However, Sallah did not radically change the status of Mizrahim in film
discourse. The film maintains and reproduces early Israeli cinema’s original
assertions about the marginality of Mizrahim relative to Ashkenazim. Sallah
reproduces this hierarchy mainly by presenting Sallah and his family as pre-modern
and creating a dichotomy between modern (Ashkenazim) and pre-modern (Mizrahim)
figures in the film. The pre-modernity of Sallah and his family is presented through
their ignorance and disorientation in the face of modern phenomena — everything from
the modern flat and its accessories to the democratic party system to the kibbutz’s
modern distribution of labor. While visiting his future flat, Sallah seems unaware of
what mailboxes are, and is amazed by the miraculous mechanism of the modern water
faucets. During election day, Sallah proves his total ignorance of the democratic
system when he puts the ballots of all the parties who bribed him in his voting
envelope.

The film also highlights the ways that Sallah clings to a pre-modern way of
life, by stressing his belief in superstitions and an extreme patriarchal worldview.
Sallah consistently avoids speaking to women, bluntly ignoring their official status —
which is often higher than his. He completely ignores, for example, the kibbutz
accountant although she is his employer, and castigates her whenever she addresses
him by reminding her that he doesn't speak to women. His attitude towards the
women in his family is no better. Sallah yells at his pregnant wife that she must bring
him a son this time, sits on the only armchair at home while leaving the footstool to
his worn out, nursing wife, and treats his beautiful daughter, Habuba, as a valuable

possession. He forbids her from meeting the poor kibbutz member Zigy, with whom
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she is in love, and simultaneously bargains her price with a much older, but wealthier,
taxi driver.

At the same time, and beyond the heavy irony it directs towards them, the film
clearly emphasizes the modernity of its Ashkenazi Israeli figures. The kibbutz
members, for example, are always connected in the film with modern instruments or
environments, which metonymically imply their modernity. They are seen in a
modern dinning room, riding a tractor, and in a modern chicken coop. The urbanite
Ashkenazi who courts Habuba, though of the lower middle class, rides a taxi, and
even Sallah’s old, poor Ashkenazi neighbor owns a symbol of modernity: a
mechanical cuckoo clock (of which Sallah is afraid). The Ashkenazi kibbutz members
are also socially more modern. They maintain a hyper-modern utopian social
structure, and hold a modern attitude towards women, emphasized by the high status
of the female accountant on the kibbutz, and by the (initial) refusal of the kibbutz
leaders to negotiate with Sallah on his daughter's bride price ("women are not
possessions," the kibbutz accountant castigates Sallah).

Furthermore, in Sallah different types of Ashkenazim each represent a
different level of assimilation to modernity. The kibbutz members, representing
Zionist Ashkenazi elites, no doubt, rank at the top of the modernity pyramid, while
other Ashkenazim seem to be less modern. For example, the urbanite taxi driver®
maintains a lower rung on the ladder of modernity. Sallah's Ashkenazi neighbor, who
lives in a wooden hut, seems to have no profession (he earns his living from election
bribery), and seems to endure a more traditional Jewish way of life (he is seen with
Sallah leaving the camp's synagogue), ranks even lower in this modernity pyramid.

Nevertheless, these figures are all higher on the pyramid than Sallah and his family.

% He also declares to Habuba that he is about to start taking lessons in order to be a traditional Jewish
cantor.

50



Apart from this cultural dichotomy, which is new in this context, the film also
uses tactics that were successfully implemented by early Israeli cinema to indicate the
marginality and low status of Mizrahim. Like Esther Hadasi of Hill 24 Doesn't
Answer, Sallah has no history in the film. Although the film opens with his arrival to
Israel, one never learns where he came from and why.

Moreover, one cannot deny that the film includes a remarkably wide range of
Ashkenazi figures: kibbutz members from Eastern Europe; Sabras; kibbutz members;
lower middle class city people (the taxi driver); bourgeoisie of Central European
origins (the couple to whom Sallah tries to sell the dog); newcomers to Israel (Sallah's
neighbor); and the go-getter party politicians. But this is in sharp contrast to the dearth
of Mizrahi characters. Though Sallah is the main character, he and his family are the
film’s sole Mizrahim. Furthermore, one learns little else aside from their ethnic status:
it is as if their being Mizrahim defines all their other social and personal
characteristics, rendering further elaboration unnecessary.®!

Hence, Sallah is innovative relative to early Israeli cinema in its presentation
of a more realistic Israeli ethnic and cultural composition, which includes Mizrhaim
and other immigrants. However, the film maintains and reproduces — using some new
strategies alongside the old ones used by early Israeli cinema — the low status and
marginality of Mizrahim relative to Ashkenazim, and the hegemonic status of the
Zionist Ashkenazi elites, represented by the Kibbutz members that were seen before
in early Israeli cinema.

Finally, it should be clear by now that there is no complete ideological

conformism in Sallah. Burstein (1990, 9-121), for example, sees the expression of this

8! 1t is also interesting to mention that while the actor who plays role of Sallah is an Ashkenazi (Haim
Topol), Mizrahi actors are cast only in the film’s less important Mizrahi roles, such as Sallah’s
daughter and sons (played by Geula Noni, Shaike Levi, and Pupik Arnon).
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lack of conformity in the unique facial expressions of Sallah’s actors. Compared to
the characters in previous Israeli films, Sallah's face is dynamic. One sees his subtle,
changing facial expressions, for example, during the negotiation with the kibbutz
secretary and accountant regarding his daughter's value. After the kibbutz accountant
makes a racist remark about Mizrahim being barbarians, Sallah opens with an angry
monologue against Eurocentrism, the transit camp, and the government officials. His
face in this scene is of someone who refuses to accept the verdict of others, and as
Burstein writes, “on his unshaved twisted face a resentment is being shaped"

(Burstein 1990, 94).

V. Sallah's Reception

The release of Sallah in Israel was a national event. Shohat (1989, 145)
describes how Israeli ministers reacted to the film’s distribution and politicians felt an
urge to comment on the film. Sallah was seen as a socio-political satire, which
portrayed the Israeli regime as pseudo-socialist and Israeli society as pseudo-
ideological. As such, Sallah received a hostile reception by Israeli critics, which was
at the time a highly political group.®* The hostility was aimed especially towards the
political and sociological criticism of the film and towards what critics saw as the
twisted, unfair presentation of Israeli democracy and regime. The critic of the daily
newspaper Al Hamishmar, for example, was angry about the portrayal of state
institutions as corrupt.”> Others were furious about the satirical presentation of the

. . . . . 64
kibbutz as a non-ideological and immoral environment.

62 As Shohat also mentioned, most of the daily newspapers of this era in Isracl were actually owned by
political parties. And those which were private felt a certain obligation to identify with a certain
political party. See Shohat (1989, 149).

% Nehama Ganoth, a critic for A Hamishmar, wrote: "How is the Jewish National Fund presented [in
the film, r.k.]? As an organization that makes its fortune through deceit, planting forests in the name of
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Compared to more recent critiques of Sallah, it is interesting to note that
contemporary critics seemed to address the film’s presentation of Mizrahi ethnic
subjectivity in only a marginal way. Moreover, those critics who addressed this issue
saw in Sallah Shabati a realistic figure who fairly represented the average Mizrahi
male; the critics only complaint was that the film showed too little empathy towards
this miserable creature.®’

None of these critics saw in Sallah a film that was aiming to address a Mizrahi
audience. And unlike later critics, they did not see in it a film that was selling
escapism, or was a part of a propaganda effort whose aim was to oppress the
Mizrahim (Ne'eman 1979, Dayan 1976, Shohat 1989, 119-179). By the late 1970s
Sallah would be recognized as the template, and a source of cinematic and thematic
inspiration, for a group of Israeli films that came to be called Bourekas films. These
turned out to be the most successful group of films in the brief but tumultuous history

of Israeli cinema (Gross 1998, 259).

V. Summary and Conclusion

Seen against the background of early Israeli cinema’s ideological conformism
to Zionism, Sallah seems like a revolutionary film. A catalog of Sallah’s
achievements make the film appear almost anarchistic: adopting a few early cinema
narrative and cinematic tactics but using them subversively to undermine the Zionist
ethos; severely criticizing the Zionist establishment for the first time on film;

ridiculing central Zionist utopian spaces and figures, such as the kibbutz and the

the beloved of Jews?" “And the parties? All of them — in the same bag of cheating and treachery"
(Gannoth 1964).

% See Shohat (1989, 139-150).

55 See Shohat (1989, 142).

53



Sabra; and breaking the long years of exclusion of Mizrahim from Israeli cinema, by
presenting, for the first time, a leading Mizrahi character.

But although Sallah erodes the Zionist utopia presented by early Israeli
cinema, and implies that this ideal is far from Israeli reality, the film ultimately is not
anarchistic, nor is it anti-Zionist or even a-Zionist. On the contrary, Sallah, as will be
shown in due course, was ultimately a part of the Israeli ideological state apparatus
meant to reproduce and distribute Zionist elites’ ideology. Sallah's great
accomplishment, however, is that it is a herald of a new stage in Zionist discourse,
which shifted slightly the desirable image of the Hebrew-Israeli. Analyzing Sallah
against the background of early Israeli cinema emphasizes that Sallah's biggest shift
from previous films is its digression from the dichotomy of Jewish (pre-Hebraic,
diasporic) versus Hebrew, which previous films used in their portrayal of Jewish
Israeli figures.

One of the central utopian aspirations of Zionism was to abolish the diasporic
subjectivity of Jewish emigrants coming to Israel, and to replace it with a Hebrew
subjectivity built on characteristics such as physical power, courage, manhood, and
the ability to control one’s surroundings — especially to control the land. Early Israeli
cinema, especially films that focused on immigrants, reflected this concept and
presented such Hebrew subjectivity as the identity of the Zionist Ashkenazi elite and
the desirable identity of every Jewish emigrant to Israel. They also used the
characters' level of assimilation into Hebrew subjectivity to portray their status in
Israeli society.

Sallah — itself a film that focuses on an immigrant — thoroughly digresses
from the utopian presentation of Hebrew subjectivity typical of early cinema. The

film seems to question the very possibility of its existence as an active identity within
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the borders of Israeli society of its time. Unlike previous films that dealt with
immigration to Israel, Sallah presents its immigrant hero as a person who is at peace
with his original Jewish diasporic subjectivity, which he doesn't aspire to replace.

Moreover, the film repeatedly reveals the Hebrew mask of the characters who
pretend to have this new subjectivity (including characters, like the kibbutz members,
who represent Zionist mythological figures), in order to discover underneath it, the
old Jewish Ashkenazi diasporic subjectivity that they still hold.

Sallah seems to assert that Hebrew subjectivity is not the real identity of the
Zionist elite in Israel, and that the Jewish diasporic subjectivity is still the only real
identity of all Jewish immigrants to Israel, including the greater part of Zionist
Ashkenazi elites who are immigrants themselves. This negation of Hebrew
subjectivity within the Israeli sphere enables Sallah to avoid using the dichotomy of
Jewish versus Hebrew as a tactic to portray its characters.

However, it seems that what led Sal/lah to doubt Hebrew subjectivity and
avoid using this dichotomy, was not any revolutionary impulse of Ephraim Kishon
(the film’s writer and director), but rather his natural tendency to express his cultural
identity, and to view the Zionist sphere of his time through its norms, dichotomies,
and conflicts. Kishon, a non-Zionist refugee and Shoah survivor, (who immigrated to
Israel from Hungary in 1949) was raised in Budapest, by Jewish parents who were
well-assimilated into modern European culture, but he had grandparents that still lived
in a remote provincial Jewish shtetl and spoke Yiddish (London 1993, 17). It seems
that the conflict between modern diasporic Jewish subjectivity (his parents) and pre-

modern diasporic Jewish subjectivity (his grandparents) was embodied in his own life
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and central to the content of his Jewish cultural identity.®® One can speculate,
therefore, that the Jewish modern—pre-modern dichotomy in Sallah is a reflection of
Kishon's notion of a basic conflict within a Jewish community and family.67

But Sallah — loaded with Kishon's negation of Hebrew subjectivity, and
offering a new dichotomy of modern versus pre-modern — wouldn't have been made
into a film if these elements did not match the deep interests of the Zionist Ashkenazi
hegemony of the time. From the perspective of the Zionist Ashkenazi hegemony, the
dichotomy of Jewish versus Hebrew was a perfect means of portrayal, as long as
Israeli society was presented in a Zionist utopian way, just as it was presented by
early Israeli cinema — a sphere which included very few, if any, Mizrahim. Under
these circumstances, it was a cinematic rhetoric that reproduced and distributed the
society's hierarchy desired by Zionist elites, emphasizing their pedigree over other
groups in Israel. It stressed the supreme status of Sabras of Ashkenazi origins and
veteran Zionist Ashkenazi Hebrew speakers, of which the Zionist elite was made, and
subordinated non-Zionist Ashkenazi immigrants, who spoke Yiddish and were still
struggling with their Jewish diasporic subjectivity, or even Zionist Ashkenazi
immigrants who spoke Yiddish.

However, this cinematic rhetoric ceased to be effective when films — now
commercially financed through box office returns — could no longer ignore the huge

Mizrahi audience (about 40 percent of the population at the time) and were obliged to

66 Kishon testifies in his biography to the existence of this conflict in his nuclear family. His parents,
he tells his biographer, forbade him to speak even one Yiddish word, since "Yiddish was the language
of those other Jews with the birds, those who wear Capotes and in their language and behavior put
shame on us modern Hungarians who believe in Moses" (London 1993, 17, my translation).

%7 In his biography Kishon describes how it was profane to speak even one word of Yiddish in the
social circles of his family; he also reveals a mixture of shame and guilt that he felt towards his
Yiddish-speaking grandparents (London 1993, 17, 20). On a different level this negation of the
Hebrew—pre-Hebrew dichotomy in Sallah can be credited to the frustration of Kishon, who seemed to
have problems identifying with this demand of the elites to Hebrew subjectivity (which he didn't have),
and with this subjectivity being a factor in determining one’s status. He also struggled with the fact that
as an immigrant who spoke Hebrew with a heavy Hungarian accent, this subjectivity personally
excluded and degraded him (London 1993).
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give a larger place to Mizrahi characters. The problem was that shaping the Mizrahi
characters in Israeli films couldn't ignore the fact that in contemporary Israeli society
some of the Mizrahim were obviously more "Hebrew" than most of the new non-
Zionist Ashkenazi immigrants.®® Furthermore, certain Mizrahim were even more
advanced in their assimilation of Hebrew subjectivity than some members of the
Zionist elite.®” Under these new terms, a dichotomy based on assimilation to Hebrew
subjectivity couldn't have reproduced the hierarchy desired by Zionist elites. On the
contrary, sticking with this former dichotomy could have led to a film in which the
Mizrahi figures ranked higher in the cultural hierarchy than members of the Zionist
elite and Ashkenazi non-Zionist immigrants. The Eurocentric Zionist hierarchy
pyramid would have been negated by such a portrayal.

As a result: a) this dichotomy had to be abolished; or b) the essence of Hebrew
subjectivity had to be changed in a way that enabled Ashkenazi Zionists to be
represented as more assimilated to it than Mizrahim; or ¢) a new dichotomy had to be
invented, in order to differentiate between the various Israeli Jewish figures in a way
that would reproduce the Zionist’s desired status hierarchy.

Sallah achieves all three goals. By hinting at the fact that Hebrew subjectivity
is an imaginable subjectivity that covers for a Jewish Ashkenazi diasporic
subjectivity, which secretly resides underneath it, Sallah apparently presents Hebrew
subjectivity as a phantom subjectivity.

However seen from a different perspective this same act done by Sallah

stresses a notion which is even more desirable by the Ashkenazi Zionist elite. It

%8 A group of which Kishon himself was a member of (London 1993, 171).

% As Chetrit (2004) points out, many of so called Mizrahim were Palestinian natives for generations
before the arrival of the Ashkenazi Zionists (for example, the Sephardim of Jerusalem). Others
emigrated to Israel before most of the Ashkenazi Zionist’s came (such as part of the Yemenite Jews
who came in the end of the 19" century), and at the time of the film were already Israeli natives for a
few generations. An echo of this phenomenon can be found in the fact that in Sallah, the Hebrew of the
eldest children has less accent in it than the Hebrew of the older kibbutz members.
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promotes a belief that Hebrew subjectivity cannot be acquired without having a
fundamental layer of Jewish Ashkenazi diasporic subjectivity underneath it, and that
at its heart, Hebrew subjectivity is the natural continuation of the Ashkenazi Jewish
diasporic subjectivity, and cannot be achieved by people who lack an Ashkenazi
cultural background .

On top of this, Sallah also replaces the Jewish versus Hebrew dichotomy with
a dichotomy of modern versus pre-modern. By characterizing its Jewish Israeli
characters according to their level of assimilation to modernity and their relationships
with it, Sallah reproduced the hierarchy desired by the Zionist elite. Although mocked
in the film due to their camouflaged Jewish diasporic subjectivity, kibbutz members
and Ashkenazi Sabras, who represents Zionist Ashkenazi elites, are presented in
Sallah as ultra-modern,”® whereas Ashkenazi immigrants are less modern, and
Mizrahim, like Sallah and his family, are entirely pre-modern.

Sallah wasn't the first Israeli film to use the dichotomy of modern versus pre-
modern. It was already in use in early Israeli cinema, but there it was used to
differentiate between Jews (presented as modern) and Arabs (presented as pre-
modern). The source of this dichotomy in early cinema was colonial orientalist
discourse, which dictated the portrayal of the Arab as either a noble savage (as in the
film They Were Ten [1961]), or as an oriental object, an inseparable part of the
oriental landscape (as in the film Oded the Wanderer [1933]). However, the hero of
Sallah seems to be only insignificantly inspired by the colonial discourse. This
character, created by an author (Kishon) who seemed to embody a Jewish diasporic

identity, is no noble savage, nor is he an oriental object. He is very much alive and

7Tt is true indeed that a sharp and bitter irony exists towards the kibbutz members in the film, but only
towards their Hebrew aspects. Despite this irony, their modernity is emphasized.
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Jewish, and his portrayal”' echoes the characteristics of the traditional diasporic Jew,
according to prevailing anti-Semitic discourse. His pre-modernity, in other words, is a
particularly Jewish one.

To summarize, the most significant elements of Sa/lah when examined against
the background of early Israeli cinema are: a particular presentation of diasporic
traditional pre-modern Jewish subjectivity, through the representation of a Mizrahi
community; the use of a new dichotomy of modern versus pre-modern to portray its
characters, and a production of the preferred Zionist status hierarchy while abolishing
the old dichotomy of Hebrew versus Jewish diasporic subjectivity; and a new
representation of Hebrew subjectivity requiring some elements of Ashkenazi
diasporic subjectivity in order to exist.

In his study Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of
Reason (1965), Foucault examines the demarcation that has existed in French society
— from the medieval to the modern age — between the socio-psychological profile of
the preferred and normal human and the profile of a person who is defined as "other"
or abnormal. He shows how "others" of a particular type in a certain period (like
lepers in the Middle Ages) are replaced by a different type in another period (like mad
people in the modern era). He reveals how these new “others” take the place of the
old others in the social structure, and adapt their social function — of marking the
border between the preferable identity and the abnormal one.

It seems that Sallah reflects a homological process of shifting in the
characteristics of “others” in the Zionist sphere: the pre-Hebrew diasporic Jew loses
his position as the “other,” and a new “other” begins to emerge — the pre-modern

traditional Mizrahi Jew.

"' Much like the portrayal of the Yemenite immigrants in With No Homeland but while elaborating and
widening the Jewish diasporic characteristics and emphasizing pre-modernity. See the discussion on
page 39.
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Considering Sallah as the archetype of Bourekas films, I will examine in the
next chapters how this presentation of the traditional pre-modern Mirahi Jew appears
in all Bourekas films. I believe that further discussion and analysis of the particular
Jewish pre-modernity of the Mizrahi community of Bourekas films will lead to the

cultural origins of the Bourekas, and in turn to the key to the success of the Bourekas.
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Chapter Three:

Defining Bourekas Films

|. Review of the Critical Literature on the Bourekas

Altman, in his study on film genres (1999, 1-28), claims that American film
scholars frequently do not bother to offer a generic definition for a group of films they
intuitively comprehend as recognizable (for example, the Western or the
musical).This tendency equally applies to Israeli studies of the Bourekas films. The
assumption prevailing among scholars is that these films do in fact constitute a
recognizable group, a film genre,’* yet none have sought to define this group or to
systematically identify what makes a film "Bourekas."

The first critiques of Bourekas films appeared in the late nineteen-seventies.
Schweitzer’ characterizes the "cultural environment" which produced the Israeli
cinematic discourse of that time as a modern (“modernit”) one (Schweitzer 2003,

106).”* He argues that Israeli cinema critics of that time were influenced by the

2 This study, within difference, and as will be clarified in due course, do not consider Bourekas a film
genre.

7 Schweitzer analyzes films of that period according to Metz’s (1968) and Pasolini's (1961) assertions
about modern cinema of the sixties (Schweitzer 2003, 119).

™ This environment consists, according to Schweitzer, of governmental institutions which supported
artistic media, and critiques and products of media such as cinema, literature, theatre and the plastic

arts.
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European modernistic cinema of the 1960s, in which they saw a role model.
Following Schweitzer’s diagnosis I will identify the group of critics that started to
write on the Bourekas during the 1970s — and which includes Dayan (1976) and
Ne'eman (1979), as well as their followers such as Ben Shaul (1999) and Zimmerman
(2001) — as critics whose writings reflect both concepts belonging to a modern
discourse on art and to modernist cinema critique.

Corresponding with this discourse,” the first group of critics who wrote on
Bourekas generally involved moral judgments in their writing, emphasizing the
Bourekas' "low cinematic qualities" and stressing their authors' (evil) intentions, but
paying little attention to — although not completely ignoring — the ethnic aspects of the
Bourekas.

The denunciations these critics offered of Bourekas films starting in the mid-
1970s seem to be connected directly to the fact that they examined the Bourekas in
the light of the modernist, artistic, European cinema of the 1960s, and especially
through the model of the French New Wave films which they looked up to as an ideal
cinematic model.

In an interview held in 1993, Ne'eman, a central critic of this group, was asked
about this period and said, "We searched for a model that we would be able to identify
with... we turned to the European cinema, especially to the French New Wave"

(Schweitzer 2003, 527°).

> Applying a modern approach to art criticism stresses a tendency to see works through their "objective
qualities" as good or bad, right or wrong, and to involve moral judgment in the evaluation (Klages
2006, 167). A modern approach will also show a tendency to disregard any ethnic diversities reflected
in the work, stressing instead all what humans share in common (Cone 1991, 44). The modernist
critique of film adds to this general approach a focus on the importance of the reflexivity in film, as
well as emphasis of the author-director’s intentions, and how they are reflected in the film (Schweitzer
2003, 119). For example, in his article about modern cinema, "The Poetic Cinema" (1965), which was
published in Hebrew translation in 1974 (Kolnoa 1, 1974, pp. 58-102), Pasolini stresses the importance
of the reflexivity and the subjectivity of the author-director in cinema.

76 All translations from Hebrew in this chapter (3) are done by me if not mentioned otherwise.
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This tendency to judge the Bourekas, a group of mostly non-pretentious folk
and commercial melodramas and comedies, against the French New Wave Films
seems to have done harm to the Bourekas, making them look particularly unattractive.

Several problems characterize the writings of this first group of critics on the
Bourekas. The first problem is that such a critical approach — having a "fixed idea" of
how a film should look — is naturally normative and judgmental.”” Furthermore, it can
cause the reviewer to overlook what the evaluated film really has to offer, apart from
being a poor fit with the model it is being judged against. In the case of this first
group of critics, soon the term “Bourekas” was used by them not as a descriptive term
but to label any film that seemed to possess esthetic faults (Shohat 1989, 130). Many
examples of a judgmental, condemning approach can be found in the writings of most
of the critics belonging to this group. Nissim Dayan (1976) writes about the film Lupo
in New York (1976), which he considers to be a Bourekas film, “Lupo in New York is

an inferior and worthless product.” He continues, “The plot of Lupo is so staggering

in its idiocy that you do not believe your eyes,” and “Once again the worn-out scene
returns, of a Moroccan police officer who speaks in a funny accent” (1976, 55, my
emphasis).”®

It seems that this pioneer critic gave inspiration to others, who followed and

adopted his judgmental tone. Meir Schnitzer (1993) in his comprehensive history, The

""" Judgmental," according to Webster’s Dictionary, can be defined as “Tending to make moral
judgments” (1999, 1036). Here judgmental is being used as the opposite of “critical.” The judgmental
approach focuses on determining whether the film is "good" or “bad,” based on a preconception of
what is good, which is not connected to the film itself but usually to a certain ideology, moral code, or
belief about what is right. (In the case of the modern critics, what is “right” is the European artistic
cinema of the sixties, such as the films of the French New Wave.) By contrast, the critical approach
will be more descriptive ("critique," according to Webster’s, is "to review or analyze critically," [1999,
477]), and will ideally analyze the film through an evaluation of its genre, the cinematic and cultural
discourses it is a part of, and its influences and models.

"8 To stress the point about the wrongs that the critical preconceptions of the modern group may have
done to Bourekas films, here is the response of the journalist Shuki Galili to Lupo in New York: “Lupo
in New York is one of the most wonderful children films that was ever made... even as a grown up
when I saw it again I found it extremely moving" (Galili Shuki, "Lupo In New York" Reshimot [web
portal], 14.08.2003).
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Israeli Cinema, writes with both judgment and irony of “a messy production of ethnic
comedies that were called the Bourekas films” (16). In this same judgmental spirit,
Zimmerman (2001) writes that the appearance of Bourekas films is an outcome of "a
vulgarization that was made in one aspect of the Israeli commercial cinema of the
mid-1960s" (391, my emphasis).

The second problem with the Bourekas critique of this first group was that
such criticism seemed to involve ideological and irrelevant moral judgments. Apart
from accusing the Bourekas of being works of low aesthetic esteem, critics of this
group also condemned Bourekas for having low cultural, and moral, values.

Yehudah (Jad) Ne'eman, for example, accuses the Bourekas of manipulation,
deceit, and facilitation of the anesthetization of the citizenry’s social criticism. In his
article “Degree Zero in the Cinema,” Ne'eman (1979) attacks the producers of the
Bourekas, charging that their craft is one of social manipulation and that their sole
intent is to flatter their folk spectators by creating stories that belie the social reality,
betray a delusional worldview, and depict a false assurance that class mobility and
social climbing are fairly accessible in Israel of the time, and are plausible solutions to
social and economic hardships.

One can also find a tendency in this Bourekas critique to denounce the films as
a mere reflection of capitalistic ideology, while generally ignoring the Bourekas'
obvious ethnic aspects.”’ Reflecting the modernization approach’s view of Mizrahim
as a class collective,* these critics somewhat simplistically see the Bourekas through
their reflection of class tensions, and the struggle between opposing social ideologies

in Israel of the time. Ne'eman, for example, denigrates the Bourekas as representing a

7 Nissim Dayan is the exception in this case, as he relates briefly and metaphorically to the ethnic
aspects of Lupo in New York and Sallah his article, "Return to the Ghetto Culture" (1976). I will
discuss this article later on in this chapter.

%0 See the discussion on Mizrahim in the Introduction (Chapter 1).
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diminution of true Zionist socialist values and spirit, while pointing to them as a sign
of the penetration of a capitalistic atmosphere that worships "implementation" into the
originally socialist Zionist arena (1979).'

Ne'eman does not claim that the Bourekas are a subversive group of films, but
believes that their development as such reflects the changes in the ideology of the
Zionist establishment during that time. The Bourekas’ deviation from Zionism's
original socialist ideology is therefore, in his eyes, evidence of the decadence of the
Israeli establishment, which by the mid-1960s had abandoned true Zionist values
(Ne'eman 1999, 22).

Nitsan Ben-Shaul shares this idea, saying that the Bourekas films are a
prediction of the rise to power of the capitalist right wing liberal party, Ha'likud, in
1977. However, Ben-Shaul refines the judgmental tone that characterizes Ne'eman's
analysis, and seems to regard the appearance of Bourekas more as a natural cultural
evolution than as an indication of the ideological decadence of the Zionist
establishment. He also clearly and prominently indicates that the echoes of liberal
values and capitalistic ideology in the Bourekas are only part of a larger phenomenon
that characterizes Israeli cinema of the time (Ben-Shaul 1999).

This first group of critics’ criticism of the Bourekas also shares an ambiguity
and inconsistency as to what characteristics define the Bourekas as a group of films.
Ne'eman (1979), for example, describes the Bourekas as films which intend to flatter
their folk spectators by creating stories that depict a false assurance that class mobility

and social mobility via marriage is possible in Israel, but then includes in his

¥! In a more recent article, Ne'eman (1999) repeats this idea, although he refines it by saying that
Bourekas films are part of a phenomenon that expressed the "destabilization of the utopist belief of
Zionism" (1999, 19).
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Bourekas corpus the film Snooker,* in which there is no social mobility via marriage,
since the marriage of the hero is to a girl from his own neighborhood.

Another strand of ambiguity extends throughout the commentary of Nitsan
Ben-Shaul. Ben-Shaul suggests a definition of Bourekas films, which apart from
being judgmental and denigrating, appears to leave out Bourekas films that aren’t
comedies (like Fortuna, 1964), and also includes a wide range of other films. The
Bourekas films, says Ben-Shaul, "look for genre formulas (and in general, Hollywood

formulas) that within a predictable plot construction contrast a limited number of

locations, comic situations and stereotypes (poot/rich, man/woman,
Mizrahi/Ashkenazi) that chase each other until all ends well. At that point, all the
conflicts — economic, sexual, and ethnic — are laid to rest" (Ben-Shaul 1999, 130, my
emphasis). It appears that Ben-Shaul immediately realized the potential for error of
his generalization. In the same article, he includes Boaz Davidson’s Hetsi-Hetsi in his
Bourekas film corpus, a film that no critic defines as Bourekas due to its thematic and
aesthetic opposition to the Bourekas (see Shiran 1978).

The denouncing reproach that these critics have shown toward Bourekas films
seems to prevent them from fully explaining the appeal of these films to the Israeli
audience. How did this group of films succeed if it is so uniformly awful? Ne'eman
(1979) does deal with the drawing power of the Bourekas to the Israeli audience. He
claims that the success of Bourekas films draws from the same source as their artistic
and moral weaknesses do. According to Ne'eman, the attraction results from the
Bourekas’ effective manipulation of the mass viewer’s feelings. He claims that in the
Bourekas the author manages to sell Mizrahi viewers a picture of the world,

composed in a fraudulent and deceptive manner that suggests an immediate solution

%2 Films are cited in the text by name alone. Their full details can be found in the Bibliography.
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to their social and economic distress — social mobility via intermarriage — and
convinces viewers that this is indeed achievable.®

Nevertheless, there are at least two problems with this explanation for the
Bourekas’ success:
1. To accept Ne'eman's explanation for the success of the Bourekas, one needs to
believe that the Mizrahi audience was, at best, naive and susceptible to persuasion.
Recent research, however, suggests that a significant portion of Mizrahim were highly
politically aware during this period and not persuaded by attempts within the Zionist
discourse to present the Israeli reality as egalitarian and socially fluid. According to
Chetrit (2004, 72-160), for example, Mizrahim, starting in the early 1950s, conducted
a political struggle against what they saw as their oppression. This struggle reached its
peak during the 1970s, the height of the Bourekas, with the organized protest of the
Mizrahi folk movement known as Ha'panterim Ha'shhorim (the Black Panthers).**
2. Not all of the audiences of the Bourekas were Mizrahim. Bourekas films attracted
audiences that were "ethnically diverse" (Gross 1991, 259). A question must then be
asked: if the false promise of full assimilation of the Mizrahim into Israeli society was
indeed the drawing power of the Bourekas, what attracted the Ashkenazim to the
Bourekas?

A slightly different explanation for the Bourekas’ success is given by Gross
(1991, 258-259). He suggests that the fact that these films supply encouragement to

the "faltering layers" of society is not the real magnet which attracts audiences, but

% Ben-Shaul holds a similar position (1999, 128-135).

84 The Israeli Panterim Ha'shhorim (Black Panther) movement of the 1970s highlighted the
discrimination and oppression suffered by Mizrahim in Israel. Since it was a movement that started in
the poor Mizrahi neighborhoods of Jerusalem, by uneducated youngsters (Chetrit 2004, 142-143), it
indicates that the Mizrahi masses were not persuaded by attempts within the Zionist discourse to
represent Israeli reality as egalitarian and socially fluid. See also the discussion of Mizrahim in the
Introduction.
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rather the attraction is the "folklorist magic... the folk humor, the typical figures, the
closing traditions, the food, the prayer, and also the goodness and folk wisdom" (259).

However, what Gross ignores is the fact that the Bourekas audience was
assembled from at least two distinct ethnic groups, Ashkenazim and Mizrahim, each
with different traditions and cultures. Hence, two questions may be asked: whose
group's folklore is presented in the Bourekas? And why was it attractive to spectators
belonging to the other group? At the same time, Gross' explanation brings into context
the relevance of Jewish traditional culture for the Bourekas, a point that will be
crucial to our coming discussion on these films.

In spite of the above, modern critics created the foundations of research on the
Bourekas, and thus have shaped our initial understanding of this group of films. Their
work seems to possess at least two main accomplishments. First, they pointed out the
uniqueness of Bourekas in the history of Israeli cinema, and argued for their thematic
and aesthetic deviation from the two groups of films that preceded them — the national
heroic genre and the bourgeois comedy. Second, they pointed to a link between
Bourekas themes and the Zionist ideological arena, viewing the Bourekas as a
reflection of its decadence.

The second approach to the Bourekas reflects post-colonial critical discourse,
and sees Bourekas films as "texts which echo colonialist stands originally created to
justify relationships between the first world and the third world, and which were
reproduced within the Zionist discourse to explain the relationships between

Ashkenazim and Mizrahim" (Shohat 1989, 120).
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Critics whose work employs post-colonial theories, such as Shohat (1989,
119-179), Lubin (1999), and Shenhav, Hever, and Mutzafi (2002, 288-305),* treat
Bourekas films with critical seriousness. However, although emphasizing the
demeaning orientalist representation of Mizrahi neighborhoods as a feature that all
Bourekas share, this approach has not suggested a clear definition of a Bourekas film
nor a Bourekas film corpus.

Several features distinguish this approach from the previous one. Post-colonial
critique of the Bourekas seems free of value or moral judgments; adopting a view
which sees in the Mizrahim an ethnic group (as presented in the Introduction), it
stresses the ethnic aspect of the Bourekas instead of class struggle, and it
comprehends the Bourekas as echoing the official Zionist ideology, which it regards
as both Eurocentric and orientalist.

Shohat's book, The Israeli Cinema: History and Ideology (1989), raises some
perceptive new points on Bourekas. In contrast to Ne'eman and Ben-Shaul's position,
Shohat sees the Bourekas as recapitulating and echoing the original Zionist ideology.
The Bourekas, she claims, like Zionist narratives, use orientalist discourse to define
anew the Mizrahi (non-European) Israelis as inferior to the Ashkenazi (European)
Israelis.

In other words, instead of seeing the Bourekas as the first group of critics does
— as a discursive tool encouraging social escapism,86 which seeks to convince viewers
that the socioeconomic gap between Mizrahim and Ashkenazim is temporary and
subject to change — Shohat sees the Bourekas as orientalist films, with the essential

mission to convince the viewers of the inherent ethnic inferiority of the Mizrahim.

% In this book's last article, written by the The Van Leer Institute Forum for Culture and Society
Studies in Israel, entitled "Mechanism for Producing Canonical Knowledge about the Mizrahim in
Israel" (2002, 288-305).

86 nCandies for the masses,” in Schnitzer’s words (1993, 17).
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A similar view is echoed in Chetrit (2004), who sees the Bourekas as films of
orientalist Zionist propaganda for Mizrahim, which intend to persuade the Mizrahim
that they are to blame for their low socioeconomic status in Israel. For Chetrit,
Bourekas are "films in which the Mizrahi figures are going from blindness to light
thanks to their Ashkenazi brothers" (2004, 134).

Other scholars from this group, Shenhav, Hever, and Mutzafi, present a
slightly different view. They see Bourekas films as texts shaped by the
"modernization approach,"87 which regards Mizrahim as a pre-modern ethnic group
that should be modernized by the state and through contacts with Ashkenazim. The
Mizrahim, they claim, are viewed through a metaphor of a family. The assertion is
that while the first generation of Mizrahi immigrants, the parents, will never achieve
modernity, the second generation, their children, will reach modernity through the
new knowledge they acquire, and will finally become a part of the homogenous,
modern public of Israel.

Shenhav, Hever, and Mutzafi claim that this concept is cinematically realized
through Bourekas films’ family narratives, and show that in Bourekas films, such as
Sallah (1964) and Fortuna (1966), the remoteness of the young Mizrahi figures from

™

their parents' "old fashioned traditions" is a precondition to their assimilation into
Israeli society. Intermarriage in Bourekas films, according to Shenhav, Hever, and
Mutzafi, is also a powerful instrument in the assimilation process of the younger

generation. Sallah does not understand Israel, but his children will, after marrying

Ashkenazim from the kibbutz (Shenhav, Hever, and Mutzafi 2002, 301).88

%7 A discourse adopted by state institutions as an ideological/academic rationale for political action in
the socioeconomic arena, and which was used intensively from 1950 to 1970 (see also the discussion of
Mizrahim in the Introduction).

% The emphasis on intermarriage as a solution to the main conflict of the films' Mizrahi figures in
Shenhav, Hever, and Mutzafi’s analysis, seems to echo writings of the previous group of critics.
Indeed, common to both analyses is the assumption that the Bourekas express elite Zionist ideology
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Lubin (2001, 178) also sees an echo of Zionist ideology in Bourekas films, but
seems to think that more relevant than the “modernization approach” to the Bourekas
is their resonance with the "negation of exile,” which refers to the Zionist discourse’s
rejection of all that is considered pre-Zionist and "exilic," in Israeli culture. Lubin
claims that all representations of Mizrahim in Israeli cinema (including the Bourekas)
are shaped to echo the Zionist demand for all new immigrants to deny their previous,
exile-based cultures in order to assimilate into a new Israeli society. The Mizrahim
represented in Israeli cinema repeat, through their journey towards modernity, the
master Zionist narrative of exile and redemption.

Shohat is the only scholar of this group who attempts to seriously describe the
Bourekas as a film group. However, despite the tremendous significance of her work
in this context, it still leaves several issues unresolved. First, perhaps because of the
diachronic approach of her study, Shohat does not offer a Bourekas film corpus, nor
does she clearly define the Bourekas cinematically as a film group.

An example of Shohat's ambiguous comprehension of Bourekas can be found
in a relatively late article (1999) of hers on the subject. There, soon after she
formulates a kind of generic definition that excludes Bourekas non-comic ﬁlms,89 she
presents the film Fortuna (1964), a non-comic melodrama, as an archetype of
Bourekas films (1999, 52). One may conclude from this that Shohat sees the Bourekas

as a kind of hybrid film genre, which combines elements from melodrama and

and that it’s a kind of ideological state apparatus (see Chapter 2). However, while modern critics view
what they see as the Bourekas’ false presentation of Israeli reality as a sign of the ideological
decadence of the Zionist elite, and as testimony to the diminution of true Zionist values by the Zionist
establishment, Shenhav, Hever, and Mutzafi see the Bourekas as an implementation of the Zionist
elite's values of the time. They see these films as an apparatus that serves to reproduce and distribute
these values.

% Shohat’s definition is as follows: "It is possible to see the Bourekas comic films from the sixties and
seventies as allegories about the tension — as well as the reconciliation — between Ashkenazim and
Mizrahim” (1999, 52).
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comedy, or as a “cycle” occurring during a particular period in Israeli film history.
Nevertheless, Shohat does not clarify this issue.

Another difficulty with Shohat's approach to the Bourekas is her insistence
that these films serve as pro-European, orientalist propaganda in general, and contain
a defamation against Mizrahi Israeli culture in particular. This argument presents
Bourekas' popularity among Mizrahi viewers as inexplicable: why would Mizrahim
adore films which present them reductively?

Shohat answers this by suggesting that Mizrahim viewers were entranced by
the carnival-like depiction of regular life and authority figures in the Bourekas.
However, it appears that by accepting this explanation for the success of the Bourekas
among Mizrahi viewers, one must believe that the Mizrahim watched these films
selectively, seeing only this aspect and ignoring the degrading ones. Shohat does not
explain this paradox.

To summarize this review of critical literature on the Bourekas, previous
critics from both groups laid down the foundations for Bourekas research. Their main
contribution to its development was their suggestion that a particular presentation of
the Mizrahi neighborhood, community, and family is essential to a Bourekas film.
Nevertheless, none of these critics supplied a definitive corpus of Bourekas films, nor
did they successfully explain the enormous popularity and commercial success of
Bourekas films in Israel.

However, before moving on, [ would like to emphasizes the unique
contribution to the Bourekas research made by Dayan, from the first group of critics,
in his article "Return to the Ghetto Culture" (1976), which has importance in shaping
this dissertation's approach to the Bourekas. In this article Dayan compares the

comedies Kunilemel in Tel Aviv (1976) and Lupo in New York (1976). Although
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Dayan (like other critics’®) considers Lupo in New York to be a Bourekas film, he
indicates that both films have mutual sources in the traditional Yiddish theater. In the
same article Dayan claims that Sallah (1964), like Lupo in New York and Kunilemel in
Tel Aviv, has its source in Eastern European Jewish culture (what he calls the "ghetto
culture of Eastern Europe") and hints to the fact that other Bourekas films have the
same sources (1976, 54). Dayan also indicates that both the main actors (1976, 56) as
well as the directors of the Bourekas films are usually of Ashkenazi origins (1976,
54).

Although all this is remarked upon only briefly within a broader discussion of
Kunilemel in Tel Aviv and Lupo in New York, and is poorly supported by Dayan’s
evidence, explanations, and examples, to me these remarks indicate the proper
direction that Bourekas research should have taken — and indeed the direction that has
been taken by this dissertation, as will be clarified in due course.

In the coming section, by relying on perceptions shaped by previous research
but using them more consistently, the study will offer a full rendering of the cycle of
Bourekas films, and a thematic analysis of this corpus. Such an effort will move us
towards a comprehensive definition of a Bourekas film and a valid explanation for the

Bourekas’ success.

II. A Bourekas Corpus
The Bourekas film group is comprised of comedies, melodramas (Fortuna)
and musical films (Kazablan); accordingly, this group can hardly be approached as a
film genre (Altman 1999, 1-28). However, the fact that the Bourekas offer new
themes and a particular new representation of a Mizrahi community, which reflects

the ideological and political discourse of their time, and which is shared by all of the

% Shohat calls it "Ashkenazi Bourekas" (1989, 121).
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group's films, renders the Bourekas as a film cycle. The proposed corpus of this
Bourekas film cycle includes only films that focus on the particular presentation of a
Mizrahi neighborhood, community, or family. All of these are films that have been
indicated as Bourekas films by previous critics.

Critics from both schools claim that Bourekas films lost their social function
starting the middle of the 1970s, and particularly after 1977, when the Likud Party
came to power (Ne'eman 1999, Ben-Shaul 1999, Shohat 1989). As a result, I have
selected 1977 as the last year for the Bourekas film cycle. 11 films were selected in
all, released between Sallah in 1964 and 1977. The study offers the following corpus
(the film’s title is followed by its director and its year of release):

Sallah (Sallah Shabati) / Ephraim Kishon, 1964
Fortuna / Menachen Golan, 1966
Aliza Mizrahi /| Menachem Golan, 1967
Katz and Karasso (Katz ve Karasso) / Menachem Golan, 1971
Kazablan / Menachem Golan, 1973
Slomoniko / Alfred Seinhardt, 1972
Charlie and a Half (Charlie Vahetzi) / Boaz Davidson, 1974
Snooker / Boaz Davidson, 1975
Rabbi Gamliel (Hacham Gamliel) / Yoel Zilberberg, 1975
You Can Work It Out, Slomoniko (Yih'yve Tov Slomoniko) / Alfred Steinhardt, 1975

The Tsan’ani Family (Mishpahat Tsan ani) / Boaz Davidson, 1976

As indicated, all of the above films have been mentioned by other critics as
Bourekas films. Moreover, a substantial group within the corpus contains films that

critics see as "Bourekas classics" — films that they believe serve as templates for other
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Bourekas films in their respective eras, or best demonstrate the group’s essential
characteristics. These include:
o Sallah (Sallah Shabati) (1964), which Ne'eman (1979), Shnizer (1994), and
Dayan (1976) regard as the Bourekas archetype.
o Fortuna (1966), which Shohat (1999) describes as a Bourekas archetype
because it is full of orientalist motifs.
e Katz and Karasso (Katz ve Karasso) (1971), which according to Ne'eman best
demonstrates the “social escapism” that he says serves as a central motif for
the Bourekas (1979, 21).
e Kazablan (1973), Golan’s “Mizrahi Rhapsody,” which is also seen as a model
heavily imitated by later Bourekas films (Shnizer 1993, 17).
In addition, Charlie and a Half (Charlie Vahetzi) (1974), Snooker (1975), and
The Tsan’ani Family (Mishpahat Tsan ani) (1976), are three Bourekas films by Boaz
Davidson, whom critics consider the prime Bourekas director (Shohat 1989, Dayan
1976). Davidson apparently coined the term “Bourekas,” and he is the one creator to
refrain from defending the group against critical attacks (see Shiran 1978, interview

with Davidson).

lll. Thematic Analysis of the Particular Representation
of Mizrahim in the Bourekas Corpus

The Bourekas’ most elusive innovation, which is also a feature all critics agree
that Bourekas films share, is the particular presentation of the Mizrahi neighborhood,
community, and family. As a result, it is only natural to search for the thematic
characteristics of these films through an analysis of this particular presentation. The
coming section will analyze the presentation of Mizrahi neighborhood, community,

and family in the films of the offered corpus.
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Alienation and Detachment of the Mizrahi Community and Neighborhood
from the Governing Authorities

Bourekas films portray the Mizrahi neighborhood as a place in which the
authorities scarcely appear. Although most of the neighborhoods in these films are
inhabited by school children, there are no schools visible in the neighborhood; though
the residents are obviously impoverished, there are rarely social workers or welfare
agencies around.’’ The detachment of the neighborhood from the authorities also
expresses itself in the fact that no one in the neighborhood is employed by the
government, which means that no one receives wages from the authorities.”” The
neighborhood in these films is depicted by the cinematic author (the director) as a
world of its own, neglected by the authorities and alienated from them.”

In the Bourekas, the absence of the police from the Mizrahi neighborhood is
especially apparent when we consider the level of crime these films ascribe to the
Mizrahi neighborhood. This absence is accentuated by the fact that the neighborhood
is largely composed of marginalized and unemployed characters who are on the verge

of crime. Under the circumstances, it would make sense for the police to roam the

! Actually, only in Sallah does a social worker appear, but this is a kibbutz member who volunteered
for this job and is not connected to authorities.

%2 It seems that there are three exceptions to this rule in the Bourekas corpus: Aliza Mizrahi, Fortuna
and Slomoniko. But this is only at first glance, since in these films the alienation and the rift between
the government as an employer and the Mizrahim stayed the same in only in principal. In Aliza Mizrahi
the heroine indeed works at a police station. However, Aliza (Edna Fliedel) isn’t exactly a police
officer (she's the cleaning lady). The study will detail later in this section the manner by which the film
accentuates her exclusion and alienation within the establishment and the immediate and natural
conflict between her and the policemen (the Ashkenazim). In Fortuna the men in the Mizrahi family
presented do work in Yam Hamelach Industries (which belonged to the government then), but the rift
between the Mizrahi figures and their factory management turns into a real conflict which ends in a
long strike. In Slomoniko, the hero's (Reuvebn Yotam) governmental place of work — the port in Tel
Aviv — is shut down and the hero is fired. Slomoniko himself soon thereafter resigns from his new and
depressing governmental working place (the Ashdod port).

9 Support for the fact that this might be a theatrical characteristic of Bourekas can be gleaned from
Shohat, who suggests that the carnival-like portrayal of the elite's representatives in Bourekas films and
the alienation of the main characters from them is one of the main appeals the Bourekas films have for
the Mizrahi audience (1989, 136).
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neighborhood day and night. But actually, and this may seem a little puzzling, the
absence of the police is one of the fundamental characteristics of these films.

In Sallah, policemen appear only outside of the neighborhood, or as a force
that threatens its very existence. In one scene, for example, a policeman is seen
guarding the election committee building, whose stone bricks testify to its location
outside of the transit camp (the Mizrahi “neighborhood” of this film).”* The other
occasion in the film where policemen appear — this time inside the camp — is when
coming to forcefully evacuate the camp’s inhabitants. It is meaningful, in this context,
that the police’s only appearance inside the camp marks the end of the latter as a
living space for the Mizrahi community.

In Charlie and a Half, despite the outright criminal activity of Sasson (Zeev
Revach) and his large and faithful bodyguard Gdalya, the police don't appear. It seems
as though the police are virtually non-existent as far as the characters are concerned,
given that no one even mentions them. The police do actually appear once, but the
fact that they appear in the center of town while Charlie (Yehuda Barkan) and Miko
"work" (i.e., engage in criminal activity) only stresses the law's neglect of the
neighborhood.

In Snooker, as well, the daily routine of the leading characters (Gabriel and
Hanukkah) includes gambling, fraud, and petty crime, but the police are still absent.
Here, too, as in Sallah the appearance of policemen outside the neighborhood serves
to highlight their absence within it. However, their appearance is somewhat
grotesque: we see the policemen at a bank, in the center of town. There, they exhibit
great admiration for Salvador (Yosef Shiloah), a former Israeli criminal who became

an all-powerful American gangster.

** Since in the transit camp (Ma'abara) there seem to be only wooden huts and tin shacks.
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In Slomoniko too, the cinematic author depicts a scene in which the police are
absent despite the fact that circumstances demand their presence. Though the wife of
Slomoniko (the protagonist, Reuven Yotam) explains that the escalating level of
crime is the reason for leaving the neighborhood, there are still no policemen in sight.
Here too, it seems as though the police are virtually nonexistent in the hero's mind.
Slomoniko, who stands against the crooks and felons that threaten his family,
considers his solitary struggle against them to be natural.

The disconnection between the neighborhood's inhabitants and the authorities
is underlined by the scarcity of their encounters inside the neighborhood sphere.
When the authorities' agents do finally appear in the neighborhoods, their alienation
and estrangement is very apparent. In Sallah, for example, the only time a government
official appears inside the transition camp he is being escorted by policemen who
protect him from the hostile population. In Kazablan, when the lone municipality
clerk comes to the neighborhood to prepare the papers for the destruction of the
residents’ houses, the residents unite against him.

The rift between the Mizrahi public and the authorities in the Bourekas is also
emphasized by the portrayal of the authorities' representatives as incompetent and
inefficient when interacting with members of the Mizrahi community. In Sallah, for
example, government officials seem quite helpless as they witness Sallah’s lack of
professionalism and proud idleness; and the housing ministry clerk seems at a loss
when facing the strike that Sallah organizes ("No housing complex! We want the
transit camp”’) against the evacuation of the transit camp’s residents.

In Aliza Mizrahi the alienation between the female protagonist, a member of
the Mizrahi community, and the authorities is depicted by way of emphasizing the

differences in the level of competitiveness. The policemen at the station in which
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Aliza works are depicted as a bunch of infantile and impotent individuals, whereas
Aliza is portrayed as an assertive and manipulative woman, who proves to be more
competent as a police officer than the real policemen.

The hostility between the Mizrahi inhabitants of the neighborhood and the
authorities leads to an implicit contest between the two sectors. In this struggle, the
members of the Mizrahi community are usually the ones who have the last word.
Time and again, the authority’s officials are tricked by the Mizrahi residents of the
neighborhood. In Sallah, for example, the housing ministry clerk is tooled by a simple
trick that Sallah plays on him and gives Sallah a house. In Katz and Karasso,
Karasso's son manages to fool Mr. Israeli, a corrupt government official with an
excessive sexual appetite: Karasso’s son gets the contract from him by taking

advantage of his weaknesses and making the most of his dubious character.

Ruthless Competition as a Way of Life: The War of All Against All

The competitive atmosphere is, indeed, an important characteristic of the
Mizrahi community's representation in the Bourekas.” Though the competitiveness is
not exclusively attributed to the Mizrahi characters it is perceived to be one of the key
characteristics of this sector, and is a central theme in these films. Unlike the notion
implied by earlier critics of the Bourekas films, competition in them isn't limited to a

struggle over sources of income and over socio-economic status. The competition is

9 We can glean support for this idea from previous critiques: Ne'eman suggests that the Bourekas
films present a competitive, capitalistic world that renounces the pseudo-socialistic rhetoric of the elites
(Ne'eman 1979, 21). Ben-Shaul develops the idea of competition and formulates the role it plays in the
Bourekas when characterizing the Bourekas thematically as dealing with "competitive oppositions
between ethnic, class oriented and generational collectives," a theme which is illustrated in the plot by
the characters "chasing each other around" (Ben-Shaul 1999, 129).
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not only between sectors, classes, or collectives, as it has a more profound meaning in
these films: it is competition as a way of life.

The Bourekas recreate a crowded and confined world that seems to offer only
limited sources of income. The struggle for survival forces the residents to partake in
a ruthless competition over anything that represents affluence, or could produce
affluence: money, power, women, men, snooker, cleverness, knowledge, beauty,
masculinity, and the talent of manipulating others. These elements are recurrent
themes of the competitions presented in the Bourekas films.

In Katz and Karasso and The Tsan’ani Family, for example, the competition
which appears in the film is, indeed, a way of life. This vicious competition surpasses
financial boundaries and is clearly much more than a business competition.

In Katz and Karasso both family businesses pursue the same insurance deal
(insuring the Port of Eilat), which suggests that the opportunities in the business world
are limited. Survival demands that the characters engage in an ongoing and ruthless
competition which goes against the rules of the game and confuses boundaries
between the business and family spheres, as the film shows. In The Tsan ’ani Family,
the financial competition between the Tsan’ani’s and the Na'im's shoe shops involves
a sexual angle that intensifies the competition. Both Israel Ben-Na'im (Y osef Shiloah)
and Tsion Tsan’ani (Gabi Amrani) woo the pretty neighbor (Geula Noni). In both
films, the competitive atmosphere is reinforced by an overcrowded and people-laden
geographical area. In The Tsan’ani Family, the 