

















MODESTY BITES

in present-day Israel in Anat Yuta Zuria’s BLACK BUS.
A review by Aily Nash.
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The bus as a platform for social change: living with discrimination

Weaving two women's stories together:
Anat Yuta Zuria’s BLACK BUS

What initially comes to mind when watching Anat Yuta
Zuria’s Berlinale Forum contribution BLACK BUS (Israel)
is Rosa Parks and the civil rights movement, yet we are
reminded that even today the bus remains a poignant
public space of such discrimination. It is a historically
loaded vehicle of societal inequities, and her documentary
brings us the story of contemporary women in Israel who
obstinately refuse to be treated as second-class citizens.

The film pivots between Sara and Shulamit, who
have recently “come out” - renouncing their ultra-orthodox

roots and tenaciously setting out to bring awareness to others through sharing their
experiences via their respective mediums. Sara is a blogger who has used this outlet to
purge herself of repression, and Shulamit attempts to make sense of the world around
her, naively flouting her community by intrusively photographing them. Weaving the
two women's stories together, and seamlessly integrating Shulamit’s still photographs
as well as Sara’s interviews with various friends and readers of her blog, Zuria utilizes
their mediums to enrich the film's own visual style and narrative approach.

The quotidian space of the bus is the crux of the film, and we come to learn
why Hasidic women and men prefer to be separated from one another: modesty. The
Hasidic focus on modesty, and the implicit repression and denial of sex that accompa-
nies such rigid regulations is at the heart of the two women'’s protest. The lovelessness
in marriage, family, and by extension throughout the community, leads to superficial
judgments, intolerance, and banishment. The film’s climax occurs when the collision of
these conflicting viewpoints comes to a head. Shulamit refuses to sit in the women’s
section at the back of the bus, proclaiming her right as a citizen of the democratic State
of Israel to sit where she pleases on a public bus. The scene turns aggressive and cha-
otic as men begin yelling obscenities. At times we feel that the theme is getting
flogged, not to death, but to the point of weakening the impact of the powerful scenes
with too much retelling and rehashing of the same points.

Yet the film gives voice to an important and under-reported issue in today’s
dialogue on human and gender rights. Its depiction of everyday street life in Israel is
keen and provides a context for these two women's stories. The precarious nature of a
bus ride aptly demonstrates the unstable foundation upon which Sara and Shulamit
stagger to find meaning and gain footing in their newly acquired freedom.

FILM IN COLLARS

A portrait of Indian filmmaker
Madhusree Dutta. By Erzsébet Pldjds.

Youthful freshness and versatility rooted in first-hand
experiences are embodied in the character of Indian film-
maker, Madhusree Dutta.”In cities that produce films on such
large scales, the influence of the films is everywhere: lifestyle,
fashion etc!, states Madhusree at the “Cinema Unlimited”
panel of the Berlinale Talent Campus. This is the main idea of
her interdisciplinary installation project CINEMA CITY, which

Madhusree Dutta on the Campus panel
“Cinema Unlimited: Intercontinental Connections”

can be seen in the Forum expanded section of the 60th Berlinale. One of her previous
feature films, MADE IN INDIA, gives us insight into the “practical” part of Bollywood. If
the Indian film industry, so attached to the community around it, is the scene, then
Madhusree’s film takes us behind the scenes. Her last feature film 7 ISLANDS AND A
METRO is the first Indian non-fiction film to be commercially released.

Madhusree applies to her films all the fields she is engaged in: theatre, art
pedagogy, literature, feminist and students’ movements, activism etc. Originally want-
ing to become an actress, she started her versatile career in theatre. She later realized,
however, that the repetition that comes with plays did not satisfy her curiosity and her
appetite for change. Thus she turned to filmmaking, which gives her the opportunity
to blend documentary, fiction, art and all kinds of social themes and provide constant
variations of these. The notions of fiction and documentary, however, can no longer be
separated, notes Madhusree, and she believes these ideas should be reconsidered. The
overlapping of these fields of interest and her close relation to all subjects makes her
work very accurate indeed.

All these connections come down with a greater strength in India because of
the social role film plays in Bollywood. Films permeate everyday life there like nowhere
else in the world. It is an organic part of society not only virtually but literally.
Madhusree tells a story that proves this better than any academic lecture: A man who
lives in a hut in the middle of Bombay gathers picture strips that were thrown away
and boils them for some time. Then he erases their content and sells them. These blank
films serve very nicely as collar hardeners. Not quite a bedtime story, but this is just the
point, because it reflects a way of thinking that doesn’t avoid social reality.

What activists rarely admit, Madhusree states openly: the fact that their deeds
are motivated less by helping others and more by helping themselves. The connection
she makes with a person works both ways and benefits both sides. This honest and
humble attitude is a rarity amongst filmmakers.
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SOME DAY

Feo Aladag’s WHEN WE LEAVE featured in

the Berlinale Panorama. A review by Aleksandar Radovanovic.
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Feo Aladag’s WHEN WE LEAVE

WHEN WE LEAVE (Germany) tells the story of
Umay, a German woman of Turkish descent
who flees an unhappy marriage and seeks
refuge in her family home. “She is not at
home, after all’, her father says, and, despite her
hopes, she will discover that he is right. Her fam-
ily’s system of values is that of the community it
belongs to. To their mind, Umay is a property in
possession of her husband and has to bear with
whatever the marriage involves.

Feo Aladag’s feature debut evolved
from her writings on the issue of family violence.
Picking her character from the Turkish minority,
she juxtaposes female emancipation with patri-
archy taken to the level of abuse. Slaps fly all
around, but in the end, a woman has to accept
that “the hand that strikes is the hand that
soothes!” Aladag makes a good point by show-
ing that phallocentrism survives largely because
of the staunch support of women themselves.

Umay’s mother is subdued by aggression to the
point of holding it as inevitable. The power to
sway her husband lies in her hands, yet all she
does is encourage his conviction that no recon-
ciliation is possible and that radical steps have
to be taken in order to remove the stain from
the family name.

In her departure from tradition, Aladag
chooses not to employ Turkish folk music, but
uses piano passages which are, coincidentally,
quite reminiscent of those heard in Jane Cam-
pion’s THE PIANO, another story of a woman’s
struggle for emancipation. She seems to have
had plenty of material to draw on from her re-
search and preferred to include most of it. For
the story it tells, the film would have probably
made a stronger impact in a more concise form.
As it is, WHEN WE LEAVE climaxes at several
points, making us feel we have already under-
stood the message it repeatedly conveys.
However, by keeping the pace steady, Aladag
manages to keep the audience involved with
her heroine. An actress herself (though not in
this film), she manages to pull the best out of
her cast, with Sibel Kekilli's lead being particu-
larly compelling.

WHEN WE LEAVE is a bold criticism not
only of the oppression that happens behind
closed doors, but also of the fact that it can be
publicly accepted. Resolving the cultural differ-
ences will take quite a while, but showing the
issues is the first step.

SOCIAL SALAD

The Berlinale Competition film PLEASE GIVE. A review by Espéra G. Donouvossi.

In PLEASE GIVE (USA), directed by Nicole Holofcener, everything happens within an appa-
rently familiar circle. The film shows characters dealing with hypocrisy, guiltiness and awk-
wardness and is like a transposition of real life to cinema. One might quickly recognise oneself
in this film: the characters’lives may seem different from ours, and yet we feel connected to them.

Two sisters, Rebecca and Mary, must care for their crotchety elderly grandmother. Next
door, a couple, Alex and Kate, have to deal with the caprice of their 15-year-old daughter Abby.
Also, Alex is cheating on Kate, although she doesn’t know it. This is a real family drama, but Nicole
Holofcener turns it into to a comedy (with some exaggeration). She shoots the quotidian life in an
apartment to reveal how hard and complicated family life can be, and also how useful and
important it is. The cast conveys that beautifully.

The grandmother is realistically funny and annoying. The young people are trying to live
their dream, while the couple is facing infidelity — a real social salad. The death of the grandmother
and Alex’s decision to stop cheating may lead to the message of the film: there is always an end to
everything.

Unfortunately, although the director shows certain aspects of real life, she fails to draw a
deeply meaningful conclusion. But the overall quality of the storytelling, the movie’s structure, and
its lifelike qualities make this comedy enjoyable and memorable.
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