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Three pictures, vastly different in themes and treatment, took the 2009 fall
festivals by surprise. First, and closest to us, there was “Lebanon™, which collected
the Golden Lion in Venice, the highest accolade ever received by an Israeli picture.
The Best Director award in Venice went to “Women without Men”, the first feature
film of Shirin Neshat, a famous video artist born in Iran and relocated to New York.
And the Film Critics, again in Venice, chose Jessica Hausner’s “Lourdes” as the
best film of the festival. Alf three of them proceeded to cross the Atlantic and land a
few days later in Toronto, to be once again acclaimed as three of the most important
Hfilms of the year.

“Lebanon”, already screened in our cinemas, has been widely covered by the press,
but we could not possibly ignore this very intimate and harrowing expression
of the war horrors, fashioned by director Shmuel Maoz out of his own personal
memories.

“Lourdes”, on the contrary, is a cool, dispassionate, precise attempt to assess the
nature of a presumed miracle. Jessica Hausner, a young Austrian director, went to a
location in the South of France reputed to be one of the Holy Virgin’s preferred places
to produce miracles. Hausner’s camera pretends to document the visit of a paraplegic
young woman who, two thirds into the film, stands up and walks. How come, why
she and not someone else, does faith has anything to do with it, are only some of the
questions raised by the film, and don’t expect any clear cut answers to take home
with. The faith and miracle industry, on other hand, are given full treatment, and so is
the system organized by the Catholic Church to maintain the Lourdes site.

One of the world’s most respected video artists around, Shirin Neshat chose to
make her entrance into the feature films field with the adaptation of Shahrnush
Parsipur’s “Women without Men”, a short and much admired novel blending
political observations with magic realism, and anathema in the eyes of the Islamic
Revolution. Behind the story of four women, each representing a different aspect of
Persian society, Neshat chose to stress the background, namely the 1953 coup d’etat
engineered by the British and American Intelligence to toppie the democratically
elected, leftist Mossadegh regime and bring back the Shah and his hated secret
police. For Neshat, the West’s interference with Iranian politics ultimately opened
the door for the Ayatoullahs to step in. To have a better grasp of these two films
hopefully to be presented one day soon by one of our own festival, we have chosen
for these issue some highlights of their interviews in Venice and Toronto.

Also in this issue: Nagisa Oshima, Japan’s leading filmmaker of the post-Kurosawa
period and the most influential director of Japan’s New Wave, has been immobilized
for many years by poor health and as time goes by, it seems the only film of his still
remembered was the highly controversial “Empire of the Senses” which shocked
many critics and even more censors around the world. But Oshima, and his very
personal cinema criticizing the moral, political and sexual conduct of Japanese
society at every level, deserves to be remembered and who knows, hopefully, one of
the Cinematheques will wake up and show us a full retrospective of his work.
Quentin Tarantino and his “Inglorious Basterds™ have generated some of the more
controversial opinions of any film released in 2009. This romp through the Second
World War, leading to the annihilation of the entire Nazi leadership in a Paris cinema,
has been labeled as anything from irresponsible and infantile to brilliant and highly
entertaining. Erez Dvora’s survey of the reactions to Terantino’s latest opus, going
from one end of the spectrum to the other, reflects the conflicts between present day
film critics and audiences no less than the differences of opinions about the film
itself.

Finally, for our Archive section, we asked Danny Warth to look again at G. W.
Pabst’s “Pandora’s Box” and its companion piece, “Diary of a Lost Girl”, two of the
finest examples of late German silent cinema, but even more, the two films which
revealed a unique talent, almost unknown before and largely ignored after these
pictures. Within the space of two years (1927-8) Louise Brooks became one of the
most illustrious icons the cinema has ever had, the prototype of the free, independent,
irreverent woman, rejecting old-fashioned morals and not giving a damn whether she
is right or wrong.
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