
By Daniel M. Kimmel
Only weeks after the 2010

French film “La Rafle” opened
here, we get another film about
the 1942 roundup of French
Jews. 

“Sarah’s Key” is based on Ta-
tiana De Rosnay’s novel and tells
two stories. In 1942, we follow
young Sarah Starzynski (Mélusine
Mayance) as her family is round-
ed up and kept in hellish condi-
tions in a sports stadium. She is
then separated from her parents
at a deportation camp. All the
while she holds on to a key to a
closet in her apartment where
she has hidden her little brother.

In the present, American
writer Julia Jarmon (Kristin Scott
Thomas) is a journalist in Paris
working on a story about the
1942 roundup and the shameless
French complicity in it. As she
continues digging she discovers
that the family apartment her
husband is having refurbished
was once occupied by the
Starzynskis, and she tries to learn

what happened to them. 
Sarah endures horrible losses,

but is eventually taken in by a
French farmer, managing to sur-
vive the war. Indeed, most of the
French characters we get to know
– as opposed to anonymous po-
lice and guards – are good peo-
ple. It’s reassuring that there
were good people who did the
right thing, sometimes at the risk

of their own lives. However, it’s
also a bit easy on the viewer in
that the “bad” Frenchmen are in-
terchangeable while the good
ones are individuals we get to
know at some level.

The present day story also
raises some interesting ques-
tions, not so much as to Julia’s
martial problems – she’s preg-
nant but her husband thinks

they’re too old for another child
– but as to the legacy of this hor-
rendous chapter in history. On
the one hand is the powerful
message that we should remem-
ber the victims of the Holocaust
not as statistics but as individual
people, each with his or her own
story. Julia wants to reclaim and
preserve Sarah’s story.

However, on deeper reflec-
tion, “Sarah’s Key” leaves us
with the idea that this was all
about finding moral lessons in
history for non-Jews, rather than
in preserving and propagating
Jewish life. The argument some-
times made about intermarriage
is that it’s important to raise
Jewish families to deny Hitler

the goal of the eradication of the
Jewish people. Without giving
away any of the twists of the
plot, one is hard pressed to see
that outcome in the story here.
That doesn’t make this a bad
film, because there certainly
were stories like this. The film-
makers may think they leave us
with a hopeful ending, but from
a Jewish perspective it’s hard to
see it that way.

In a world where some coun-
tries are still in denial about the
stains on their history, it is in-
deed a positive sign that France
is producing films like “La
Rafle” and “Sarah’s Key” that
raise the question of how a sup-
posedly civilized nation could
do this to its own citizens. As we
learn each Yom Kippur, the first
step toward atonement is recog-
nizing that you’ve done wrong.

Daniel M. Kimmel lectures

widely on a variety of film-re-

lated topics and can be reached

at danielmkimmel@gmail.com.
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‘Sarah’s Key’ raises questions about past and present

Movie Maven
“Sarah’s Key” opens August 5

at the Kendall Square Cinemas,

Cambridge.

Kristin Scott Thomas as a journalist investigating the 1942

roundup of French Jews.

By Olga Gershenson
The audience was remarkably

quiet during a screening of “The
Law in These Parts” at the Jeru-
salem Film Festival. My fellow Is-
raelis, who usually have no qualms
about exchanging opinions during
a movie, or even about answering
an occasional cell phone call, sat
absolutely still. Even after the
movie ended, there was a moment
of shocked silence before the audi-
ence burst into applause and
called onstage the director,
Ra’anan Alexandrowicz, and the
producer, Liran Atzmor. It was very
clear which film would win the
prize for best documentary.

“The Law” explores the legal
side of military rule in the occu-
pied territories. A complex system
of orders and laws has developed
since 1967 that allowed for the
creation of settlements, justified
land confiscation and provided a
basis for arrest and imprisonment
of thousands of Palestinians,
many of them without a court
hearing or anything resembling
the due process that any citizen
would expect. The audience that
gathered for the festival in the
beautiful Cinematheque building
overlooking the Old City was
shocked into silence, because this
complex system that has defined
everyday life of Palestinians over
the past 40 years is all but invisible
to most Israelis.

What Alexandrowicz shows
masterfully in his carefully con-
structed film is that the law is not
objective. It is a kind of narrative,
and like any narrative, it relies on
interpretation. Throughout, the
director draws a parallel between
the process of legal judgment and
that of documentary filmmaking.
Both are undertaken by people
with their own views, goals and
agendas.

In its thoughtful self-conscious-
ness, the film is a part of an Israeli
documentary tradition that is

highly aware of its medium. Like
Asher Tlalim’s “Don’t Touch My
Holocaust” (1994), Yulie Gerstel’s
“My Land Zion” (2005) or Yael
Hersonsky’s more recent “A Film
Unfinished” (2010), neither the
identity nor the responsibility of
the filmmaker is obscured either
on or off screen.

From the opening moment,
where the director’s voiceover ex-
plains, “This is my documentary
film,” the human agency of the
construction of narrative is evi-
dent. On screen, the assistants are
putting together the sets – a chair
and a table – under the lamps, ca-
bles and microphones, with a large
screen onto which the archival
footage will be projected in the
background. On this set,
Alexandrowicz interviews a num-
ber of former military judges and
members of the Israeli High Court
of Justice. Throughout these inter-
views, the director keeps remind-
ing us that this is his film and
hence his interpretation of judges’
decisions, which themselves are in-
terpretations of law.

These interviews also show
how the laws themselves develop

in response to personal agendas,
political goals and perceived mili-
tary needs, rather than to any ab-
stract idea of justice. One of the
elderly judges acknowledges that
in 1967, Israel decided that be-
cause there was a political need to
“keep order,” the Israel Defense
Forces should establish a legal sys-
tem to rule the territories rather
than to extend an existing Israeli
legal system to include the occu-
pied land. An entirely new legal
system came into being, designed,
as the judge explains, “to keep
order, not only justice.”

Amazingly, Alexandrowicz suc-
ceeds in presenting his indictment
of the Israeli legal system without
demonizing the judges. His cam-
era is sympathetic to the old men,
and he shows their human vulner-
ability and their moments of hesi-
tation. They are the products of
their time, and they did the best
they could, under the circum-
stances. And yet, the story that
emerges from the judges’ answers
to Alexandrowicz’s unhurried and
calm questioning is deeply disturb-
ing to any audience and perhaps
especially to Israeli ears. One of the

more shocking stories reveals the
roots of legal decisions creating a
basis for the settlement movement.

Initially, when the territories fell
under the rule of the IDF, Israel
conformed to international law ac-
cording to which confiscation of
occupied lands in private or public
ownership is allowed only for se-
curity reasons. Thus, when the first
settlement, Elon Moreh, was built
on Palestinian land by a group of
guerrilla volunteers, the local own-
ers sued and won. The news
reached Ariel Sharon, who imme-
diately grasped the implications.
He gathered an emergency meet-
ing of legal advisers, and a young
lawyer, Alexander Rabati, found a
legal loophole.

Under an old and forgotten Ot-
toman law, so-called mawat land,
land between villages that is un-
used for agriculture or other pur-
poses, may be claimed by the cur-
rent state. The next morning,
Sharon surveyed the occupied ter-
ritories by helicopter and mapped
the patches of land in between vil-
lages. This land, claimed by the
state of Israel, would turn rapidly
into settlements in the West Bank

and Gaza. The consequences of re-
suscitating mawat land law are
hard to overestimate: Today, about
half a million Israeli citizens live in
such settlements.

Equally upsetting is the ac-
knowledgment of the judges that
they knew that Shabak, the Israel
Security Agency, used torture and
yet, before the high court ruling
against it, they did not object to
these methods of investigation. As
in other cases, the order was more
important than the justice. Even
the Israeli High Court of Justice
was not free from these deep bias-
es: The film quotes research ac-
cording to which the vast majority
of the high court rulings favored
the interests of the state.

“The Law in These Parts” was
one of the artful portrayals of the
situation in the occupied territo-
ries and Gaza at the festival, along
with “Luxuries” by David Ofek,
“Concrete” by Nurit Kedar, and
“Tears of Gaza” by Vibeke Lokke-
berg. Still, there are those who
have stopped their ears to the hard
messages of the films. But for those
whose eyes and ears are open, per-
haps “The Law in These Parts”
could jumpstart a national conver-
sation about the rule of law in the
territory under Israel’s jurisdiction.

Olga Gershenson is associate
professor of Judaic and Near East-
ern studies at the UMass.-Amherst.
She is writing a book about the
Holocaust in Soviet films. This ar-
ticle is reprinted with permission
of The Forward.

A documentary puts Israeli justice on trial
One of the more

shocking stories

reveals the roots of

legal decisions

creating a basis for

the settlement

movement.

“The Law in These Parts” explores the Israeli legal system for the occupied territories.
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