Interview in HotDocs Daily, April 2006



LIFE LESSONS LEARNED WITH THE CEMETERY CLUB
by Deryck Ramcharitar 





[image: image1.jpg]



Tali Shemesh, director of The Cemetery Club 

Mount Herzl, named after the father of political Zionism, stands in Jerusalem host to a national cemetery where many Israeli leaders are laid to rest. Among these deceased giants, a small group of elderly men and women walk, lawn chairs in hand, to sit under a nearby pine tree and discuss everything from poetry to Palestine.

In The Cemetery Club, director Tali Shemesh brings us a penetrating glimpse into the lives of the "Mt. Herzl Academy" members, specifically following her grandmother, Mynia, and her great aunt, Lena over a period of five years. Shemesh said that she has known about the group since she was a child and wanted to tell a story about Jewish elders that simply showed them living their life, not as holocaust survivors, or old folks, but just as people.

"Most films with older people are very serious with the holocaust survivors. They don't let you see the life of these people," says Shemesh.

The film, making its international premiere at Hot Docs, is incredibly successful in avoiding the oversimplified treatment of the elders by exploring the conflict and camaraderie between two very different women. Lena and Mynia find themselves bound together by family, the "Academy", and a haunting past.

The idea of balance permeates the entire film, on many different levels. We see the elders sitting near a cemetery as they themselves are close to death. Yet, it is here that many of them come to life. The Cemetery Club is beautifully intimate in its exploration of love and loss, which linger over these elderly citizens as they speak candidly about their own faults and their respective families. At one point, while Lena is describing her days in the Jewish ghettos, the camera is focused directly on her face and we see her strength slowly begin to decay.

Shemesh balances this by also focusing the camera on people who are not speaking. One "Academy" member struggles to light her cigarette, remaining wholly focused on this task while we hear the others in the group discussing events as heavy as Hitler's invasion of the Soviet Union. This simple act becomes incredibly fascinating, almost drowning out the politics being conversed upon in the background. The director includes herself in the film, as well as discussions about the project between herself and her great aunt Lena, somewhat breaking the fourth wall. The opening scene shows Lena openly and adamantly protesting to Shemesh the use of "The Cemetery Club" as the title.

"It was important to show how [Lena] disagrees with me," said Shemesh, who establishes at the outset that her perspective is different than that of her subjects. These scenes are but another layer of intimacy we are exposed to in the film, which moves deeper and deeper into the very hearts, minds and souls of Mynia and Lena.

"It was very hard to make the film, says Shemesh. "it's about my family...it was hard to find a way to do it and stay out of it also." The veteran director said that her family was uneasy at times, but in the end, the film drew her closer to her aunt Lena.

Although Shemesh said she was not trying to change anything with this work -highlighting that it is not an activist film - it may help change the perception of the Holocaust generation for many. In Tel Aviv, the film is set to play in commercial theatres and has sold out all its screenings, an incredibly rare feat for documentaries in Israel.

