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The weary acceptance of violence in an atmosphere of perpetual siege is the 
subject of the Israeli journalist David Ofek's small, chilly documentary 
"No. 17." The film, which has its first of two screenings as part of the 
New Directors/New Films series tonight at the Gramercy Theater, is a glum 
detective story in which the filmmaker methodically tracks down the name 
and hometown of the sole unidentified victim in the suicide bombing on June 
5, 2002, at Meggido Junction, near Tel Aviv. After a car packed with 
explosives struck a bus, 16 of the 17 victims were accounted for.

The film avoids any discussion of Middle Eastern politics to concentrate on 
the quest for the dead man's identity. The director calmly pursues various 
leads, ranging from clues supplied by items of unclaimed luggage (including 
a tent), to vague eyewitness descriptions from several of the survivors. A 
sketch of the bus's seating is completed. A rough calculation is made of 
the age, height and weight of the victim, whose badly charred body is 
examined (but not shown).

From the eyewitness accounts, a police sketch artist creates alternative 
pictures of the dead man, or No. 17, as he is called. The scenes of the 
artist plying his craft and coming up with what eventually turns out to be 
an uncanny likeness, are the most involving moments in a movie that's a 
critique of detachment. The film could be seen as Mr. Ofek's personal 
response to violence in a place where people, shellshocked by terrorism 
that has no end in sight, increasingly take the state of siege for granted.

As the filmmaker points out sadly and without personal pride, other suicide 
bombings immediately turned the spotlight away from the Meggido Junction 
attack. Were it not for his quest, No. 17, who is finally identified, 
reclaimed and given a proper funeral (he is shown in a photograph), might 
have remained anonymous.

NO. 17

Directed by David Ofek; in Hebrew, with English subtitles; director of 
photography, Ron Rotem; edited by Arik Lahav-Leibovitz; music by Ophir 
Leibovitch; produced by Edna and Elinor Kowarsky. Running time: 76 minutes. 
This film is not rated. Shown tonight at 9 at the MoMA Gramercy Theater, 
127 East 23rd Street, and Sunday at 3:45 p.m. at the Walter Reade Theater 
at Lincoln Center, 165 West 65th Street, Manhattan, as part of the 33rd New 
Directors/New Films series of the Film Society of Lincoln Center and the 
department of film and media of the Museum of Modern Art.
