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Waltz with Bashir (2008; director/writer: Ari Folman)
Jeremy Rampling

Ari Folman’s Waltz with Bashir is an animated documentary about the 1982 Lebanon War through the eyes of Israeli Defence
Forces (IDF) veterans. The narrative, which follows Folman on a quest to uncover his lost memories of the War through
interviews with his peers, plays out like psychotherapeutic intervention; Folman questions his own responsibilities, his hereditary
scars and, ultimately, his guilt as he ‘unwillingly [takes on] the role of the Nazi’. While it would be disingenuous to call the
film apolitical, it is not as political as one might expect from such evocative history. Rather, it is a treatise on memory and
psychological survival through predominantly neurotic defence mechanisms.

The film opens with another veteran’s recurrent nightmare of the snarling dogs he was seconded to kill some 25 years before.
Folman’s realisation that much of his wartime experience is ‘not stored in my system’ triggers his own flashback — an eerily
beautiful, ethereal scene in which the young IDF are bathing nude in the Mediterranean while golden flares light up the Beirut
sky. We discover with Folman that this is a false memory; in fact, he was part of a team shooting flares to facilitate the Phalange
massacre at Sabra and Shatila.

Folman questions both why this dream should trigger his own flashback and the creation of false memories. We hear memory
described as ‘dynamic . . . alive. If some details are missing, memory fills the hole with things that never happened’ while
Professor Zahava Solomon of Tel Aviv University explains dissociation, emphasising both its function and its fragility. We also hear
from a veteran plagued by his memories of an ambush on his troop in which he was the sole survivor. For him, memory is a
curse and amnesia would be welcomed.

Folman also shows us the importance of context, perception and appraisal in memory, a valid tenet in PTSD theory. A character,
carried away by the emotion of going to war, recalls his transport to Beirut as a ‘love boat’ only to discover later that it was a
routine converted commando ship. Two scenes of violence, one involving the death of a child soldier, are made gentle by
delicate classical music while a fantasy scene in a bombed-out Beirut airport again tells of the unreliability of the human source.
The final segue from animation into actual footage of Palestinian widows and indiscriminate corpses is perhaps the most reliable
historical account of the film, underlining the all-too-real documentary that lies behind the cartoon.

We must emphasise that Folman himself is not suffering from a psychiatric disorder. He is untroubled by nightmares, flashbacks
or hyperarousal but instead by an intellectual curiosity into the selectivity of the mind. The film reminds us that not all primitive
defence mechanisms need be pathological, indeed the majority allow survival of the mental self in the face of extreme trauma or
guilt. In this deeply personal film, Ari Folman has exposed the guilt of his ineffective 19-year-old self and has made a public
request for forgiveness.
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