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Yaron, an elite special operations squad leader, is the spiritual 
leader and alpha male among his peers, a small, highly trained 
team that is part of the Israeli Defense Ministry’s Anti-Terrorism 
unit. Like a band of brothers, these men work, play, laugh, and 
cry together. They are true patriots; they love their country, their 
families, and each other. Yaron is ambitious and energetic, but a 
cyclone of emotions consumes him. His wife is expecting their 
first child, and the failing health of a team member weighs on his 
soul as the men contend with an unforgivable accident resulting 
from a miscalculation during a recent rescue mission, and the 
price that must be paid as a result of this.  

As the story shifts, the antagonists are introduced: a small group 
of young, passionate, idealist, and politically extreme individuals 
with their own vision of how Israeli society should be.  They see 
themselves as a Robin Hood of sorts, and although their means 
involve methods of terrorism, set forth to make their misguided 
vision a reality.  Circumstances swell, and Yaron faces something 
he never imagined; the prospect of the very sort of evil he works 
to eliminate taking on the form of his beloved Israeli countrymen. 
For the sake of his team, his expectant wife, and himself, he must 
hold himself together and perform his duties. 

“Mr. Lapid, Making an electrifying feature directing debut, 
traces the line between the group and the individual in a story 
that can be read as a commentary on the world as much as on 
Israel.” 

— Manohla Dargis, THE NEW YORK TIMES 

“Though you don’t know it at first, Policeman is divided into 
sections, and the most impressive is the initial one, a riveting 
portrait of Yaron, the Policemean of the title, played with 
unswerving conviction by Yiftach Klein, memorable as the 
charismatic male lead in “Fill the Void.” 

— Kenneth Turan, LOS ANGELES TIMES

 “A boldly conceived and bracingly told political drama, 
Policeman (Hashoter) possesses a special contemporary 
pertinence in the wake of the recent massive protests relating 
to the vast class and economic disparities in Israel.” 

— Todd McCarthy, THE HOLLYWOOD REPORTER 

“It’s been a long time since a first feature has displayed such 
masterly direction as Nadav Lapid’s Policeman (Hashoter), 
such a sense of connection to the films of Godard, Bresson, 
Fassbinder, Kubrick, and Haneke, and giving those more 
perceptive viewers such a conviction of witnessing the arrival 
of an outstanding filmmaker while also discovering a major film 
as brilliant in formal terms as in its ideas.” 

   — Olivier Père, CINEMA SCOPE

NAME HEBREW

DIRECTOR

NAME ENGLISH

PRODUCER

DURATION

SCREENPLAY

COUNTRY

CINEMATOGRAPHY

SCREENING FORMAT

EDITOR

SHOOTING FORMAT

SOUND DESIGN

SOUND

CAST

COLOR
ASPECT RATIO

LANGUAGE

Hashoter השוטר

Nadav Lapid

Policeman

Itai Tamir

105 min.

Nadav Lapid

Israel 2011

Shai Goldman

DCP, Blu-Ray & DVD

Era Lapid

HD

Aviv Aldema

Dolby Digital

1:1,66
Hebrew with English Subtitles

Yiftach Klein, Yaara Pelzig, Michael 
Mushonov, Michael Aloni, Metial Berdah, 
Menashe Noi, Rona-Lee Shimon, Gal 
Hoyberger, Shaul Mizrahi, Ben Adam FOUNDATIONS The Rabinovich Foundation for the Arts, 

HOT, The Jerusalem Film & Television Fund



REVIEW

A CORINTH FILMS, INC. RELEASE © Corinth Films, Inc. 2014

Why you should see it:

Nadav Lapid’s hot-button debut Policeman mines domestic 
unease within Israel, rather than the external conflicts that often 
consume it. It takes two tracks: it first follows an anti-terrorism 
officer and quintessential patriot who is very close to his unit, and 
then shifts focus to a domestic group of Jewish radicals who form 
a terrorist plot to bring a new vision of class harmony to Israel. 
Their paths cross before long. Gorgeously shot, Lapid’s unique, 
soberly observed vision probes the Israeli national psyche even 
as historic social protests erupted there in recent months.

Track record:

Policeman won a special jury prize from the Locarno International 
Film Festival and won several prizes at the Jerusalem Film Festival, 
including honors for its cinematography and screenplay. 

About the director:

A sure-handed, quietly stylish director, Nadav Lapid makes a vivid 
debut with Policeman. He endows his first feature-length film with 
a studied grace that suggests a seasoned filmmaker even as he 
tackles a complex tale of identity politics that hints at his fledgling 
ambition. A former journalist and novelist, he wrote the film’s 
screenplay as a resident at the Cannes Film Festival.

What the critics are saying: 

Alissa Simon for Variety: “Policeman reps a strong debut from 
tyro helmer-writer Nadav Lapid, and will leave audiences debating 
the current social and philosophical issues it reflects. Further fest 
travel and niche arthouse play are in the cards for this Locarno 
fest competition entry.”  

Todd McCarthy for The Hollywood Reporter: “A boldly conceived 
and bracingly told political drama, Policeman (Hashoter) 
possesses a special contemporary pertinence in the wake of the 
recent massive protests relating to the vast class and economic 
disparities in Israel.”

What the NYFF programmers say:

“Policeman is a film from Israel that already kicked up quite a 
discussion at the Jerusalem and Locarno film festivals, the last of 
which it won a special prize from the jury. It is also a kind of two-
part film, like Sleeping Sickness. It starts out as a very stylized 
portrait of the machismo among an elite squad of Israeli police 
anti-terrorism unit, and you sort of see them, actually mostly in 
their personal lives and the relationships they have with each other, 
and with their wives and girlfriends. The second part of the film is 
about a terrorist cell that is made up entirely of Israeli Jews who 
want to create this kind of Co`mmunist-style revolution where they 
kill the rich and redistribute the wealth. Their plan is to take three 
billionaires hostage during a wedding ceremony and make their 
plans known to the public. Eventually, the two groups meet up, 
but the film sort of has as its central conceit the idea that there is 
a domestic tension within Israel, a social and economic inequality 
that has long gone under the rug because of the focus on the 
Palestinian situation, but that it’s now rising to the surface. Just 
as we were watching the film, and since we saw the film, articles 
about this very issue have been weekly appearing in the New York 
Times, that there is suddenly this rise of internal domestic strife in 
Israel among Israelis that has sort of been out of the spotlight for 
decades, but now is sort of becoming an issue, so certainly a film 
guaranteed to stir up a lot of talk. Very brilliantly filmed in a highly 
stylized way, widescreen, by a very promising young director.” 

—Scott Foundas, Associate Program Director

The Film Society Lincoln Center 
September 28, 2011
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Director Nadav Lapid made several short films during his studies in the Sam Spiegel 
Film School, which were screened in Cannes, Berlin and Locarno. His graduate film, 
Emile’s Girlfriend (50 min) was distributed in France. He participated in the Festival 
de Cannes Residence, where he wrote the script for Policeman. The project won the 
pitching price of the Jerusalem Film Festival and of the Thessaloniki Film Festival in 
2008. Keep On Dancing, a collection of novels he wrote, was published in Israel and 
France. Lapid studied philosophy and history and worked as a sports and culture 
journalist, a television critic and documentary cinematographer. His latest film, The 
Kindergarten Teacher, is an official selection of the 2014 Cannes Film Festival. 

DIRECTOR’S FILMOGRAPHY

• The Kindergarten Teacher, (Cannes 2014)
• Policeman, 105 minutes, Fiction (NYFF 2012)
• Emile’s Girlfriend, 50 minutes, Fiction. (Cannes 2006)
• Road, 17 minutes, Fiction. (Berlinale 2005, Locarno 2006)
• Mahumud Works in the Industry, 4 minutes, Docu-fiction. (Cannes 2004) 

Director’s Biography
Nadav Lapid

“It’s time for the poor to get rich, and for the rich to start paying,” 
declares Shira, the 22-year-old protagonist of Nadav Lapid’s 
Policeman. Founders of an Israeli protest movement that’s like a 
violent version of Occupy Wall Street, Shira (Yaara Pelzig) and her 
friends plot to kidnap a wealthy CEO at his daughter’s wedding. 
Once their plan is in motion, Yaron (Yiftach Klein), squad leader in 
an elite anti-terrorism police unit, is ordered to free the hostages, 
leading to an unavoidable clash between the two groups of 
charismatic protagonists: five police officers acting on behalf of 
homeland security, and four revolutionary youngsters fighting in 
the name of “the 99 percent.”  

Policeman, Lapid’s debut feature, was written and directed 
shortly before the demonstrations that broke out in summer 2011, 
when tens of thousands of Israelis took to the streets to protest 
the ever-rising cost of living. When the film was released in Israel 
that August, the governmental film rating authority (analogous 
to the MPAA in the U.S.) limited admission to 18-year-olds and 
up, a decision viewed by Lapid and several Israeli journalists as 
an attempt to censor the film’s troubling depiction of economic 
inequity leading to civic uprising. Following the media frenzy, the 
age limit was revised from 18 to 14.   

FILM COMMENT spoke with Lapid, whose film opens next 
Friday at the Film Society of Lincoln Center, about censorship, 
anarchism, and the pros and cons of working with an editor who 
happens to be his mother.

The opening shot depicts Yaron and his squad members—
four Israeli alpha males—biking down a hill. There is a strong 
emphasis on their physicality throughout the film. Why did you 
limit the use of dialogue and focus instead on body language?

I recently read an interview with Mexican filmmaker Carlos 
Reygadas in which he explained that there’s a unique richness 
to an opening shot, because everything is still possible and 
unknown. The spectator’s mind can wander in infinite directions 
because she is not yet enslaved by the narrative. For me the 
opening shot was a way to put together the main assumptions 
and materials the film deals with. It begins with a naked land and 
yellow-brown hills, a place that is both paradise and hell, much 
like Israel—a state embodying the tensions between the reality of 
the desert and the fantasy of “the promised land.”

In that sense, these five “Israeli heroes” are not just passing 
through the land; they are, rather, conquering and appropriating 
it as they go along. The hills belong to them. At the end of the 
sequence they shout out their names and their voices echo 
through the empty valley. They see it as a way of putting their 
mark on the landscape. That’s why I think there is no need to talk. 
These people do not need small talk. In fact, they see small talk 
as a form of weakness. It is a tool of the stranger, the visitor, the 
one who is not at home.

At the same time, it seems that their masculinity is constantly 
threatened. One policeman struggles with terminal cancer, 
others face an internal investigation over a recent rescue 
mission.

The moment we have empathy towards them, their weaknesses 
and struggles become more apparent. The film, however, does 
not celebrate this inevitable decline. They begin as almost 
mythological figures, and as the story unfolds, they face the 
mediocrity of life.

We should also remember that they are serial killers in the name 
of homeland security. They face legal problems for having killed 
unarmed Palestinians civilians. (continued)

The Film Society Lincoln Center 
by Neta Alexander
June 05, 2014

Interview: Nadav Lapid
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Their justification is “we kill the bad ones to protect the good 
ones,” and this is what they believe in. But they also hide behind 
legal technicalities and try to manipulate the system.          
Another characteristic the five policemen share is patriotism. 
After the biking trip, Yaron gazes at the vast landscape and 
shouts: “This is the most beautiful country in the world.”
Yes, and this is the pivotal sentence of the film. For me, there is 
something strange in describing an empty desert as “beautiful.” 
This is the key to understanding the rupture between the policemen 
and the anarchists.  In a scene that mirrors the opening shot, Shira 
and her friends shoot a tree in the middle of the desert as an act 
of rage and hatred toward the country.
There’s a huge difference between shouting your name and 
shooting at a tree: It is the difference between those who feel 
rooted in this land, and those who feel detached and estranged 
from it. At the same time, detachment has its merits: it brings 
about a great capacity to see the blind spots others ignore. An 
Italian thinker once said: “My motherland is the state in which I’m 
ashamed.” Shira and the others are ashamed, and therefore they 
have the urge to struggle.
After the kidnap takes place, the policemen are confused by 
the fact that they are forced to deal with Israeli—rather than 
Palestinian—terrorists. At the same time, the young anarchists 
argue whether they should mention the Occupation in their 
manifesto.
Policeman is a film about the Israeli “collective soul.” The 
Palestinians are a part of this soul, even when we try to ignore 
their existence. They are the constant phantom of the “enemy.” 
Their guilt is pre-proven. I think there is no inner debate regarding 
the Occupation within the Israeli society since the Palestinians 
now function as the ultimate “other.”
The film also deals with rituals. In that sense the manifesto-writing 
scene is very naïve. These young people try to write a manifesto 
according to the way they think subversive groups write their 
manifestos, much like the policemen imitate cinematic heroes.
The film presents a very complex approach to violence. On 
the one hand, it is the thing that brings people together and 
creates a sense of camaraderie; on the other hand, it can 
have unpredictable and deadly consequences.
I agree with that observation. Violence is not only a negative force. 
Within a group you can find friendship, gentleness, fraternity, while 
the violence and aggression are targeted toward the “outsider.” 
The policemen are embodiments of the state, but they are not 
the ones making decisions. The “bad guys”—those who call the 
shots and send them to their missions—are invisible to us, and in 
a way they are the main source of violence.
Did you anticipate the 2011 civil protest in Israel when writing 
the film?
I think this question has two answers. Technically, I didn’t predict 
anything. Policeman is a pessimistic film about social immobility 
and incapacity to change reality, while the civic uprising was, for a 
short time, a surprising success. 
The second answer might be that I identified a huge elephant in the 
Israeli living room: social injustice and inequality. Unlike historians 
or sociologists, a filmmaker has the privilege of imagination. 
I wrote a story about an imagined group shortly before similar 
groups came to life. In that sense it is an interesting case of the 
relationship between fiction and reality.
Were you surprised by the fact that Policeman was initially 
limited to 18-year-old viewers?
Yes, since it was an attempt to censor the film. It provoked 
a wave of criticism in the press, which led to a decision to ask 
the film rating committee to re-watch the feature and reconsider 
their decision. Following this second screening, one committee 

member said: “I have no issues with the policemen, only with the 
anarchists. We wouldn’t like to give the Israeli youth dangerous 
ideas.” I found this to be a very sincere answer.
For me, the most surprising part was the realization that people 
still believe in the transformative power of cinema. The idea that 
an Israeli teenager will watch such a film and then purchase a gun 
and kidnap someone seems quite unlikely to me. As a filmmaker, 
I wish cinema had such power, but I tend to believe that this 
medium has a more limited, and less immediate, influence.
You wrote the script for Policeman during a Festival de 
Cannes Residence, and last month premiered your second 
feature, The Kindergarten Teacher, at the festival.  Could you 
describe your experience there?
It was a magnificent experience. Screening a film for the first time 
is always traumatic. You hope for the best but prepare yourself 
for the worst. Apart from the question of whether people will love 
or hate it, there is also a question of how they’ll understand it. I 
hope the films I make are not didactic. I want them to be open-
ended and confusing, so the viewers could come up with their 
own answers to the questions.
In both Policeman and The Kindergarten Teacher you avoid the 
use of non-diegetic music. Instead, you make your characters 
sing.
That’s true. I feel that I don’t really know how to use a soundtrack 
or external music. I prefer the idea of throwing it on the character: 
Yaron is the one who decides when to do it. I love the idea of 
characters pronouncing themselves in different forms. One of the 
most powerful, creative, and sexy ways to pronounce oneself is 
by singing or dancing. Yaron listens to an album in a way that 
reveals his personality.
Your mother, Era Lapid, edited both your features. Could you 
describe the work process with her? 
A film is always a collective work. It is a constant dialogue, and 
sometime there are disagreements in which you—as the director—
are forced to exercise your authority. I remember sitting in the 
editing room with my mother and telling her, “I’m the director”—to 
which she replied: “Well, I’m the director’s mother.”
In general, the relationship between editor and director has to 
move fairly quickly from the stage of politeness, otherwise no 
film will ever get made. We have known each other for over thirty 
years, so we can skip the introductions and be very open about 
things. My mother is not an easy person. She is very direct and 
not afraid to tell me the truth. It might not always be a good thing 
as a parent, but it sure is an advantage for an editor. 
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There are moments in “Policeman” when it feels as if the director 
Nadav Lapid is drawing one very large noose around his characters. 
That’s especially true early in this hypnotic, slow-building shocker 
from Israel, before the narrative pieces have slid into place, 
revealing Mr. Lapid’s intentions. Certainly, nothing looks out of the 
ordinary in the opening images of five men bicycling up a steep 
country road. That is until one, Yaron (Yiftach Klein), breaks away 
and begins riding so hard and fast toward the camera that he 
looks as if he might break through the screen.

He doesn’t, even if he continues to loom meaningfully large. 
Along with the other bikers, Yaron works in an antiterrorism unit. 
It’s a tight, all-male group, consisting of men who are friends, 
colleagues, brothers. They look similar, with close-cropped 
hair and taut, powerful bodies. When one checks out another’s 
woman, there are smiles and laughs all around. When one is ill, 
the others hang their heads in monkish silence or clap a loving 
hand on his body. There is beauty in their resemblances, in how 
they swagger into a room together, collectively turn to admire a 
young waitress and finish one another’s sentences, yet there’s 
also something predatory and packlike.

In “Policeman,” Mr. Lapid, making an electrifying feature directing 
debut, traces the line between the group and the individual in a 
story that can be read as a commentary on the world as much as 
on Israel. With a steady camera and cool approach, he devotes 
the movie’s first part to peeling away Yaron’s life, one layer at a 
time. Each stratum reveals a new truth about a man who puts up a 
bland, macho front. His wife, Nili (Meital Berdah), is about to give 

birth to their first child, a milestone that, with an escalating sense 
of unease, keeps coming up against another benchmark: charges 
that, during a raid, Yaron and his team killed some Arab civilians, 
including a child.

Initially, Mr. Lapid’s forceful visual style — characterized by his 
claustrophobic framing, steady camerawork and strongly graphic 
yet uncluttered compositions — is so distinctive that the plot can 
almost seem to be an afterthought. Again and again, he strips 
the characters down and carefully arranges their forms within 
the frame, giving you ample time to travel across the crests and 
planes of Yaron’s muscled torso and the rising moon of Nili’s 
swollen belly. There can be tenderness in Mr. Lapid’s gaze, and 
heat, particularly in the scenes in which Yaron massages Nili with 
oil, kneading her flesh in a near-pantomime of sex. Yet there’s also 
a diagnostic aspect to Mr. Lapid’s scrutiny, as if he were searching 
for something in all these arrangements of limbs and faces.

This close attention to the physicality of these characters takes on 
new meaning with the abrupt introduction of three other men and 
one woman. Much like Yaron and his policemen brethren, these 
four are first seen in the countryside, walking in pointed isolation. 
They’re attractive, young, perhaps college age, and seem to be 
out on a day hike, and when they stop and stand side by side, 
their image mirrors an earlier one of Yaron and his friends yelling 
their names across a valley. “This is,” one of the policemen had 
exclaimed, just before they began shouting, “the most beautiful 
country in the world.” The four new travelers don’t say anything 
as memorable; instead, each pulls out a gun and begins firing.

Suddenly, there are two stories where there was one, and a movie 
that, as it pits one group against another, becomes bracingly 
dialectical. The shooters are would-be Jewish revolutionaries 
whose members include a blank-faced blonde, Shira (Yaara 
Pelzig), and hollow-eyed pretty boy, Nathanael (Michael Aloni). 
Together with their fellow travelers, Shira and Nathanael are 
planning a violent action, one with its own revolutionary tract. “It 
is time for the poor to get rich,” Shira reads from the unfinished 
tract, “and the rich to start dying.” She fusses over the prose, but 
when she mentions Theodor Herzl, a founder of modern Zionism, 
Nathanael tells her to cut the reference. He doesn’t want Herzl 
to confuse matters even if it’s clear that for Mr. Lapid everything 
about Israeli identity, body and soul, is at stake.

by Manohla Dargis
June 12, 2014

Selected by J. Hoberman

Two Bands of True Believers 
Hurtling Toward a Collision 
in ‘Policeman,’ From Israel, a Clash of Ideologies

Nadav Lapid’s first feature is an assured and 
confounding vision of Israeli economic and political 
balkanization. The ironies are brutal as ultra-macho 
muscle Jews face off against fanatical neo-narodniks 
as two violent, fiercely self-absorbed tribal groups—
one a highly disciplined elite police unit, the other 
an anarchic band of left-wing Jewish terrorists—find 
each other at a billionaire’s wedding in contemporary 
Tel Aviv.
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“Policeman” is an austere and fatalistic film, a discomforting and 
despairing look at Israeli society through the parallel examination 
of subcultures inevitably fated to clash.

The debut feature for writer-director Nadav Lapid, “Policeman” 
was released in Israel in 2011 and is only now getting to this 
country. That’s probably because its style is intense and inexorable 
and its uncompromising view of Israel as a land of extremists and 
extremes is not exactly a warm one.

Also unusual is the film’s focus on divisions that have little to 
do with the Palestinian question but, rather, with the economic 
gap between rich and poor that has been much on the minds of 
Israelis in recent years.

Though you don’t know it at first, “Policeman” is a film divided 
into sections, and the most impressive is the initial one, a riveting 
portrait of Yaron, the policeman of the title, played with unswerving 
conviction by Yiftach Klein, memorable as the charismatic male 
lead in “Fill the Void.”

Yaron is not a policeman in the traffic cop sense. He is a member 
of an elite anti-terrorism unit whose mandate from the Israeli 
Defense Ministry apparently includes targeted assassinations.

The fanatically fit Yaron is not just a member of his squad; he is its 
alpha male leader, a dynamic that director Lapid nicely conveys 
by opening the film with all of the squad’s five members bicycling 
steadily up a steep hill in the middle of nowhere, with Yaron 
confidently in the lead, pedaling right up to the camera, his face 
framed in an enormous close-up.

An intense, take-charge individual who wants to be in control of 
all aspects of his life, up to and including the last stages of the 
pregnancy of his wife, Nili (Meital Berdah), Yaron is a compelling 
character who has no difficulty making his own rules and forcing 
others to live by them.

Also well done is Yaron’s relationship with his closer-than-
brothers team, a group that is facing difficulties when the film 
begins because of unnecessary civilian deaths during one of their 
operations and because a key member, Ariel (Gal Hoyberger), has 
serious health issues.

About halfway through its running time, and with absolutely no 
warning, “Policeman” switches gears and focuses on a completely 
new set of individuals, people who could not be more different 
than the ones we’ve been dealing with up to now.

This would be a handful of privileged young people who are deeply 
troubled by Israel’s large and growing gap between rich and poor. 
Spearheaded by the brooding poet Shirea (Yaara Pelzig), these 
idealistic rebels against society have a belief in violent revolution 
as a way to make things better that inevitably brings them into 
contact with Yaron and his team.

While this is fascinating in theory, one problem “Policeman” has 
is that this group increasingly feels like a construct rather than a 
reality. These people are not nearly as well drawn or dramatically 
convincing as Yaron and his pals, which leads to a loss of 
plausibility as well as credibility as events progress.

Still, Lapid’s filmmaking skill helps keep us involved, as does 
“Policeman’s” philosophical underpinnings. For the implication 
that these groups are two sides of the same coin, high-minded 
zealots in a land where fanaticism is the rule and nonviolent 
solutions not high on the collective mind, is both disturbing and 
hard to escape.

by Kenneth Turan
June 12, 2014

Review: Israel’s austere 
‘Policeman’ makes no 
compromises

Arriving in theaters more than two years after being named 
the best undistributed film of 2011 by the Village Voice, Nadav 
Lapid’s Policeman deftly examines the physical and spiritual 
fallout of ideology turning into action.

Yaron (Yiftach Klein) is the leader of an elite counter-terrorist 
squad in Israel, as well as husband to a wife whose pregnancy 
he doesn’t want to jinx by discussing too openly; as they’re 
often wont to, these two aspects of his life prove impossible to 
compartmentalize.

To say that the ensuing drama moves at a snail’s pace runs the risk 
of offending any slugs who might be reading, but the incremental 
changes Yaron and his cohorts undergo are something of a 

slow-burning marvel to behold. Lapid is so unconcerned with 
crafting a conventional crime drama that merely titling his film 
Policeman reads as a minor subversion, a way of defining the 
narrative in relation to a genre it hardly fits into.

This distinct approach also makes the propulsive incidents, 
when they do arise, all the more gripping. Near the end, a 
mundane wedding photo shoot abruptly turns into a hostage 
situation; the scene feels dire as soon as it’s begun.

Lapid avoids bluster even here, framing the climactic raid as 
something more elegiac than triumphant — a no-other-choice 
response to be met with misty eyes rather than shouts of victory.

by Michael Nordine, June 11, 2014

Review: Policeman Is a Slow-Burning Marvel
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Everyone seems lost in Nadav Lapid’s “Policeman” (“Ha-shoter”), 
an unsettling story of brawny Israeli anti-terrorist officers and 
the equally clueless activists they’re eventually tasked with 
hunting down. While blatantly topical, this is not a political film 
of the moment, but rather a calculated meditation on self-defined 
purpose in the midst of societal confusion.

Developed by first-time director Lapid at a Cannes Film Festival 
residency, the script for “Policeman” contains a persistently 
muted, disquieting tone that the director could expand upon in 
subsequent efforts. (His follow-up, “The Kindergarten Teacher,” 
recently screened to acclaim in the latest Cannes lineup.) Despite 
its fragmented structure, “Policeman” is loaded with coherent 
insight into the nuances of contemporary Israeli society.

Using a cerebral approach that calls to mind fellow Israeli 
filmmaker Amos Gitai, Lapid follows tough-minded officer Yaron 
(Yiftach Klein), an ultra-confident man of the law and husband to 
a very pregnant woman. Biking up a desolate hill with his fellow 
officers in the first scene, he sprints ahead of the group in extreme 
close-up, foregrounding his domineering nature. But Yaron’s 
confidence has already been tested by mounting legal troubles 
he faces along with his colleagues in the wake of an off-screen 
showdown with Arab militants, which results in an innocent death.

The group makes a joint decision to officially place the blame on 
the one member of their unit afflicted with cancer, who readily 
accepts the role. Viewed by Lapid’s camera in long takes and 
distended tracking shots to accentuate the unit’s fraternal 
groupthink mentality, Yaron’s life contains a hauntingly disaffected 
quality, as if he has become trapped by a need to retain his alpha 

male presence at all costs -- and lost some of his humanity as a 
result.

Just when it looks like that bubble of self-confidence could 
burst, Lapid shifts to a separate storyline involving bleeding heart 
Israeli activists planning a misguided terrorist act against local 
bureaucrats. Led by a dashing young romantic (Yaara Pelzig), 
the group talks excitedly about their need to strike out against a 
society held down by avaricious self-interests.

Lapid’s script explores the personal dimensions of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict in a manner that few other recent entries in 
Israeli cinema have even tried: While Eytan Fox’s “Bubble” featured 
pro-Palestinian Israeli youth activists in Tel Aviv, it placed them 
within a familiar comedic backdrop, positioning the subculture in a 
cheery genre ready-made for Western consumption. “Policeman,” 
with its experimental pace and atmosphere, doesn’t make things 
easy on its audience. It forges an argument by implication and 
steeped in universal confusion: Alienated from their cause, the 
activists are just as conflicted as Yaron as he struggles with the 
nature of his duty.

The two stories inevitably converge with an act of violence that 
unfolds as a gripping climax. Though Yaron drops out the picture 
just when he starts to show the cracks in his robust personality, 
when he returns for the exceptional finale, he shows the first signs 
of doubt. It’s here that “Policeman” adopts a progressive stance.

“You are also oppressed,” the young activist announces to the cop 
before they eagerly dismantle a poorly executed hostage situation 
while mocking her accusation. Yaron says nothing, but his face 
speaks volumes about the possibility that some aspect of that 
vague proclamation has burrowed into his mind and held tight. 
Stuck in a listless world for much of its running time, “Policeman” 
ends with the slightest hint of progress.  Grade: A-

by Eric Kohn
June 10, 2014
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In Policeman, writer-director Nadav Lapid’s invigorating debut feature, 
Yaron (Yiftach Klein) balances his role as leader of an elite Israeli 
counterterrorist unit and that of expectant father, with a tantalizing 
mix of masculine bravura and sensitivity. The close-knit, five-man 
combat team, already under trial for civilian collateral damage—death 
and permanent injury of family members during the routine elimination 
of a suspected Palestinian terrorist—faces a special challenge when 
a group of young, upper-class Jewish radicals stage a kidnapping at 
the wedding of a billionaire’s daughter. Their aim is to draw attention 
not to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict per se but to sky-rocketing 
income disparities which have provoked widespread unrest in Israel. 
A morally complex, Bressonian film, which telegraphs its fractured 
storyline through minimalist but intensely physical scenes, Policeman 
draws the maximum power from its shrewdly observed characters, 
exploiting the irony of their situations. The film’s impact is enhanced 
by Shai Goldman’s pristine cinematography and the sparing use of 
dialogue or added soundtrack.
Winner of the Best Screenplay and Best Cinematography awards 
at the Jerusalem Film Festival and of the Special Jury Prize at the 
Locarno Film Festival, Policeman is now playing for a week at the Film 
Society, New York, and in Los Angeles prior to a more extensive roll-
out. Nadav Lapid discussed the genesis of the film with me in depth 
after its screening at the New York Film Festival in 2011 and during the 
height of the Occupy movement in Zuccotti Park.
So, where do you live, and how did you start making films?
I live in Tel Aviv. My mother’s a film editor and my father’s a writer. I 
followed in the path of my parents; no rebellious spirit there! When 
I was four years old, I was painting the well-known stairway scene 
from Battleship Potemkin by Eisenstein. The connection to film was 
quite natural. However, right after the army I was more attracted to 
literature; I worked as a journalist and wrote novels, two of which 
were published. About a year later, while I was studying philosophy, I 
decided I didn’t want to live in Israel anymore.
Why not?
It’s hard for me to say. It wasn’t a precise state of consciousness. It’s 
not that I had a traumatic experience in the army. But at the age of 
twenty-two or twenty-three, after finishing my military service, I took a 
cab to the airport with my stuff and bought a ticket to Paris because 
from quite a young age I’d become a fan of French culture, French 
cinema, French Football, French whatever. I felt that I didn’t belong to 
my country, that it was only by accident that I was born in the Middle 
East and that actually I was European, and secondly that attaching my 
future to Israel would be a disaster. I remember thinking that I didn’t 
want to have inscribed on my grave, “Lived during the administration 
of this or that Prime Minister...” I wanted my life to revolve around the 
sky, trees, love, sex, human nature, and not whether or not to have 
a peace contract with the Palestinians, whether to give them Gaza, 
and so on. Israel is so isolated. I felt strangled by this place. So I left. 
Landing in Paris, not knowing anyone, with really mediocre French, 
was an adventurous step. But in order to improve my French I studied 
obsessively with a dictionary of synonyms. For each word I would 
learn ten synonyms. The idea was that, now I’m French and since my 
tool is language I must replace my Israeli identity with another identity. 
I avoided the company of any Israelis. And if I had to make trips to 
Israel for some bureaucratic reason, I would walk around the streets 
of Tel Aviv talking to myself in French to set myself apart. And yet, in 

the biggest cliché, I’ve never felt myself so Israeli as when I was in 
Paris. It was my most Israeli period.
Policeman is your first feature. Before that, you made shorts and 
you went to film school?
All of that. I studied at the Sam Spiegel Film School in Jerusalem. 
During my two years in Paris I was quite poor. I didn’t have much 
money. I lived in horrible apartments, worked in horrible jobs, and ate 
the worst food in my life.
(laughter) How can you eat bad food in Paris?
Well, I succeeded! But during this period I watched thousands of 
films. I shouldn’t sound so tragic, but I was quite lonely, walking in 
the streets talking to myself about questions of cinematic style, form. 
Being a bit isolated, with no Internet, I could easily imagine that the 
main concerns of humanity were sequence shots, or speed editing...
Master takes.
Yes, master takes, shot-reverse shot.
Did you like Bresson?
Bresson? Yes, very much. And I learned his commentaries by heart. 
While I was at Sam Spiegel I made two shorts, Border Patrol and 
Road—one went in Berlin, the other to Cannes—and a fifty-minute 
film, Emile’s Girlfriend, which also went to Cannes and was theatrically 
distributed in Paris in French. Then I developed the idea for a feature 
film during this residency at Cannes...
Cinéfondation?
Exactly. In 2005, my short film at the Berlinale was about four 
Palestinian workers who kidnapped their Jewish employer. They 
put him on trial, blaming him for the crimes of the Occupation. On 
my day off, someone told me that near the Berlinale there was a 
marvelous gallery exhibit about Baader Meinhof and the aesthetic 
aspect of political terror. In a way, seeing that show was the genesis 
of Policeman.
Did your initial concept have both elements of the story, the elite 
counterterrorist unit and the young anarchist group?
Not exactly. In that gallery show the walls were full of posters and 
manifestoes written by members of Baader Meinhof and other 
political militants of the period. They were writing about injustice 
in German or Western society in the late ’60s-early ’70s, yet what 
struck me back then was that each word was a precise and accurate 
depiction of Israel in 2005. And yet, this phenomenon, this enormous 
white elephant in the room—social injustice, the income gap in Israeli 
society—it’s not mentioned at all, either in the Israeli media, or in 
cinema in fiction films. I tried to think why. And given my freedom 
as an artist/filmmaker, I decided to make a dramatic film in which 
someone would do something about this injustice, knowing that in the 
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real world no one is doing anything about it. So this was the birth of 
the radical group in my film. At the beginning, they were the focus of 
the movie, not the policeman. But in developing the script, I realized 
that if you are kidnapping people, at a certain moment a policeman 
will show up to put a stop to everything. Then I would imagine this 
policeman eating breakfast, having dinner with his wife. Okay, so he’s 
married, or not married. What does his apartment look like? Then his 
beeper goes off...
So from the situation you went in depth into his character.
Exactly. I became fascinated with this policeman. In fact, for years 
I’ve found the concept of manhood, and in particular Israeli manhood, 
quite fascinating. Maybe I have some unfinished business in that area. 
What’s unique for Israel is that you cannot imagine an Israeli man 
without imagining him as a soldier.
A very macho concept.
Yeah. And Israeli manhood passes through the battlefield, wars, the 
patriotic feeling, and killing and dying in the name of the motherland. 
I mean, the political, the physical, and even the sexual merge in the 
clearest way.
But there’s another side to Yaron, this policeman, a very tender 
one.
During the last months of my military service I was stationed in a post 
on the frontier with Syria. There was a rising tension on the border. 
I was with an infantry brigade. While we were guarding together at 
night, the soldiers were telling me horrible and terrifying stories about 
what they did in the Palestinian territories. What made it even worse 
was that they didn’t see what they did as horrible and terrifying, for 
them it was business as usual. Each third weekend, we would go back 
to our homes on the Israeli mainland, sharing the same bus. Everyone 
would fall asleep from exhaustion. Then, I noticed that each soldier, 
one minute before his bus stop, would wake up as if by miracle, pass 
between all the other soldiers and hug them very tenderly, saying 
“Good-bye, fighters.” I found this to be moving and complex: these 
people are doing horrible things yet act with tenderness towards each 
other. I didn’t want to try to resolve this tension. Because the soldiers 
are tender with each other doesn’t make the terrible things they do 
better, and the fact that they do horrible things doesn’t invalidate this 
tenderness. I wanted to show both aspects on the screen.
The apparent contradiction.
Right, the apparent contradiction. I dedicated the first part of the 
movie to the leader of the antiterrorist unit, Yaron. Since he’s not a 
person of words and he doesn’t indulge in small talk, I tried to create 
a mise-en-scene with physical gesture which would convey both 
sides of his character through a series of rituals. I felt that the key 
to understanding this person is the endless repetition of rituals. The 
only way that a person like this, thirty-five years old, about to become 
a father, and a killer in the name of the state—who gives devoted 
massages to his wife, which makes the other wives jealous when 
they see this devotion, but who kills people at night—the only way he 
can handle it is by this endless repetition of rituals, where tenderness 
is one ritual and killing is another ritual. It’s a minimalist mise-en-
scene because he knows the rules exactly. He’s so well-trained that 
everything in his life is clear cut.
Disciplined. At what point were you able to bring the two halves 
of the story together? At the beginning there’s no intimation of 
what’s to come.
The second group in the film is a group of bourgeois radicals. I was 
fascinated by the forever embarrassing, complicated, intimidating 
relationship between the almost-always-bourgeois radicals and the 
people in whose name they speak in order to redeem them. Well, 
it’s not clear that those people want redemption. The scene with the 
violinist in the film...
He’s on the street, playing a folk song—“Greensleeves”—out of 
tune.
Yes. For me this was an attempt to deal poetically with this forever-
unresolved relationship. The only people who pay attention to the 
violinist are these two young radicals. At the same time, their way 

of trying to help him is by one of them taking the violin from him and 
playing better than he does.
Showing off his virtuoso technique. What a metaphor!
It’s a sad irony because their intentions are positive and yet they are 
condescending. Is it better to be condescending and at least try to 
help than to pass by, indifferent, like everyone else? But what will the 
violinist do after they leave? At least, since the radical had tuned his 
violin, from now on he’ll play in tune, which gives him a kind of tool.
In a way the violin tuning is a stand-in for giving him political 
awareness, which the radicals assume a street musician wouldn’t 
have.
Exactly. And perhaps to make others hear his voice. Also this radical 
group who physically are young, beautiful, blond—their best quality 
and their tragedy is that they are completely detached from the 
current Israeli context. Their heads are in another time and place, 
which is why they can doubt the biggest Israeli consensus, national 
unity against an external enemy; it’s why no one will listen to them.
Though what they say about income inequality in Israel is true.
While I was in film school I worked for three years as a wedding 
cameraman.
Like the Chinese director Zhang Yimou!
I assume in the United States a wedding is still important. In Israel 
it’s major. For me, there’s always this tension between the idea that it 
should be the happiest day of your life, and at the same time when, 
like me, you’ve filmed 500 weddings, what you see is the repetition of 
rituals. People feel that if they don’t adhere to the rituals down to the 
minutest detail, they’ll lose that possibility of extreme happiness and 
never regain it.
Like Jewish religion, right?
Exactly like Jewish religion in that you should stick to the rituals. So 
in Policeman, placing the kidnapping at the wedding of a billionaire’s 
daughter was a way to deal with nuptial rites but also with ritual in 
general. What unites all the parts of the film, the antiterrorist unit, 
the radicals, and the billionaires at the wedding—they’re all engaged 
in codes of behavior or rituals, trying to fill the frame with their 
ceremonious presence. It’s not clear that real values, the raison d’etre 
for the rituals, exist any more.
They’re going through the motions.
Rituals of brotherhood and friendship for the policemen; rituals of 
resistance and protest for the young radicals; rituals of love and family 
for the billionaire’s wedding. When they are organizing the photo 
shoot, they’re resting on two thousand years of Jewish history, a 
place for each Jewish heart, the tension of ancient Jerusalem. For the 
billionaire this is a postcard memento for the wedding of his daughter. 
It’s also an affirmation that not only do billionaires rule society, not only 
do they rule the economy and politics, they also rule your history, your 
religion, your values, your identity, and all of this will be expressed as 
an iconic representation of their wedding.
So no one has any freedom of choice any more. They just follow 
the book, right?
Exactly.
Except the artist.
Except the artist.

But perhaps as a filmmaker you have your rituals too?
Perhaps! Some. My mother—she’s also the editor of Policeman—
tends to say that there are no survivors in Israel and that we are all 
contaminated by the same disease. For me the most important thing 
in the film—it’s in part a critique, of course, but condemning either 
policemen or radicals doesn’t interest me. I tried to create a rounded 
portrayal of their existence through the slightest nuance of expression 
or physical gesture, the way they move their bodies. Sometimes their 
actions are plain horrible. I tried to put on screen what exists in the 
Israeli soul. 
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Identity, which has been at the core of the Zionist project since its 
inception, is woven throughout Policeman, a film by Nadav Lapid. 
The film is a searing exploration of what it means to be a Zionist 
in the 21st Century.

The film starts off by telling us the story of Yaron, a military 
policeman. Yaron’s Zionist identity is expressed through his 
masculinity. His Zionism is embodied in his physical fight for 
Israel’s existence as he battles her enemies through his military 
career. There are many shots spent portraying Yaron’s body, and 
the ways in which he uses it in interactions with family and friends. 
The film then goes on to tell us the story of a young group of 
rebels concerned for Israel’s spiritual survival as they battle for an 
Israel of economic equality.

The father of Oded, one of the young rebels, says that in order 
to be a revolutionary, one must be “a lost man”, because any 
ties to family or community – any bonds to anything besides the 
revolution itself – can cause the revolution to fail. Yet it is the ties 
to people, not ideals, that drive the group’s revolutionary fervor: 
Oded is in the group because he is in love with Shira, who is in 
love with Netanel, the group leader. Oded’s father is in the group 
because once he cannot stop his son, he decides to share his 
son’s fate.

The actions of Oded’s father stand in stark contrast to those of 
Yaron, who, rather than take responsibility and share the blame 
with loved ones, chooses to scapegoat a terminally ill colleague, 
Ariel, for a military mission gone wrong. Yaron is egged on by 
his wife, who points out that with no family and a small chance 
of living, for Ariel “it really doesn’t matter”. But if Ariel’s lack of 
family makes him poised to be the perfect martyr for the cause 
of Israeli anti-terror activities, Yaron’s ability to put his reputation 
above his friendships – all in the name of the cause, of course – is 
a flaw within the cause itself. At the end of the movie, Ariel says 

to Yaron, “We’re like family”, but those words ring hollow because 
of Yaron’s betrayal, implying the beginning of a breakdown in the 
unity that once held the military unit together and was the secret 
to their success. The betrayal of Ariel already started earlier on in 
the film, when Ariel had to sit with the women and watch Yaron 
and his other male friends fight each other, because he was too 
sick to participate. Ariel’s exile to feminine Otherness was the 
beginning of his downfall, but how does a system built on fighting 
the Other survive when it begins finding Otherness within its own 
ranks?

The issue of Otherness reappears in the final scene, when Yaron 
stares into the eyes of the dead enemy, Shira, who is a Jewish girl, 
rather than the Arab men he is used to, silently wondering, “Have 
I just killed one of Us?”

But Zionism isn’t the only identity portrayed in the film; the issue 
of gender also permeates the story. One of the most interesting 
moments comes when Shira, a kidnapper, confronts Hila, a 
kidnapee, who is all dressed up in her wedding gown, saying, 
“You are not a person, you are a bride. You don’t have a face, you 
have makeup”, before spilling a drink on her dress and messing 
up her hair. Hila retaliates by telling Shira that after she comes out 
ugly from twenty years in prison, “You’ll wish you were like me”. 
This moment of pure, unbridled bitchiness in the middle of an 
otherwise male-dominated space is not only a statement about 
female rivalry, but is also a very real moment in the middle of a 
completely surreal situation. It is small touches like this that make 
the film seem so true to life; the film makes us feel as if we are 
behind the invisible fourth wall, unobserved observers of the saga 
happening onscreen.

Shira says to Hila that the kidnapping is the most meaningful 
thing that will ever happen to her, but surely, Shira’s words can 
be applied to herself just as much as to her victim. All of the main 
characters are perhaps revolutionaries in that they dedicate their 
lives to different ideals. But they all are also lost souls searching 
for meaning and not quite sure how to find it, and struggling to 
situate themselves into a community – whether it is a community 
of armed rebels or the community of the Israeli army. Perhaps in 
this, they mirror Israel herself: A radical project born in the crucible 
of revolutionary fervor, struggling to be so many different things to 
so many different people, holding meaning for a variety of Jews in 
ways that often contradict each other.

by Shayna Abramson
June 9, 2014
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We meet the villains of Policeman nearly an hour into the film, 
a group of young radicals drafting a manifesto about their 
grievances with Israel’s socioeconomic inequality. As they 
read the document aloud, they begin making corrections and 
amendments, specifically cutting references to Palestinians and 
quotes by Theodor Herzl. This pruning could symbolize the crafting 
of the film itself: instead of making yet another movie about Arab-
Israeli conflict or the nation’s history, Policeman focuses on the 
domestic issues frequently omitted from Israeli films that tour the 
festival circuit.

Even the policeman in question, Yaron (Yiftach Klein), is rarely 
seen doing cop work. A member of a counterterrorist unit, Yaron 
spends most of his time awaiting the birth of his first child, as 
well as fretting about the health of comrade Ariel (Gal Hoyberger), 
who awaits diagnosis of a brain tumor. The film even skips over 
an actual assignment, cutting over a raid to then get stuck in an 
internal investigation after the fact as supervisors deal with the 
collateral damage of a hit on a terrorist and the team decides to 
make Ariel the fall guy since no one will put him on trial in his 
condition. Ariel reluctantly agrees to this, but the editing prioritizes 
the subtle shift this marks in the team’s relationship over an action 
sequence.

That structural quirk typifies the decisions Nadav Lapid makes 
in his feature debut, belatedly seeing release after first playing 
festivals three years ago. He frames interactions between 
Yaron and his pregnant wife performing prenatal exercises and 
massages with a kind of detached eroticism redolent of Godard’s 
late-period treatment of women, filled with symbolism of feminine 
imagery but also an objective account of a woman’s body that is 
more sensual than sexual and bereft of male-gaze close-ups. And 
even when a long shot facing the couple perpendicularly rotates 
90 degrees and moves into an over-the-shoulder shot from behind 
the wife staring through her parted legs as the shirtless Yaron 
rubs her buttocks, the topic of conversation switches to Ariel to 
maintain the sense of remove. Elsewhere, Lapid shots angled 
interiors through doorways with the kind of naturalistic melodrama 
of Fassbinder, wringing psychological conflict from the frame 
with neutral backgrounds. This angling particularly comes into 
play when one of the radicals, Oded (Michael Mushonov), comes 
into conflict with his politically sympathetic but concerned father 
(Menashe Noy) and their disagreement spills out into the frame.

Lapid shoots like someone with a lifetime’s experience. Policeman 
is one of the few films made in recent years, debut or otherwise, 
that gives the impression that every single shot exists to add 
narrative, character and/or visual information, not just to provide 
coverage. This allows him to communicate a great deal without 
words: when Yaron accompanies Ariel to the hospital for his 
exam, the camera stays with him in the lobby as Ariel goes back 
to his room, the nervous energy of the cutting not only a reflection 
of Yaron’s concern for his friend but his anxiety over making sure 
Ariel will agree to be the unit’s scapegoat. When Ariel emerges 

from the test, a shot of him standing silently against a wall and 
a reverse shot frame his face in an off-center close-up angled 
in such a wall that the hallway walls behind him seem to merge, 
trapping the man as he processes news he does not need to 
voice.

A pullquote from some accompanying press material for the film 
makes Godard and Fassbinder comparisons as well, but it also 
throws in Michael Haneke as a reference point, a connection that 
is understandable but suggests a tone of irascible finger-pointing 
that the film lacks. It does have a satiric bent, mind you: the radicals 
talk big about tearing down society, yet when one of them asks 
Shira (Yaara Pelzig), the young woman whose home they meet at, 
if he can smoke, she replies that her parents, who own the house, 
are allergic. Later, when she and the rest kidnap a billionaire and 
his family at his daughter’s wedding, the short, plain woman tries 
to confront the statuesque, tanned bride and intimidate her, the 
sight of her craning her neck upwards to deliver invective is so 
ludicrous that even surrounded by guns, the daughter unleashes 
her own castigation without fear. Even Yoran, seen as a loving 
husband, has a scene that puffs up his macho posturing, when he 
hits on a young waitress still in braces and tries to seduce her with 
his gun. He asks how old she is, and she replies that she is 15. 
“Why,” she asks, and the frame amusingly smash-cuts to Yoran 
now caught up with his departed friends.

Lapid even slowly incorporates the kind of commentary that the 
film initially bucks. The radicals’ kidnapping leads to Yaron’s unit 
being called in as a counterterrorism outfit, and the policeman 
is obviously dismayed, even confused, to find that the targets 
are domestic Israelis. His superiors, however, are so set in their 
responses to any such threat that they do not hesitate to map 
out a strike that never considers taking the young criminals alive. 
It is here that the film skirts Haneke—the unit’s commander even 
refers to the billionaire as a “pillar” of the country in an on-the-
nose statement about who police really protect—but even as a 
potential thriller ends swiftly with the response of well-trained 
Israeli defense forces, Policeman is not an angry film about the 
nation’s state of uncompromising enforcement and misguided 
but passionate youth. Instead, it regards Israel’s with a sadness 
that begs for an answer, not a sneering judgment of failure. It 
announces Lapid as one of the most interesting new filmmakers 
working, and hopefully his second film, The Kindergarten Teacher, 
will find its way from festivals to proper distribution faster than its 
predecessor. 

by Jake Cole
June 17, 2014

Review: Policeman



REVIEW

A CORINTH FILMS, INC. RELEASE © Corinth Films, Inc. 2014

It’s been a long time since a first feature has displayed such 
masterly direction as Nadav Lapid’s Policeman (Hashoter), such a 
sense of connection to the films of Godard, Bresson, Fassbinder, 
Kubrick, and Haneke, and giving those more perceptive viewers 
such a conviction of witnessing the arrival of an outstanding 
filmmaker while also discovering a major film as brilliant in formal 
terms as in its ideas. At a time when all the best new directors 
(Serra, Gomes, Alonso) are implicitly demonstrating a political 
dimension to their work through the very act fact of producing and 
filming in a different way—usually steering clear of the big issues 
and rejecting a frontal approach to historical, ideological, and 
social concerns—Lapid dares to make explicitly political films. 
One might say that as an Israeli, he has no choice in the matter. 
The impressive thing about Policeman, which won the Special 
Jury Prize in Locarno, is that it is both the best political film in 
ages (including and especially in Israel) and also one of the most 
stimulating cinematic propositions of recent years, resolving the 
form and content problem thanks to a stunning feat of dramaturgy 
while its powerful mise en scène expresses ideas that are just as 
radical.

Policeman did not simply emerge out of nowhere. Those who 
saw Lapid’s mid-length film Emile’s Girlfriend at Cannes Critics 
Week in 2006 knew they had discovered a filmmaker with a gift 
for brilliant writing, able to construct within a mere 48 minutes 
a sophisticated narrative combining humour, romance, and 
reflections on the Jewish question under the tripartite influence of 
Ernst Lubitsch, Billy Wilder, and Woody Allen (e.g., the memorable 
sequence of the Shoah museum tour). Policeman has the same 
qualities of Emile’s Girlfriend, but in a much more serious register 
and with a tenfold growth in assurance that matches the gravity 
of the new project. If Policeman is the precocious outcome of 
Lapid’s artistic trajectory—he previously made short films and 
also wrote the novel on which the film is based—it is also part 
of the genealogy of modern cinema, a disparate yet coherent 
family that would include Mulholland Drive (2001), Tropical Malady 
(2004), and Certified Copy (2010), amongst others: all major works 
of contemporary cinema, drawing upon Psycho and L’avventura 
(two films at the matrix of modern cinema, both made in 1960), 
that make abrupt changes in the middle or record the mutation, 
dislocation, and crisis of classical narration. Policeman uses this 
syndrome of the “film cut in two” to dialectical effect, through 
its highly rigorous organization of a kind of folding that occurs 
shortly before the midpoint of the narrative and offers a second 
start, initially unpredictable and unexpected, but which in fact 
constitutes a symmetrical repetition of the first part in a new form.

The first 40 minutes of Policeman chart the life of a policeman and 
his colleagues who are members of an elite anti-terrorist squad, 
observing, with a touch of irony, these over-trained men devoted 
body and soul to the state of Israel, who function like a well-oiled 
human machine in their risk-free existence where everything is 
organized according to manly rituals. Lapid focuses on Yaron 
(Yiftach Klein, also the lead in Emile`s Girlfriend), a kind of prototype 
of the Jewish superman whose intense narcissism, total moral 
and physical investment in Israel and passionate devotion to his 
mother make him a fascinating film character. His wife is pregnant, 

and he performs a semi-naked courtship dance to express his 
strength and pride to her. Later, at a barbecue with his colleagues, 
he admires himself in the mirror as he holds a child in his arms, as 
if in aesthetic preparation for impending fatherhood, before going 
on to joust with his friends, the men’s grappling observed by their 
wives with loving, aroused attention (a realistic parody of Zionist 
machismo that recalls another film about the Jewish superman, 
the wonderful You Don’t Mess With the Zohan [2008]). The cult 
of mental and physical strength and good health is expressed 
in this first section’s central narrative episode. One of the 
commandos, weak an emaciated after developing a brain tumour, 
slows down the group’s operations and compromises its goals of 
perfection and optimal performance. Since it is clear he will very 
soon be dead, his immediate superiors, and Yaron, ask him to 
take responsibility for the death of Palestinian civilians during an 
operation, to save his comrades from prosecution. The unhealthy 
body, like the foreign body (the Arab), must be neutralized, and if 
necessary eliminated, in order to preserve Israel’s unfailing power.

While this first section observes the daily existence of those who 
are the armed wing of state violence, a transitional sequence of a 
group of punks silently destroying a car shows anarchic violence 
in all its awful banality on the way to the film’s second part, which 
dramatizes a hypothesis of revolutionary violence in Israel. (In 
each case, the filmmaker only ever envisages his country in terms 
of violence.) Completely disconnected from the first part (until the 
final dénouement), this second movement has, however, a quite 
symmetrical relationship to it. The group of patriotic proletarian 
policemen is replaced by a group of hate-filled bourgeois youth, 
disgusted by Israeli society, who intend to denounce social 
injustice via a grand terrorist gesture. In the desert, after a bike 
ride, the policemen proclaim their unconditional love for Israel 
(“It’s the most beautiful country in the world!”), while the wannabe 
terrorists practice their marksmanship by shooting at an olive 
tree, discharging their weapons and their hatred onto a symbol 
of peace and justice. A young woman in the group, Shira (Yaara 
Pelzig), secretly in love with their leader Nathanael, stands out for 
her purity and fanaticism. Young, good-looking, rich, rebellious, 
they are like relatives of the characters in Le diable probablement 
(1977) and La chinoise (1967). But the symmetry is soon broken 
by the perturbation of fiction. State violence functions at full 
throttle, while revolutionary violence, which does not (yet?) exist in 
Israel, spirals downwards to end in failure and death. In the film’s 
final shot, Yaron silently observes the face of the dying Shira, 
shot down by his bullets. What is he thinking? For the first time, 
the enemy to be defeated is not an Arab but a Jew. Something 
has just broken down. Confused thoughts, complicated and 
contradictory, go through his mind. What if this beautiful woman 
lying on the ground was his own daughter, like the one his wife is 
just about to bring into the world?

In the end, what separates the two parts of the film is their relation 
to reality. What Lapid describes in his account of the policemen’s 
lives is of the order of documentary. What he invents in the 
second part is of the order of fantasy, a cry of anger against the 
government: science fiction that is in the process of becoming 
fiction. In the weeks following its first screening at the Jerusalem 
Film Festival (where it won three awards), the film took on a 
troublingly prophetic dimension in light of the wave of protests 
and demonstrations by young Israelis, who poured into the streets 
shouting the same slogans Shira uses at the end of the film: 
“Police, you are not our enemies. You too are the oppressed.” In 
Israel, this outstanding political film has thus become a standard-
bearer for youth who are angry with a government they loathe. 
Elsewhere in the world, Policeman may well also impress for more 
than the chilling perfection of its mise en scène.

by Olivier Père
November 2011

Review: Policeman
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 A boldly conceived and bracingly told political drama, Policeman 
(Hashoter) possesses a special contemporary pertinence in the 
wake of the recent massive protests relating to the vast class and 
economic disparities in Israel. This intensely physical first full-
length feature from writer-director Nadav Lapid, whose 50-minute 
Emil’s Girlfriend showed at Cannes in 2006, divides its attention 
between an elite anti-terrorist police unit and a small cell of young 
upper-class revolutionaries whose slogans sound oh-so 1968. 
The winner of three awards (best first or second work, screenplay 
and cinematography) at the Jerusalem Film Festival and recipient 
of a special jury prize at Locarno, the highly charged film should 
travel far on the festival circuit and attract distributor interest in 
numerous Western territories.

The first 43 minutes of Policeman focus mostly upon Yaron 
(Yiftach Klein), the hunky, ultra-macho nominal leader of a squad 
of highly trained officers who specialize in only the most difficult 
operations, normally against Arab terrorists. Seemingly everything 
Yaron does has a physical dimension: While talking with his vastly 
pregnant wife in their flat during a long early scene, he gives her 
an extensive massage; he’s competitive on a bike outing and the 
greetings and horsing around with his mates at an afternoon party 
involve a conspicuously hearty physicality.

This opening stretch involves little overt drama per se; there is 
scattered talk of an arrangement under which one member of the 
team, who has an apparent brain tumor, will accept responsibility 
for what happened on an operation where some innocents were 
killed, as his medical condition prevents him from being tried, 
and the men attend the funeral of another from their unit. More 
than anything, this first interlude embodies and expresses the 
camaraderie and the intoxication of being part of the elite, the 
physically empowered, the exceptionals. Some may detect the 
trace of a gay subtext, but all the male touching and feeling seems 
more of a specifically cultural thing than anything sexual.

A seemingly arbitrary attack on a parked car by some young punks 
signals the abrupt change of focus to a quartet of spoiled rich kids 
intent on igniting trouble. Like the youthful radicals in Godard’s La 
Chinoise, these idealists have tipped over into nihilism, not caring 
how much harm they do so long as their revolutionary aims are 
met. “It’s time for the poor to get rich and the rich to start dying,” 
intones Shira (Yaara Pelzig), a provocatively inexpressive blonde, 
more than once, as she and the charismatic (and also blond) 
ringleader Natanel (Michael Aloni) plot to stage a big operation.

Although the plot is almost blown when the father of one of 
the conspirators gets wind of it, he winds up joining the gang 
on a mission targeting some Israeli billionaires. Suspense and 
bloodshed ensue in the intense climax which, inevitably, requires 
the elite squad to intervene in a stand-off uncommonly perpetrated 
by fellow Israelis.

Writer-director Lapid has not structured this in the usual manner of 
commercial cinema, having decided to section the separate story 
components off in blocks rather than to intercut in the interest of 
a good guys-bad guys dynamic. Fairly long scenes with minimal 
narrative thrust predominate, but tension builds all the same, as 
two opposing forces -- the well-trained police and the wayward 
youngsters -- become poised for an inevitable collision.

Even if the buff, self-assured commandos come off as far more 
appealing as people than the bratty, conscienceless anarchists, 
there’s more at stake here than the fates of individuals, which 
makes for a disturbing aftermath as far as the nature of the Israeli 
state is concerned.

The main performances are powerful, the visuals are bold and 
vivid, the final effect one of the gut having been punched and the 
mind stirred.

by Todd McCarthy
August 14, 2011

Review: Policeman

The Bottom Line: 

A political Israeli film with strong dramatic and topical value.

The political drama, which centers on the 
leader of a squad of highly trained officers who 
deal with Arab terrorists, won awards at the 
Jerusalem and Locarno film festivals.
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Israel’s fractured psyche is plumbed via narrative splintering 
in Policeman, Nadav Lapid’s compelling drama about his 
homeland’s burgeoning social unrest. Lapid’s story begins with 
Yaron (Yiftach Klein), a member of an elite counter-terrorism 
unit and a borderline caricature of national masculine pride, 
proclaiming high atop a mountain after a bike ride with his equally 
macho mates, “This is the most beautiful country in the world,” 
dancing with hip-thrusting suggestiveness for his pregnant wife, 
and greeting his comrades with back-slaps so powerful that their 
sounds overwhelm the soundtrack. Yaron is the epitome of he-
man Israeli military might, and the first (and longest) sequence 
of Lapid’s debut focuses on his day-to-day activities, which 
involve attending a barbeque where men playfully wrestle and 
he checks himself out in the mirror while holding a baby (to see 
how impending fatherhood will suit him), and trying to pick up a 
15-year-old waitress at a café by showing her (and asking if she 
wants to stroke) his gun. Virility and power define him, as does 
a steadfast belief in the unassailable virtue of his country, which 
must be protected at all costs in a manner similar to the health of 
his unit, which—under fire for a prior shooting that claimed some 
Palestinian lives—he plans to protect from prosecution by having 
fatally brain tumor-stricken squad member Ariel take the fall for 
the incident.

Ariel is a cancer that must be excised for the survival of the 
team, just as combat casualties must be accepted for the good 
of the nation, a body-politic undercurrent that Lapid introduces 
deftly. That internal-disease metaphor extends to the material’s 
second half, in which the story—after a scene in which a gang 
of nihilistic punks trashes a car for no reason—shifts its gaze to 
another tight-knit group of true believers. Violent reactionaries, 
this clan is nominally led by handsome Nathanel (Michael Aloni), 
but truly run by stone-faced Shira (Yaara Pelzig), a wannabe-
poet revolutionary who plans to read her kill-the-rich manifesto 
decrying Israeli socio-economic disparities on television after 
carrying out a kidnapping of wealthy billionaires at a wedding. 
It’s a scheme whose particulars remain shrouded in mystery for 
long stretches, as Lapid depicts the inner workings of the group, 
which also includes follower Oded and, soon thereafter, Oded’s 
father, who tags along in order to protect his son. Here as with 
the counter-terrorism team, violence intermingles freely with 
sexuality, as Oded pines for Shira and she for Nathanel, though 
more than their carnal urges, it’s their clichéd rage and hypocrisy 
that permeates these segments, a sense of semi-justified anger 
channeled by spoiled-brat kids desperately trying to play Che 
Guevara.

Lapid presents these two storylines as representing increasingly 
at-war factions of the current Israeli consciousness, and as 
such, they’re destined to come to a head during Policeman’s 
finale. Lapid’s stewardship in the lead-up to that confrontation 
is remarkably assured, capturing an ever-present atmosphere of 
clique-ish camaraderie and pent-up fury and fanaticism through 
intense close-ups and vivid compositions of dynamic tension. 
As with a shot in which Oded and his dad travel back and forth 

Offering a thoroughly modern take on urban warfare, this 
unnerving and enigmatic debut feature from Israeli director Nadav 
Lapid trains its steely focus on the group dynamics of the cops 
and robbers rather than asking us to get swept along in the 
specifics of their violence travails. The first thirty minutes of the 
film depicts the (vaguely homoerotic) bonding rituals of an elite 
anti-terrorist unit, while we then move over to the more poetically 
inclined actions of militant socialist cell who plan capture and kill 
a billionaire industrialist. The film asks if we really know our enemy 
and it’s an idea that’s hit home with force in the deeply troubling 
final shot.

between kitchen and dining room, the two always in separate 
spaces that are visually divided by a wall, the film’s aesthetics 
convey class, gender and age schisms with subtle urgency. When 
the powder-keg fuse is finally lit, suspense mounts not so much 
with regards to the eventual outcome, as the circumstances can 
only lead to one real resolution, but to the way in which the various 
characters will reconcile their convictions and choices with the 
realities they face. As such, Policeman’s apex proves to be its 
final shot, a shared look between Shira and Yaron—she perhaps 
seeing the humanity in him, he trying to process that this terrorist 
is not an Arab but a Jew—that beautifully embodies the film’s 
formal and thematic fissures.

by Nick Shager
October 8, 2011

by David Jenkins
October 18, 2011

Review: Policeman
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Two different types of tribalism come into deadly conflict in 
the provocative Israeli drama “Policeman.” Divided loosely 
into thirds, with an occasional loopy visual reminiscent of 
Joseph H. Lewis’ “Gun Crazy,” this fascinating but uneven 
pic has a conceptual rigor that doesn’t always translate 
into compelling viewing or even a smooth narrative whole. 
Nevertheless, it reps a strong debut from tyro helmer-writer 
Nadav Lapid, and will leave audiences debating the current 
social and philosophical issues it reflects. Further fest travel 
and niche arthouse play are in the cards for this Locarno fest 
competition entry.

Thirtysomething Yaron (Yiftach Klein) is part of an elite anti-
terrorism police unit of the Israeli government, tacitly allowed 
to perform undercover assassinations of Arab enemies. Firmly 
believing he lives in the finest country in the world, Yaron is proud 
of his job, his strong, muscular physique and his status as an 
expectant father. Although the policeman’s family unit is depicted 
as tight, his bond with his squadron is tighter still. Yaron has been 
with most of his comrades since army service, and they thrive in 
each other’s company at work and play.

Lapid depicts the milieu of the policemen with an exaggerated 
machismo that borders on the erotic. Every time they meet, these 
buff hunks clasp hands or pound each other’s backs, the noise 
of their ultra-physical greeting dominating the soundtrack. Their 
attachment to their weaponry is also rendered sexual. Admiring 
the shape of a teen waitress, Yaron displays his gun, and asks if 
she wants to touch it.

About 50 minutes in, just as viewers wonder where all this is going 
and how far Lapid will take this imagery, the story shifts without 
explanation to follow another gun-worshipping tribe, a band of 
Jewish radicals who plot class warfare through violent means. Led 
by handsome blond Natanel (Michael Aloni) and pouty poetess 
Shira (Yaara Pelzig), these fanatical youngsters infiltrate the 
Jerusalem wedding of a billionaire’s daughter and take hostages 
of the rich and powerful in order to bring their manifesto to the 
national media. When Yaron’s unit is called to restore order, the 
policeman, who cannot comprehend a Jewish terrorist, is forced 
to confront a new reality.

Pic’s first (and longest) third is the most interesting, and not without 
humor as Yaron admires himself in the mirror while holding another 
man’s infant, or dances naked in front of his heavily pregnant wife. 
The second section plays more problematically, with less likable 
characters whose beliefs are as unshakable as those held by the 
policemen, but depicted as less rational given their privileged 
backgrounds and puerile reasoning.

Along the way, Lapid’s ambitious screenplay intros other types 
of tribes, including the aggressive punks who destroy Shira’s car, 
the lesbians and artists at the club Shira visits the night before 
their operation, and the captains of industry whose lives the 
government orders the police to preserve at all costs.

Thesping is highly stylized, particularly in the second section, 
in which the young revolutionaries share a blank-eyed stare. 
Evocative lensing by Shai Goldman (“The Band’s Visit”) is at 
its best in sun-drenched outdoor scenes, where it effortlessly 
captures tribal bonds and hierarchies.

“Policeman” scored awards for screenplay and cinematography 
at the Jerusalem Film Festival.

by Alissa Simon
August 2, 2011

Review: Policeman


