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a film by Hany Abu-Assad
Logline

A documentary with fictional elements, about the life of young Rajai, a Palestinian taxi-van driver who struggles everyday to get passed roadblocks and barriers, through detours and shortcuts from East-Jerusalem to Ramallah and back again transporting passengers for three shekels a trip. His point of view on the Intifadah, the occupation, suicide attacks and life in general is mirrored by that of his passengers, ordinary people but also the politician Hanan Ashrawi, filmmaker BZ Goldberg and others.

Synopsis

‘Ford Transit’ follows taxi-van driver Rajai, who tries to live and survive in Jerusalem and Ramallah. We see the problems in the region through his eyes.

Rajai is our guide in the labyrinth of war, occupation and resistance in a chaotic area. He leads us through detours and mountain dusty roads passed the roadblocks and bit by bit we get to know more about him and his thoughts.

The passengers in the van, the places he goes to and the activities he explores, besides driving a taxi, conjure up a diverse image of the situation and of Rajai himself.

But by constantly staying with him – the other people talking are always in the van or directly involved with it – we slowly get a better understanding of the complexity of life in the West Bank.

Instead of analyzing the situation from afar, we undergo it at the hand of the driver and his passengers there. 

Plot

The spiral of violence over the last several months, the seemingly impenetrable misery of the Israeli – Palestinian conflict with its diverse political, religious and social elements, and the confusion after the September 11 attacks have created a harsh situation, in which there is little clarity.

The Ford Transit taxi-van can be seen as a metaphor for trying to find a way in a chaotic and hostile situation. Life always finds a way, but it may sometimes involve detours over dusty roads full of potholes to get from A to B. As the abundantly present Fords are the most reliable and fastest way to get from Jerusalem to Ramallah and back, practically everyone uses this sort of public transportation. And everyone has their own little problems, views and insights. The Ford serves as a dynamic stage for a turbulent existence with Rajai playing a leading role.

From the first moment the camera catches Rajai in the chaos of the pre-roadblock traffic jam, we follow the young man. He tells us how the system of Fords works and who uses it. Obviously we are immediately confronted with the limitations and obstacles Rajai faces and how he deals with them.

The film meanders with Rajai and his passengers passed some of the determining facets of life in the area and those in Rajai’s life. His family and background, his other activities like smuggling illegal CD’s for some extra money, his vision on the political developments and possible solutions, a future abroad and his opinion on suicide attacks.

These elements are further explored in the juxtaposition with the opinions and statements of others. Passengers include ordinary people as well as well-known individuals such as the influential politician Hanan Ashrawi, Israeli filmmaker Goldberg, a spokesman for the orthodox church, a Palestinian member of the Knesset, writers, a minister of the Palestinian National Authority etc. All of them use the Ford Transit van and are interviewed in it.

As the film progresses the tone becomes harsher and darker, especially as there is more talk about suicide attacks and their effects. Eventually the elements of Rajai’s life and the subjects dealt with will form a new coherent view, both more clear and confusing than the view we had in the beginning.

‘Ford Transit’ is a film that interweaves fictional with documentary elements, a portrait of a time and place and of a person. Following the documentary ‘Nazareth 2000’ and the feature film ‘Rana’s Wedding’, which was also filmed in East-Jerusalem, ‘Ford Transit’ is constructed as a road movie. A film about an ordinary young man, his family, passengers and their backgrounds in one of the most turbulent and disturbing places on earth today.

Hany Abu-Assad

Bero Beyer
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Style

When I started to think about the concept for Ford Transit, I wanted to make a film very close to daily life reality. Living under occupation is an adventure. Very surreal, like feeling you need to be Indiana Jones to go to your work. This is the common existence of Palestinians nowadays. Full of confusion; all the time you ask yourself; is this real or are we living in a film? I came to the conclusion that, if I wanted to make an audience experience this confusion, I must combine reality with created reality in every scene. I wanted the audience to feel it is all real, but that it also can be staged. They are looking at a film, not a report, though it is still reality. This is in conflict with classic definition of a documentary: You don’t dictate reality. In fiction you do, to create a story. But I wanted both, at the same time.
I created confusion by, for example, interviewing Hanan Ashrawi in a clearly staged situation, the Ford Transit taxi, which she would never use. If the stage couldn’t be dictated, then sometimes I dictated characters. For this reason I asked a crewmember, the runner and driver of my previous feature film, Rajai Khatib, to become a real driver of the Ford Transit taxi. 

The only locally professional, famous actor in my film is Basam Zomot, the man who wanted to forbid Bush appearing unwarned on the television.  I interviewed him like any regular person, in order to create confusion for the local audience: What is he doing there? Is he there by accident or is doing what the director wants? 

During the filming of slow motion images, by chance, and from afar we filmed a soldier hitting a Ford Transit driver, not ours. We asked that driver why he had been beaten. He told us that the soldier asked him what his name was and that he had answered that it was written down in the papers the soldier was holding. ‘Don’t try to be smart’, the soldier said, ‘when I ask a question, you just answer’. The soldier confirmed this story to us. I used the slow motion take of the hit with the music of Dr Dre under it. It became an enjoyable image and not a painful one. I reused this scene, but this time it was our driver Rajai, himself being hit. With it I reused the dialogue from the Polish feature film Ashes and Diamonds. Now, using the documentary language, the image became painful.

This proved to me it is not the facts that matter, it is the way you show them that matters. It is interesting for me to play with this concept. It is an integrated concept as I combined reality with dictated reality. Using the quality of Super 16 the images becomes alive and real, but also close to feature film.

Besides creating confusion it is also important to be drawn into the film, identify with the characters and the situation they are in. I rebuilt famous dialogues from feature films not only to increase confusion but also to allow identification with the characters, in this case Rajai. Even if you don’t recognize the dialogue’s I used, they can still be identified as feature film dialogues by the sound of them.

What I did is using reality to tell a story and I created reality to experience daily life in Palestine. This makes it a 100% documentary, but at the same time it is 100 % fiction. I didn’t obey journalistic rules, but never abused reality. I dictated reality to tell a story about daily life reality.

As everything has to be categorized, we decided to attach the name documentary to Ford Transit, because of the cinematographic language and the context: The camera is visible and all things that happened happen in real. It happened accidental in front of the camera or my own eyes, and I recreated it later. Using the music of Morriconi, the icon of the Spaghetti Western, a kind of fake western, combined with the slow motion images of the West Bank, the Wild West became the Wild West Bank. 

I solved the ethical dilemma of the classical documentary definition because I never made up situations. Nowadays the definition of documentary is released from the myth that you don’t change reality in documentary. We all know that as soon as you arrive with a camera you change the course of things. When you use music you influence the mood, and in the editing room you change context and timing. I state that a documentary is a documentary when you don’t lie about the situation.

Hany Abu-Assad
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Production

Film duration 80 minutes, color

Format 35 mm (shot on S16mm)

Crew:

Director

Hany Abu-Assad

Camera

Menno Westendorp

Assistant

Hante Rogaar

Line-producer

Hamoudy Buqai

Editor


Patrick Minks

Sound designer
Huibert Boon

Producer

Bero Beyer, Augustus Film

Written by 

Hany Abu-Assad, Bero Beyer

Produced with the VPRO

Produced in Palestine / The Netherlands


With the support of the Stimuleringsfonds Nederlandse Culturele Omroepproducties

International Sales:

Cinephil, Philippa Kowarsky

18 Levontin Street, Tel Aviv 65112, Israel

Tel: +972-3-5664129
- Fax: +972-3-5601436

Email: info@cinephil.co.il
http://www.cinephil.co.il
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Hany Abu-Assad

After having studied and worked as an airplane engineer in the Netherlands for several years, Hany Abu-Assad entered the world of cinema and television as a producer. He formed Ayloul Film Productions in 1990 and worked on television programmes about foreign immigrants and films like Dar O Dar for Channel 4 and Long Days in Gaza for the BBC. 

In 1992 Hany Abu-Assad wrote and directed his first short film, Paper House. The film depicts the adventures of a thirteen year old Palestinian boy, who tries to build his own 

dreamhouse after his family’s original house has been destroyed. Paper House was made for NOS Dutch television and won several international awards at film festivals, a.o. in Paris and Jerusalem. One year later Hany produced the feature film Curfew, directed by Rashid Masharawi. An international co-production between Argus Film Productions, WDR, ARTE and AVRO, Curfew was critically highly praised, winning awards like the Gold Pyramid in Cairo, the Unesco Prize in Cannes and three additional prizes in Montpellier.

After his second short The 13th, which he wrote, produced and directed, Hany embarked on his first full-length feature project as a director. He teamed up with writer Arnon Grunberg to develop a script that challenged and explored cinematic narrative and style in a comedy about a couple in Amsterdam. The film entitled The fourteenth Chick was the opening film for the Netherlands Film Festival in Utrecht 1998. 

Other recent works include the bittersweet documentary Nazareth 2000, which Hany made for Dutch VPRO television. The turmoil in a divided city and its quarrelling inhabitants, Christians and Moslems, is viewed through the eyes of two gas station attendants. Combining both a kind and a satirical approach to a serious subject matter, Hany succeeded in creating a multifaceted and surprisingly humorous documentary.

Since the establishment of Augustus Film with Bero Beyer in 2000, Hany has been developing the scripts for PARADISE NOW (in Production) and Rana’s wedding, both full-length feature dramas. Rana’s wedding is a production realised with the support of the Palestinian Film Foundation of the Ministry of Culture of the Palestinian National Authority and describes a day in the life of a young woman in Jerusalem, during which she tries to get married before four o’ clock that day. The film was selected for the Semaine de la critique 2002 and went on to win prizes in Montpellier, Marrakech, Bastia and Cologne.

His latest film, FORD TRANSIT was the surprise of Sundance Film festival 2003. The film won the ‘Fipresci Jury Award’ during the Thessaloniki Film Festival, the ‘2003 Nestor Almendros Award’ for courage in filmmaking at the Human Rights Film Festival in New York, the ‘In the Spirit of Freedom Award 2003’ at the International Jerusalem Film Festival and was the winner of the Ulysses Award for Best Documentary at the 25th Mediterranean Film Festival of Montpellier.
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Filmography Hany Abu-Assad (selected listing)
Ford Transit Director (2002, 80 min, 35mm in co-production with VPRO television)

Produced by Augustus Film, with the support of the Stimulerings fonds. World premiere at IDFA, presented at Sundance, Hot Docs, won the ‘Fipresci Jury Award’ at the International Documentary Film Festival Thessaloniki. the ‘2003 Nestor Almendros Award’ for courage in filmmaking at the Human Rights Film Festival in New York, the ‘In the Spirit of Freedom Award 2003’ at the International Jerusalem Film Festival and the Ulysses Award for Best Documentary at the 25th Mediterranean Film Festival of Montpellier.
Rana’s Wedding (Jerusalem, Another Day)  Director (2002, 90 min, drama, 35 mm)

Written by L. Bader and Ihab Lamey. Produced by Augustus Film with the support of the Palestinian Film Foundation. Best Actress Award for Clara Khoury at the Marrakech Film Festival. Antigone d’Or & Critics Award at Montpellier, Grand Prize at Mediterranean Film Festival Cologne, Grand  Prix Arte Mare, Bastia.

Nazareth 2000  Director (2000, 55 min, documentary, 16 mm, for VPRO television)
De Arabieren van 2001 & Het Spijkerkwartier  Director (1999 / 2000, 25 min, documentaries, Betacam, for IKON television)

The Fourteenth Chick  Director (1998, 83 min, drama, 35 mm)

Written by Arnon Grunberg. With a/o. Antonie Kamerling, Thekla Reuten and Peer Mascini. Selected as the opening film of the Netherlands Film Festival Utrecht 1998. Released by UIP.

The 13th  Writer / Director / Producer (1997, 10 min, drama, 35 mm)
Selected by the International Film Festival Rotterdam 1997. Nominated for the NPS-prize for short films 

Onverwachte Natuur Writer / Director (1996, 6 items for VARA television)
Presented by Ivo de Wijs

Curfew  Producer (1993, 75 min, drama, 35 mm)

Directed by Rashid Masharawi. A co-production with Argus Film Productions with WDR, ARTE and AVRO. Winner Gold Pyramid at the International Film Festival in Cairo, winner UNESCO-prize at the International Film Festival Cannes 1994 and winner three prizes (Main Prize, Audience Award and Critics Award) at the International Filmfestival de Cinema Mediterraneen in Montpellier.

Paper House  Writer / Director (1992, 28 min, drama, 16 mm, for the NOS)

Winner 2nd prize at the International Film Festival Jerusalem for Best Short Film, winner 1st prize International Ismaillia Festival for Engaged Film, winner Audience Award at the Biènnale des Cinémas Arabes in Paris and winner 'Tanit de Bronze' at the Carthage Film Festival

Long Days in Gaza  Producer (1991, 30 min, documentary, Betacam, for the BBC)
To whom it may concern  Director (1991, 15 min, documentary, Betacam)
Dar 0 Dour  Producer (1990, 52 min, documentary, Betacam, for Channel 4)
Establishment of Ayloul Film Productions (1990)
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Festivals

International Documentary Festival, Amsterdan 



November ‘02

world premiere

Sundance – special screening
, Utah





January ‘03

Dreams of a Nation, New York





January ‘03

Chicago Palestine Film Festival





March ‘03

5th Thessaloniki Documentary Festival




March ‘03


winner of the Fipresci Jury Award

Hot Docs, Toronto







April ‘03

Dokfest München







May ‘03

Freiburger Film Forum






May ‘03

Human Rights Film Festival New York




June ‘03

2003 Nestor Almendros Award for courage in filmmaking

Marseille FID








June ‘03

Karlovy Vary International Film Festival, Praque



July ‘03

International Jerusalem Film Festival




July ‘03

Winner of In the Spirit of Freedom Award 2003

Vancouver International Film Festival




September ‘03

The Washington, DC International  Film Festival



October ‘03

25th Mediterranean Film Festival of Montpellier



October ‘03

Winner of the Ulysses Award for Best Documentaire

Exile Film Festival Gotenborg





October ‘03

Seoul Independent DOcumentary Festival




October ‘03
Global Visions Film Festival, Edmonton, Canada



November ‘03

Beirut Docu Days







November ‘03

Boston Jewish Film Festival






November ‘03

cph:dox Copenhagen







November ‘03

Rencontres internationales du documentaire de Montréal


November ‘03

Palestinian Filmfestival Moscow





November ‘03

Bilbao Film Festival







November ‘03

Festival Dei Popoli, Firenze






November ‘03

NB: festival names and awards may not be mentioned or spelled correctly 
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