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Israel / U.S.   1997-2000   color   102 minutes   live action feature documentary 

in Arabic, Hebrew, and English with English subtitles   ITVS /  

The Promises Film Project / The Joan W. and Steven B. Belkin Foundation / 

The Lyn and Norman Lear Foundation / The Fund for Jewish Documentary 

Filmmaking (NFJC) / The National Endowment for the Arts / Sonja Muller / 

The Soros Documentary Fund of the Open Society Institute     New Yorker Video   

Producers: Justine Shapiro, Lucy Kaplan, and B. Z. Goldberg 

 

14 of a possible 20 points                                                        **** of a possible ***** 

Key: *indicates outstanding technical achievement or performance 

(j) designates a juvenile performer or cast member 

Points: 

             Co-Directors: Justine Shapiro, B. Z. Goldberg, Carlos Bolado 

0           Editors: Carlos Bolado, Jennifer Chinlund, Ruby Yang, Sarah Maamouri 

2           Cinematography: Yoram Millo, Ilan Buchbinder    

             Aerial Photography: Benni Mor 

2           Lighting 

1           Written by: Justine Shapiro and B. Z. Goldberg 

             Consulting Writer: Stephen Most 

1           Music: Paul Weller, El Din, Wim Mertens 

             Music Supervisors: Carlos Bolado and Bentzkeh Korimas 



2           Locations 

1           Research: Stephen Most, Elia Sides, Katie Tabar, Suha Araf,  

             Matan Barak, Hila Zemer 

2           Sound: Rogelio Villanueva* (Sound Designer and Mixer), Dan Olmsted* 

             (Sound Mixer), Frank Rinella* (Narration Mixer), Ben Conrad*  

             (Narration Recordist), Grant Foerster* (Sound Recordist),  

             Matthew Spiro* and E. Larry Oatfield* (Sound Effects) 

2           Interviewees: Twins Daniel (j) and Yarko Solan (j),  

             Mahmoud Mazeh Mahmoud Izhiman (j)*, Shlomo Green (j), 

             Sanabel Hassan (j)*, Faraj Adnan Hassan Husein (j)*, Moishe Bar-Am (j)    

             and Raheli Bar-Am (j)*              

2           Creativity 

14 total points 

 

      Can Jewish and Moslem children from the Jerusalem area be brought 

together in a mediated mixer? This is the question posed by filmmakers  

B. Z. Goldberg, Justine Shapiro, and Carlos Bolado in the documentary 

PROMISES. After selecting seven youngsters from a variety of religious and 

political backgrounds as interview subjects, the trio of directors then 

concentrated on recording their statements about life, politics, and the 

possibility of coexistence with peers who do not share their viewpoints. The 

results are highlighted here, clearly demonstrating how difficult it is to find 

common ground for these youths. 

     Twin boys Daniel and Yarko Solan come from an affluent Jewish family. They 

live in a comfortable apartment suite in a Jewish sector of Jerusalem. 

Grandchildren of a Holocaust survivor, the twins have been raised in a liberal 

tradition stressing tolerance and keeping lines of communication open. They 

exhibit willingness to meet Palestinians and accept them as fellow citizens. 

     Mahmoud Mazen Mahmoud Izhiman is part of a merchant family living in 

Jerusalem’s Old City. Their quarter is overwhelmingly Moslem, a neighborhood 

openly sympathetic to Palestinian refugees and their troubles. Surrounded by 

furnishings indicative of profitable coffee sales, this vociferously voluble child 

insists the only solution for Palestinians is complete return to residencies 



established prior to the Arab-Israeli War. The West Bank and Gaza are 

Palestinian lands, in Mahmoud’s opinion. They should be home solely to 

Palestinian families. 

     This assertion brings him into direct conflict with Moishe Bar-Am, a 

conservative settler’s son living in the West Bank settlement of Beit-el. Moishe 

is certain all land promised by God to Abraham is to remain in the possession of 

Jews. He cites the Torah to support that contention. For Palestinians to infiltrate 

or claim such regions is a trespass against God Himself. This justifies Jewish 

families in building residences there and defending them against Gentile 

counter-claimants. It also raises a seemingly insurmountable barrier to Israeli-

Palestinian land negotiations, one that increasingly frustrates dispossessed 

Palestine-era landholders currently relegated to exile status in refugee camps. 

Formal warfare ended decades ago. Consequences of displacement remain. 

Aggrieved camp dwellers find prospects for return to their homeland no 

brighter in the new millenium than the old one. 

     Representing frustration of rootless outcasts denied citizenship by all 

bordering states, Sanabel Hassan and Faraj Adnan Hassan Husein try to survive 

in the Deheishe Refugee Camp, an island of discontent amid growing numbers 

of West Bank Jewish settlements. Out of that environment come teenage 

supporters of Intifadas, whose slingshots and stones are no match for Israeli 

Army equipment. Unsurprisingly, Deheishe and its counterparts are breeding 

grounds for terrorism and militant resistance to Israeli occupation. 

     Faraj seeks escape first through sports, as a runner. Sanabel is a mouthpiece 

for restoration of Palestinian homelands, clinging to traditional dance as an 

outlet for expression of her cultural identity. That bond is augmented by 

patriotic independence themes verbally accompanying choreography.  

     Both Sanabel and Faraj feel persecuted because of their religion, making 

them contemporary versions of ghetto residents in 1930s Germany. Neither is 

innately inclined to violence. Sanabel, though, sometimes imagines herself a 

suicide bomber, replacing apparently fruitless propaganda with concrete action. 

It seems to her by 2004 that only violence is ever likely to produce positive 

results for her people.   



     Daniel, Yarko, and Faraj clearly see terrorism as just another failed tactic in a 

cycle of crime and reprisal which leads nowhere. It hasn’t provided anyone, 

Israeli or Palestinian, with a strong sense of security. All that political murder 

achieves is an increase in the number of available martyrs. Their misdeeds get 

publicly promoted as patriotic self-sacrifices. They do not even begin to nudge 

politicians towards peace, instead stiffening positions of polarized adversaries. 

     Part of the problem is refusal of Orthodox Jews, such as rabbi’s son  

Shlomo Green, to concern himself with government policies. Devoting full 

attention to Torah and Talmud, Shlomo screens out secular Israelis from 

consideration. Their existence has no relevance. In relation to eternity, they are 

simply distractions. A devout Jew cannot preoccupy his mind with mundane 

problems God will work out ultimately anyway. When the Messiah comes, all 

will be set right. And not because of anything humans intended or executed. 

     In refreshing comic relief from that intransigency, viewers watch an episode 

where Moishe’s sister Raheli, sounding far more rational than her sibling, 

struggles to remove a chair from its nested location atop a column of lookalikes. 

Neither aspiring to command an army nor to banish cultural outsiders, Raheli 

possesses the rare gift of imagination lacking in many of West Bank nieghbors. 

She displays humor, perseverance, willingness to seek assistance. When it 

doesn’t arrive in timely fashion, Raheli completes her task independently. She’s  

oriented to achievement and does not use daydreams as a substitute for 

realities. Moishe, on the contrary, immerses himself in time-consuming 

gambling and fantasies he shows no inclination to bring into material existence. 

That would require labor and practice, qualities he chooses not to value or 

adopt. His simple solution to the Palestinian problem is to banish or 

exterminate adversaries. He is an Old Testament relic in a post-Holocaust world. 

     To a limited extent, the goal set by Shapiro, Goldberg, and Bolado is attained. 

Two Jewish children, Daniel and Yarko, do interact with two Palestinian ones, 

Faraj and Sanibel. They talk, play, and share food without antagonizing each 

other. Absence of three other interviewees from this peaceful overture is 

distressing, however. There is not yet any sense of universal community 

present. 



     Cinematography, sound recording, and lighting are excellent, on par with the 

highest technical standards. Editing is somewhat slack, including a completely 

vulgar and witlessly extended burping contest between two boys. Variable in 

quality, music alternates between enthralling folk tunes and uninspiring 

contemporary pop.  

     Since most dialogue is spontaneous, it abounds in cliches, lacking originality 

and incisiveness overall.  

     More barbed, intense, and profound are opinions delivered in the principal 

dvd bonus feature, nineteen minutes of 2004 follow-up interviews with the 

quartet of volunteer bridge-builders from the feature. It includes refreshingly 

temperate input from a more mature Mahmoud. Viewers discover Faraj has 

emigrated as a political asylum-seeker to the United States, Sanibel’s brother 

has replaced her dad in prison, and the twins are serving out commitments to 

the Israeli army. The kids are being pulled further apart as they grow older, led 

to more extreme assertions by current events and political stalemate.  

     Will Sanibel end up nothing more than another voiceless Islamic martyr? Can 

Faraj ever return to the land of his ancestors? Will Daniel or Jarko someday be 

required to arrest, or kill, someone related to Sanibel? Is it possible that Moishe 

may eventually involve himself in a right-wing plot to incapacitate or annihilate 

West Bank Moslems? All these potential outcomes are only too real, particularly 

if European and North American countries resolve to withdraw from peace 

partnerships in the Mideast. 

     PROMISES is an outstanding introduction to dilemmas facing residents of 

former Palestine. It is neither comprehensive nor conclusive. Educational, 

enlightening, at times positively aggravating, the film merits viewing by anyone 

interested in bringing peace to the eastern Mediterranean.  

     Below is a partial listing of awards PROMISES has received in international 

competitions: 

2001 Paris International Film Festival Audience Award as Best Film 

2001 San Francisco International Film Festival Audience Award and  

Best Documentary Grand Prize 

2001 Emmy Award for Best Documentary 

2001 Sao Paulo International Film Festival Best Documentary Audience Award 



2001 Locarno International Film Festival Special Ecumenical Jury Prize 

2001 Michael Landon Award for Community Service to Youth 

2001 Rotterdam International Film Festival Audience Award for Best Film 

     PROMISES is suitable viewing for teens and adults, though it does include one 

obscenity and a burping contest. Otherwise, highly recommended viewing. 

     Special features on the PROMISES dvd include three deleted scenes totaling 

fourteen minutes. There is also fourteen minutes of footage from a trip to the 

2002 Academy Awards by Sanibel, her girlfriend, and the twins. A three-minute 

theatrical trailer, an eleven-minute promo for Justine Shapiro’s GLOBETREKKER 

(a.k.a LONELY PLANET) documentary travel series, and filmmaker biographies 

complete the bonuses. 


