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FILM ESSAY

Waltz with Bashir – The dialectic of escaping and confronting
traumatic experiences
Noa Heimana and Boaz Shalgib,c

aDepartment of Psychiatry, University of Colorado, Aurora, CO, USA; bPsychotherapy Program, Sackler Medical
School, Tel-Aviv University, Tel-Aviv, Israel; cDepartment of Psychology, Bar-Ilan University, Ramat Gan, Israel

Dance me to your beauty with a burning violin
Dance me through the panic till I’m gathered safely in
Lift me like an olive branch and be my homeward dove
Dance me to the end of love

(Leonard Cohen)

Waltz with Bashir (2008) is an animated documentary feature film that explores the trauma
of the filmmaker’s (Ari Folman) experiences as an Israeli soldier in the first Lebanon war.
After an encounter with a fellow veteran, the filmmaker realizes he completely repressed
his own participation in the events of the war that took part 20 years prior to this encoun-
ter. He attempts to reconstruct the events and narrative of his experience during the war
by interviewing fellow veterans in the hope of recovering his memory. The use of anima-
tion rather than real footage allows the filmmaker to convey reconstructed memories, fan-
tasies, hallucinations, past and present. Moreover, this use of animation, and the
interchange between animation and real footage, enables the filmmaker to play with
different kinds of realities and experiences, a kind of “play” or movement which, as will
be shown, has an essential role in the effort to reconnect with dissociative traumatic
experiences and “reclaim unlived life” (Ogden 2016).

The making of the film is in many ways the filmmaker’s own therapeutic journey to
uncovering both personal and universal aspects of trauma. Accordingly, the film suggests
a unique opportunity to look at some of the issues that are at the core of the traumatic
experience and at the heart of the psychoanalytic endeavour to create the terms by
which the unbearable can become bearable and the traumatic and dissociated experi-
ences can become a part of the psyche again. In an effort to explore the film’s contri-
butions to understanding the ways trauma “works,” as well as to the processes by
which dissociation turns into conflict (Bromberg 1998) and ghosts can form themselves
as ancestors (Loewald 1960), we will focus on the ways in which the film and the
filmmaker deal with some of the core issues of trauma, among them self-states and dis-
sociation, repetition and “the present moment of the past” (Ogden 1994), bearing
witness, and the movement between subjectivity and intersubjectivity in creating alpha
function. Putting these conceptualizations of trauma and dissociation together, we will
try to trace three main dialectics which, to our mind, are essential to the process of
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healing trauma (actual, complex, and relational trauma): the dialectic of fantasy and reality
(Winnicott 1971); the dialectic of discovering and creating the meaning of experiences
(Bion 1962a, 1989; Grotstein 2000, 2007); and the dialectic of subjectivity and intersubjec-
tivity (Bromberg 2006; Ogden 1994, 2005). Additionally, we will attempt to demonstrate
the ways in which the film creates and moves along these dialectics, using different
types of cinematic mediums, vehicles, and methods.

The primitive aspects of trauma

It is ubiquitous that children relate to animals, as seen by the large extent to which chil-
dren’s films, picture books, and toys are so highly populated with animal characters. It
can also be seen in the Rorschach where children have significantly more animal
responses to the blots than adults (Ames et al. 1974). It is a basic nonverbal evolutionary
form of attachment. The film boldly shows how trauma permeates the most primitive parts
of the human psyche and how the chaos and insensibility of war trigger some of the ear-
liest childhood needs in adult men through the stories of two veterans, for whom the
trauma, allegedly, does not revolve so much around the human scenes of violence and
chaos, but the witnessing or infliction of suffering on animals.

The first veteran is the filmmaker’s friend, who is haunted by a recurring nightmare of
the 26 dogs he shot and killed during the war. His role was to shoot the dogs so their
barking would not disclose the troops approaching. Each and every dog he shot and
killed comes back to haunt him in his dream. The opening scene of the film is a riveting
animated re-enactment of the veteran’s recurring nightmare, in which the dogs run
through the streets of his neighbourhood tearing down everything in their way, to even-
tually gather under his apartment window, growling, lurking, waiting to take revenge. This
is a gripping visual interpretation of what guilt looks like in its most raw, primitive form.
Another indirect testimony in the film is a psychologist recounting one of her patient’s
uses of a dissociative defence during the war. The patient felt like he was seeing every-
thing through a lens, as if he was watching a fantastic war film, thus maintaining a con-
stant soft dissociation and emotional disengagement. However, once he encounters a
field of wounded horses and carcasses, “the camera breaks.” The defence stops
working, and he becomes overwhelmed and traumatized.

What is happening here? Why is it that what seems to be tolerable in regard to human
beings appears to be so traumatic when it comes to animals? Perhaps a closer look at the
relations between trauma, self-states, and dissociation (Bass 2003; Bromberg 1998, 2006,
2011; Davies 2004, 2016) can help illuminate this phenomenon.

“Dissociation,” writes Bromberg,

is a defense unlike any other defense. It protects the stability of the self by controlling unsym-
bolized traumatic affect that it cannot regulate… . Dissociation shows its signature not by dis-
avowing aspects of mental content per se, but through the patient’s alienation from aspects of
self that are inconsistent with the experience of “me” at a given moment. (Bromberg 2006, 7)

Thus, when one encounters traumatic experiences—which are “unbearable to the
mind”—dissociation operates as a mechanism for creating a safe disconnection or discon-
tinuity between self-states. As long as one can maintain this dissociation, one is presum-
ably protected from the disintegration and dissolution waiting in the dark corner of his or
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her psyche, what Bromberg (2011) referred to as “The Shadow of the Tsunami.” During
war, soldiers are forced to create a schism between at least two self-states. One of
these self-states is that of protecting one’s safety and mental integrity. This is often
accompanied by feelings of belonging to one’s family (“I am here for my family’s sake,”
“we are protecting our children”), one’s group (“brothers in arms”), and one’s nation.
The other self-state is that of “you shall not murder,” not only as a biblical/moral
command or a mental law, but as the most visceral experience of a man standing
before his or her fellow human being, what Levinas ([1961] 1991) refers to as “the face
of the other.” The “face,” in Levinas’s thought, is what makes the other a subject whose
subjectivity exists and is valued in itself and through which our relations become
ethical. “The face,” writes Levinas, “is a living presence; it is expression. The life of
expression consists of undoing the form in which existence, exposed as a theme, is
thereby dissimulated. The face speaks. The manifestation of the face is already discourse”
(66). In war, it is exactly this immediate relation that needs to be dissociated from other
self-states. The soldier’s need to protect himself and to belong to a group of “like-soldiers”
must be dissociated from his need to be a part of an I-Thou encounter (Buber 1923). We
usually call this process “dehumanizing the enemy,” but it is more like dehumanizing
oneself by dissociating essential parts of the personality.

What was it about the horses, then, that caused the second soldier to “break the
camera” (the dissociation)? Why was it that the first soldier was haunted in his nightmares
by dogs? What is it about animals that made the reality of the war hit home? In war, one of
the mechanisms that help create the schism between self-states and maintain this dehu-
manization is that soldiers are taught, again and again, that humans cannot be trusted. In
one scene in the film, a small boy carries an rocket propelled grenade to attack the sol-
diers. In another scene, the troops retreat, unknowingly leaving a soldier behind,
causing him to feel completely abandoned. But for animals none of the rules of war
apply. They do not intend to hurt or be hurt. They represent innocence (“dogs are the inno-
cents of the animal kingdom,” says one of Ogden’s patients to her analyst) (2009, 22).
Coming eye to eye with their suffering embodies the blind indiscriminate brutality of
war, and forces the soldiers to confront “the face” of the clearly harmless creature they
have just killed. Moreover, they connect the soldiers to more primary, or even primitive
self-states, which were created back in their childhood through their relations with
animals, and which in many cases have remained raw and untouched for many years.
The encounter with the animals seems to function as an uncontrolled, perhaps unwanted,
yet very forceful bridge between two very basic needs or “organizing principles of experi-
ence” (Stolorow and Arwood 1983): the need for safety (the self-state that operates to
protect one’s physical and mental integrity) and the need for attachment to the other.
This seems to render maintaining the dissociation impossible.

While the encounter with primitive and archaic self-states (in the form of animals)
serves as a catalyst for breaching the dissociation and reconnecting with the tangible hor-
rifying experience the soldiers were confronted with, the same archaic parts of the psyche
can at times be recruited to establish and maintain the dissociation, through the creation
of primary phantasies which serve to protect the soldiers from the reality they cannot
process. For example, in another scene of the film, a regression to an archaic mental
activity, that of a hallucination, serves a veteran whose boat was bombed to create a com-
forting and soothing experience of uniting with a symbiotic and undifferentiated early
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object in order to dissociate from his trauma. In the interview he describes the comforting
hallucination (as he refers to it) as taking the form of a gigantic naked woman stepping in
from the ocean, collecting him, and then he lies on her abdomen while she backstrokes in
the water. The woman is young and disproportionally large, which creates a visual much
like an infant lying on his young mother’s abdomen, her naked appearance and calm
swimming strokes creating the epitome of a Winnicottian holding scene (Winnicott
1960). The woman protects the soldier/infant from the emotional and physiological
insult he just experienced in every sense—skin to skin contact, calm movements, every-
thing becomes quiet except for the sound of her strokes through the water, and her
large body holding him from falling. It is a perfect unity of being one with the mother
object, creating a phantasy of continuity of being, exactly at the time when this sense
of continuity and integrity is most threatened. Through a regression to the archaic and
omnipotent mental functioning, that of hallucination, the wounded soldier can return
to the most basic infantile sense of safety, but at a price of disconnecting himself from
reality. Thus we can see the dual function of connecting with archaic objects and primitive
self-states: on one hand, they can replace reality with phantasy, creating, omnipotently, an
alternative reality, and disconnecting the subject from its intersubjective context; while on
the other, they enable the subject to bridge the gap of dissociation, moving between
phantasy and reality, rediscovering the object and reconnecting with its/his/her human
surroundings. The idea that the same psychic apparatus serves simultaneously as a
detaching and as a linking vehicle is, as Freud (1920, 27) demonstrated, immanent to
the dialectic of Cs. and Uncs. systems and essential to the psyche’s development. This
idea becomes the focus of Bion’s conceptualization of the all-important detaching-
linking function of the contact-barrier (1962b) and the enormous value he attributes to
the therapist’s relentless observation of the caesura (1989). Thus, time and again, using
the dual function of the archaic object, the film, as Bion so passionately advises, “investi-
gates the caesura… the synapse” (Bion 1989, 56), therefore creating and maintaining the
tension between connecting and disconnecting to the horrifying reality one cannot, yet
eventually must, confront.

Traumatic memory and reconstruction

Traumatic memory is different to normal memory (van der Kolk 2015). Traumatic memory
is somewhat like a cortical homunculus. Some details are remembered “all too clearly (the
smell of the rapist, the gash in the forehead of a dead child)” (van der Kolk 2015, 195), while
other vital details may not be remembered (e.g. who came to help, the sequence of
events). Traumatic memory is also often wordless and static (Herman 2015).

The filmmaker’s only memory of the war (prior to his filmmaking journey) is not much of
a memory at all. He addresses it as a flashback, then a false memory, then a vision. The
image is of the filmmaker resurrecting naked from the ocean, along with two other sol-
diers, putting on uniform while light flares cover the sky, and heading towards the war-
struck city of Beirut to find groups of fleeing women and children. The filmmaker says
that he is not sure what to make of this perplexing reverie, as he comes to understand
that it could not have occurred in reality. This is quite an odd assertion. Most dreams
are not scripts or replicas of events which have occurred in reality. Indeed, as the
filmmaker tries to depict, this is a “dream that is not a dream” (Ogden 2005, 3). Similarly,
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the way he relates to the dream is like it is not a dream, like it should not and could not have
hidden meanings, unconscious communications, potential interpretations. It seems that
for the filmmaker the “dream” can have only one meaning (reflection of an event that
had happened in reality) or no meaning at all—thus he cannot figure it out or think
about it in any meaningful way. And yet the filmmaker is right, since it seems that this
is not a dream but what Ogden, following Bion,1 calls “hallucination in sleep” (2005, 47)
or a night terror rather than a nightmare. Elaborating Bion’s (1962a) notions of beta
elements, alpha function, and alpha elements, Ogden (2005) distinguishes between night-
mares and night terrors. Nightmares are bad dreams. They have content, usually both
manifest and hidden. They represent an ability to dream, a healthy alpha function, a
vital psyche movement which “arrives” at an area in one’s mind that is wounded, filled
with guilt, rage, anxiety, shame, and other feelings that are too painful to dream fully.
Nightmares represent a healthy ability to dream, which has reached its limits. Thus, a
patient who shares a nightmare with his therapist is actually asking her to dream with
him the undreamt aspects of the “yet to be dreamt dream” (Ogden 2005, 5), which is a
“neurotic or other type of non-psychotic phenomenon” (ibid).

In contrast, night terrors are a “failure of alpha-function” (Bion 1962a, 7), which means
they are frozen images, recurrent “bundles of stimuli,” which seem to have no meaning,
and represent nothing but themselves. They (seem to) mean nothing and go nowhere:
“night terrors are constituted of raw sense impressions related to an emotional experi-
ence (beta-elements), which cannot be linked in the process of dreaming, thinking or
storage as memory… [they] persist unchanged as split-off pockets of psychosis”
(Ogden 2005, 4–5). Post-traumatic dreams, in general, and the filmmaker’s dream
described above in particular, are prime examples of this kind of night terrors. Thus,
he can do nothing with it other than repeatedly gaze helplessly at the void of meanings,
again and again.

Had the dreamer been able to relate to his dream as an actual dream, as a nightmare
rather than as a night terror, had his alpha function not been restricted by his traumatic
experiences, perhaps he would be able to realize that this dream is full of important mean-
ings and potential for psychological growth. One could think of the naked men coming
out of the water as reminiscent of a birth scene; it is as if the filmmaker is now being
born into a new identity as a soldier, an identity that will surely consume and redefine
all aspects of his psyche. From a calm, serene state of floating naked in the water, to lit-
erally wearing an identity as a soldier and being thrown into the war zone, this scene
encapsulates in imagery the overwhelming traumatic experience of going from being a
young, naïve 18-year-old to now being exposed to unimaginable suffering and over-
whelming sights of violence. At one point in the film, the filmmaker shares that while in
combat he had a fantasy that if he were to die, at least the girl who dumped him
would now feel guilty. Still very much an adolescent, immersed in adolescent ideation,
he is now forced to take part in a violent “adult” world. In fact, the majority of the soldiers
report not knowing what they were getting themselves into. One had just started to shave;
one wanted to shed his “nerd” image and become a fighter so he could “get laid.” For
another, it felt like a fun field trip until his commander got shot right next to him out of

1Bion (1962a) writes: “If a patient cannot transform his emotional experience into alpha-elements, he cannot dream…
failure of alpha-function means that the patient cannot dream and therefore cannot sleep” (6–7).
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the blue. Clearly, these soldiers were still very much teenagers when entering the war.
Unable to dream their experiences, or do any psychological work with the horror they
were hurled into, these soldiers were forced to create, each in his own solitude, pockets
of non-experience and non-existence (night terrors) (when the filmmaker mentions to
his friend, who became a fighter in order to not be a nerd, that everyone thought he
would be a physicist and win the Nobel Prize, the friend responds bitterly, “that dream
was over when I was 20,” alluding to the irrecoverable trauma of the war). The filmmaker’s
haunting and recurrent “dream” very much depicts this impossible, too quick transition,
from still being a child, to becoming a soldier with all its implications. According to
Herman, “the initial account of the [traumatic] event may be repetitious, stereotyped
and emotionless.” A “prenarrative,” that “does not develop or progress in time.” The
working through in therapy involves a slow reassembly of an organized, detailed
account, oriented in time and historical context. “The hard part of the task of breaking
through the barriers of amnesia is coming face to face with the horrors on the other
side of the amnesiac barrier and to integrate these experiences into a fully developed
life narrative.” This process resembles putting together pieces of a puzzle. “First the out-
lines are assembled, and then each new piece of information has to be examined from
different angles to see how it fits into the whole” (Herman 2015, 184). This “puzzle” is
both a subjective creation of the subject and a “putting together” of reality as it is—objec-
tive, merciless, standing “in itself and for itself” (Hegel 1807, 229) truth. In our view, the
duality of this process, the fact that the traumatic events are experienced as “what they
are” and as “what they are for me” at the same time, as both objective and subjective
reality, holds within it much of the therapeutic value of the process which the filmmaker
is going through. It seems to us that one of the ways, among others, that this dialectic is
embodied/expressed in the film is through the constant, principally hidden and insinuating
tension between animation (fantasied self-created reality) and real footage (bare, uncom-
promising reality in itself). Although this tension collapses to the pole of reality only at
the end of the film, it is there all along, holding the paradox of creating-discovering
reality, a paradox which is essential to one’s effort to overcome the dynamic of night
terrors and the restoration of the capacity to feel and dream one’s most disturbing experi-
ences. If we think of this subjective/objective/intersubjective reality (Shalgi 2012) in terms of
Bion’s notion of O—the ultimate reality/experience of reality—then Grotstein’s conceptu-
alization of the way one encounters O, “transformations in O” (2000, 281–304), seems to
be very relevant. In Grotstein’s hands, the way one encounters O becomes a kind of Winni-
cottian paradox and is the main task of both developmental and psychotherapeutic pro-
cesses. Grotstein writes:

the task for the infant and for the analysand is to be able to confront the indifference of O, own
one’s experience of it (allow O to intersect with one’s feelings), and thereby render one’s
experience of it personal (subjective, emotional). (285, italics in original)

Grotstein goes on to describe this process not as linear or teleological, but as reflecting an
ever-changing world/reality which is always in flux and movement:

O evolves; it is always changing… The problem for the individual in the river of experience is
to accept the transformations by personal transformations of these impersonal transform-
ations of O. Thus, to me, the important transformation is from impersonal O to personal
(emotional) O. (283, italics in original)
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Moreover, for Grotstein, this process is not a process that one goes through by oneself, but
a process based on the “meeting of minds” (Aron 1996). For Bion, as for many analysts
(Benjamin 1995, 2004; Bromberg 2006, 2011; Davies 2004; Eshel 2013, 2017; Ferro 1999;
Ghent 1995, 2001; Harris 2011; Mitchell 1997; Ogden 1994, 2005; and many more), the
process of “putting together the puzzle,” of incorporating dissociated self-states, of
making the unbearable bearable and of digesting what used to be traumatic experiences,
threatening to smother psychic sanity and integrity, is taking place not within one mind,
but in the movement back and forth between intra-psychic experience and intersubjective
co-creation, what Grotstein calls “the mutuality of alpha function” (2000, 299). This is
exactly the therapeutic journey the filmmaker goes through by creating this film. He
starts interviewing veterans and psychologists. With each interview he gets a new story,
a new piece of information, a new angle. When the narrative is built, it not only includes
with this work recollection of the events themselves, but now also possible is the survivor’s
response to the event. The scene at the end of the film, when the filmmaker finally hones
in on his role in the massacre with a look of terror in his eyes and sounds of wailing of the
Palestinian survivors, encapsulates with one image the overwhelming response to the
events he was exposed to, and took part in, an experience too traumatic to metabolize
as a young man/soldier, which he can now re-own through the subjective/intersubjective
process of making the film.

The terror is twofold—being exposed to the suffering of the refugees brought about by
inhumane slaughter, but also the unbearable acknowledgement that even if unknowingly
or unwillingly, he took part in this suffering. In other words, the filmmaker can finally
experience what Bromberg calls an “authentically remembered past” (2009, 350), and
remember his response to the twofold terror of not just being a victim of trauma, but
also being the inflictor of trauma.

With this work of piecing together the parts of the puzzle, the filmmaker’s dream/reverie
can now finally bear meaning. It nowmakes sense to both him and us as viewers as being a
microcosmic representation of his war experience. Being abruptly born to wearing an iden-
tity of a soldier (both uniform and weapon), an experience he shares with others as rep-
resented by his friend and another man; the light flares representing his “job” during the
massacre and hence his sense of responsibility in contributing to themassacre; the pictures
of Bashir Gemayel on the walls representing pivotal points in his experience—the waltz of
the “dancing” soldierwithGemayel’s poster as the backdrop (a dance thatwill be elaborated
further later in the article); and lastly seeing “the face of the other” (Levinas [1961] 1991)
when encountering literally and metaphorically women and children in utter distress—
the consequences of war in general and his own contribution in particular.

Trauma as abuser

The film mentions a couple of times the additional unique layer that being a second-gen-
eration Holocaust survivor may have had on the filmmaker. When the filmmaker reports to
his psychologist friend that he has come to a “dead end” in terms of remembering his role
in the massacre, the friend mentions that his interest in the massacre stems from a pre-
vious massacre—the Holocaust. Later in the film, this friend bluntly states that the
filmmaker’s block in remembering his part in the massacre stems from feeling like he
took on the role of a Nazi. For newscaster Ron Ben Yishai, who is interviewed in the
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film, observing the consequences of the massacre reminds him of a famous picture from
the Holocaust of a child in the Warsaw ghetto raising his arms in fear.

Although the film aims to be universal in portraying the vulnerability, fears, and use and
misuse of psychological defences during war, one cannot ignore the fact that some of
these Israeli soldiers were born to Holocaust survivors and to a country still very much
grappling with a national trauma. There is a known term in Israel called “second gener-
ation,” which corresponds to the children of Holocaust survivors and the burden of
their unspoken intergenerational trauma (e.g. Kogan 1995). They are often not allowed
to be depressed, have needs, or speak of their own struggles, knowing implicitly that
they cannot further burden their parents and/or that their normal developmental needs
pale in comparison to what their parents have been through. The filmmaker himself men-
tions how his father, to “comfort” him, told him that in “his war,”World War II, the soldiers
were given a 48-hour leave only after one full year on the front. One can only imagine that
at the time of the war the filmmaker’s internalized experience was one that he felt he
should not “complain” about, that it needs no processing, and that he should “man up”
and deal with it. That left him little room to not only process the scenes of violence and
losses he experienced, but also to come face to face with the horrors of repetition, the
possibility that historically there has been an awful role reversal—the son of victims of
Nazi persecution and murder has now taken part in the persecution and murder of
others. Indeed, one of the most horrific channels through which trauma works is that of
repetition, and it is true that sometimes repetition presents itself through the uncanny
mechanism of role reversal. The abused child becomes an abusive father, driven by
both a compelling evil force to perpetually repeat the horrors of the past and by the
eternal hope to extinguish the traumatic process through the sheer act of repeating.
Freud (1914) captured this “daemonic” quality of repetition by asserting that only by
repeating the past can one remember it. George Santayana (1954) goes even further
with his famous aphorism that “those who cannot remember the past are condemned
to repeat it” (82). In his seminal paper, “The Role of Paradox in the Repetition Compulsion,”
Russel (1998) writes: “the more painful the experience, the more we were injured by it, the
more likely it is woven into something we find ourselves compulsively repeating” (2). We
mentioned above the way dissociation works to cut off unbearable self-states from the
psyche. Yet these dissociated self-states, ceaselessly and compulsively, keep haunting
one’s mind. “One need not be a house to be haunted,” Bromberg (2006, 153) quotes Dick-
enson, and goes on to quote another great poet, Ralph Waldo Emerson: “Some of the hurts
you have cured; And the sharpest you still have survived; But what torments of grief you
endured; From evils which never arrived!” (1851, in Bromberg 2006, 178). Most often, that
“evil which never arrives” strives to find its way into awareness through repetition, and it
seems that it is exactly this kind of evil which the filmmaker struggled to avoid most of his
life, and begins to encounter through the process of making the film. It is noteworthy that
the filmmaker, as so many other soldiers, does not need to realize that “he is like a Nazi,”
but to realize that by trying to have nothing to do with causing horror and being cruel, by
trying to create a world in which one is eternally the victim and the other is eternally the
aggressor, one falls into what Benjamin (2004) refers to as the Doer-Done to complemen-
tarity, which strives to dissociate a part of the psyche which it cannot encompass. It is
exactly through metabolizing these parts of the personality (for the filmmaker this
might be: cruelty resides within me) that one can begin to recover from the initial
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trauma. Thus, repetition compulsion is not only a malignant, frozen, perpetuated mechan-
ism, but is always also fused with (albeit sometimes hidden and faint) hope as it serves as
an attempt to remember and to heal the personality from its haunting ghosts. However,
when it comes to traumatic experiences, remembering does not always “do the work.” This
is because remembering entails the risk of re-experiencing the traumatic event and re-
encountering the self-state that one could not bear. In one of his papers, Bromberg
(2006) simulates a dialogue with Philip Roth. He starts by quoting Roth’s American Pastoral,
where he describes what Bromberg sees as the traumatic patient’s experience regarding
“telling his therapists”: “You go to someone,” writes Roth, “and you think, ‘I’ll tell him this.’
But why? The impulse is that the telling is going to relieve you. And that’s why you feel so
awful—if it’s truly tragic and awful, it’s not better, it’s worse.” Bromberg goes on “answer-
ing” Roth:

If it’s truly tragic and awful, the telling is not relieving because what is truly tragic and awful
almost always is traumatic. It has a component that has been too overwhelming to be pro-
cessed… the telling, therefore, is not relieving because the telling creates reliving of the unpro-
cessed affect. (182, italics in original)

So how can one emerge from reliving the traumatic experience through endless rep-
etitions to the “fusion of the horizons,” in Stern’s (2003) terminology, the place where
past and present converge, where formerly dissociated self-states can be integrated
and one “stands in the spaces” (Bromberg 1998)? The answer, as we learn with the
filmmaker, is through the encounter with an other, an other who is willing not only to
listen to the traumatic experiences and dissociated feelings, thus serving as a container
or witness, but to share his own, to take part and create anew the dissociations of his
fellow man together with his own, what Winnicott (1945, 152) called “living an experience
together.” This Winnicottian dictum, as we see time and again in our clinics, is (at least)
twofold: the “together” refers both to the two subjects (mother and baby, therapist and
patient, or, as seen in the film, two friends sharing their traumatic memories) who have
to do something together, and to the subject/s and the experience itself, that need to
“come together,” the reunite, what Grotstein (1981) calls “truing with O” and Ogden
(2016) refers to as “intuiting the truth of what’s happening.” Through the dialectic of sub-
jectivity and intersubjectivity, the two subjects move between “becoming one with each
other” and maintaining their separate subjectivities. In a similar vein, through the dialectic
of “no memory and no desire” (Bion 1967), the subject/s and the experience itself become
united, separate, united and separate again, thus enabling the creation of the subject/s by
the experience and the creating of the experience by the subjects.

Thus, in the film, the filmmaker goes to visit his childhood friend, who now lives in
Holland, and appears in his recurring vision. They share a joint and some humour, after
which they report to each other having a distorted memory of the war, or no memory
at all. Trying to piece together their memories into a coherent story, they realize that
their traces of memory don’t seem to fit together. Yet still, after this encounter the
filmmaker has a breakthrough in the taxi on his way to the airport, and some of his mem-
ories start coming back to him. The second time he goes to visit this friend in Holland, the
friend seems more irritated, stating that the filmmaker’s vision is crazy and he is obsessing
(about something that clearly could not have happened in real life). The living of an experi-
ence together, as we can see in the film, is not always a smooth process. In fact, it is never a
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smooth process, it cannot be one. In psychoanalysis—a fascinating example of the effort
to emerge from reliving to relieving, but only one of many—we use the term enactment to
describe those moments when dissociated parts of two subjects (analyst and patient) clash
in the hope of creating new and more free forms of experience. The encounter in the areas
of repetition always carries the risk of reliving:

The repetition compulsion is an invitation to a crisis. The repetition can occur alone, but the
crisis cannot. If there is no significant independent connection with an important other
person, the repetition is stereotyped, highly predictable, virtually automatic, and safe. If
there is a significant emotional connection to someone in the present real world… a crisis
occurs that amounts to the person being forced to change the way she feels. (Russel 1998, 20)

Bromberg concludes:

Interpersonal novelty is what allows the self to grow because it is unanticipated by both
persons, it is organized by what takes place between two minds, and it belongs to neither
person alone. The reciprocal process of active involvement with the states of mind of the other
person allows… here-and-now perception of self to share consciousness with the experiences
of incompatible self-narratives that were formerly dissociated. (2009, 356–357)

Perhaps this is the essence of the filmmaker’s journey, perhaps it is the essence of every
traumatic person in his or her journey from repeating to remembering and from reliving to
relieving.

Parallel process

The animation allows the filmmaker to create for us viewers an experience much like the
distinct processing of traumatic memories. They hold no time, no chronology, and can
often be experienced as a hallucination. The animation appeals to our fantastic, uncon-
scious realm, as anything is possible with animation. We see the world as the filmmaker
wants us to see it. For example, one moment we see through his eyes an airport that
seems functional and exciting, to then seeing the airport as a bombed deserted war
zone, once the filmmaker returns to a state that allows him to face reality. This would
not be visually possible in a non-animated documentary. As mentioned earlier, one of
the psychologists interviewed in the film describes a patient who reported being able
to get through the war by looking at everything as if through a camera lens, until the
camera broke, when he encountered wounded horses. For us viewers, the filmmaker
creates a similar process. The animated film turns into real life footage as the filmmaker
recalls his role in the massacre. The shift from animation, which kept us at a distance as
viewers through the artistic interpretation of the animations, is all of a sudden “broken,”
and the images are now retained and observed in a three-dimensional realistic way.
The scenes of dead bodies of women, children, and men, and wailing survivors, are over-
whelming in and of themselves. But after being immersed in animated experience for
most of the film, seeing the world through the strokes of the brush the filmmaker
created for us, the stark contrast to unequivocal unmediated images that leave no
room for imagination creates an even more overwhelming experience and impact on
our minds and memories as viewers. In this sense, the film brilliantly and powerfully
puts the viewer through a psychological process of transformation that parallels the
process of the soldier at war. The artistic distancing “defence” breaks. Watching this film
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numerous times with students, there is always a deadening silence once the film ends. The
students report being in a state of shock; feeling overwhelmed; finding it hard to go back
to their daily routine. Not unlike a soldier returning from combat to civilian life. In this
sense, this film is merciless in creating this parallel process by artistic means of projective
identification.

Death and dance

The coupling of dance and death is not uncommon in art. The film receives its title from a
scene where one of the soldiers defies all judgement and exposes himself to a sniper
squad, constantly moving and changing positions to avoid getting shot, as if dancing to
some internal music, in what seems to be a waltz, with a giant street painting of Bashir
Gemayel (Lebanon’s assassinated prime minister) in the background. It is a surreal
moment. In the director’s commentary, the filmmaker mentions that he chose to name
the film after this moment as it was so symbolic of the way the Israeli soldier, as a repre-
sentative of the Israeli military, dances with Bashir Gemayel’s party, a dance/collaboration
that ended with traumatic consequences.

Leonard Cohen’s song “Dance Me to the End of Love,” part of which appears in the epi-
graph, is another example of the coupling of dance and death. Cohen’s song was inspired
by Holocaust events in which string quartets would be forced to play at death camps next
to the crematoria, while people were being burned and killed (hence the “burning violin”).
The dance in Cohen’s song is an attempt to find closeness, passion, and safety under the
most frightening circumstances of annihilation (“the end of love”).

The Danse Macabre, or Dance of Death, is a medieval allegory in which skeletons escort
the living to their graves in a waltz, essentially portraying the inevitability of death, no
matter who you are or what status you hold. This danse macabre of the film, not unlike
Cohen’s song, symbolizes so many deaths that occur in the film—the death of the idea
of a “good” collaboration between Israel and Gamayel’s party, when it ends with a mas-
sacre; the death of childhood and dreams for so many of the veterans; the random and
senseless death of so many humans and animals during the war; the death of loved
ones who fought with the interviewees; the death of the idea of perceiving oneself as
“good,” after coming to the realization that one has inflicted death or pain on others.

Heroism and the eroticization of war

For most of the characters portrayed in this film, the war experience is a harrowing one,
filled with anxiety and guilt of unbearable qualities. Interestingly, the “dancing” soldier,
who is one of the few soldiers portrayed in the film as a typical war hero type, a soldier
who seems to defy death and the fear of death, is found years later to maintain a
similar lifestyle, practising martial arts, a “machismo” guy who still rubs on himself patch-
ouli oil, a scent associated with the war. Most of the soldiers in the film are anti-heroes.
Their lives are forever changed by the war experience. One of the veterans is so consumed
with survivor’s guilt that he stops visiting the families and graves of his fellow soldiers who
died. When asked, he says he feels he didn’t do enough, that he wasn’t the hero type who
charged into battle to save everyone’s lives. The film speaks more to the anti-heroism of
war. As the filmmaker says in the commentary and in media interviews, “War has no glory,
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no glamour, no bravery, no brotherhood of men, nothing.” Most of the people the
filmmaker talks to remember mostly shooting at night at nothing—a very removed experi-
ence from the heroism stories depicted in Hollywood war films. For most of the veterans in
this film, war is not a waltz, it is indeed a danse macabre.

To some extent, the film also wonders about those who seem to thrive on this war situ-
ation. One group that is portrayed as such are Bashir’s soldiers. To the filmmaker’s friend,
their sadism was known. He recalls the “slaughterhouse”—a place of psychotic nightmar-
ish qualities, where these phalangists would trade eyes and fingers of murdered Palesti-
nians in formaldehyde jars. He also notes what he perceives as an eroticization of their
leader:

Always the pictures of Bashir everywhere. Bashir pendants, Bashir watches. Bashir this, Bashir
that. Bashir was to them what David Bowie was to me. He was a star, an idol, prince, admirable
and virtuous. It was as if the whole thing was erotic to them. Totally erotic… It was obvious
they would avenge his death in some perverse way. They acted as if their wife has been
murdered.

To him the massacre was no surprise. Their sadistic qualities, along with the eroticization of
their leader, are what led to the epitome of evil—a ruthless, senseless massacre with no
remorse throughout, in what seems to be blind sadistic vengeance.

Another disturbing scene is one where an Israeli commander watches porn, while com-
manding one of his soldiers over and over to fast forward to a sex scene. The commander
not only seems to be completely untouched or undisturbed by the war situation, but also
finds it to be eroticizing in the sense that sex is still very much on his mind, and consuming
it in a dehumanizing way (both the porn itself and being completely oblivious to what he is
asking his soldier to do for him).

The traumatic event challenges an ordinary person to become a theologian, a philosopher,
and a jurist. The survivor is called upon to articulate the values and beliefs that she once
held and that the trauma destroyed. She stands mute before the emptiness of evil, feeling
the insufficiency of any known system of explanation. Survivors of atrocity of every age and
every culture come to a point in their testimony where all questions are reduced to one,
spoken more in bewilderment than in outrage: Why? The answer is beyond human under-
standing. (Herman 2015, 178)

It seems that the filmmaker is in total agreement with Herman. When presenting these men
who seem to eroticize and find some sadistic pleasure in the war, the filmmaker simply
shares the bewilderment, deflecting the question to the viewers—why? Indeed, this film
is less invested in trying to understand those who actually thrive on war, and seem to main-
tain a nonconflictual stance towards it, and is rather much more preoccupied with the vul-
nerability, anxiety, and memory of those who are affected and traumatized by war, those
who work through the numerous dialectic struggles which the horrors of war present.
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