RECONSTRUCTION: ENGLISH TRANSCRIPT

IMAGE
DIALOGUE



excerpt from old film Reconstituirea. “camera as eye of reality.”
NARRATOR:  Every era has its chroniclers who record events of significance in the annals of history. Although some of the events in the history of our people have receded into the mists of time, the events of today are retained by this eye. Events remembered by this automatic scribe and engraved on this modern documenting thread can no longer be placed under question. Today’s events are ingrained in living images. Images identical with reality! It was at the end of 1959 that we recorded this case in our cinematographic chronicles… 



ARCHIVAL TITLE: RECONSTRUCTION


TITLE: THE FACTS PRESENTED IN THIS FILM ARE AUTHENTIC




Images of bank robbery from old film Reconstituirea.
VOICEOVER (filmmaker): In 1961, the Romanian government released an hour-long black and white  film about a mysterious and sensational bank heist  -  a crime without precedent in communist Romania. The film was called Reconstruction.

On July 28th, 1959, a bank car transporting over a million lei in state money to a branch of the Romanian National Bank was held up and robbed in broad daylight. Two months later, a group of five men and one woman was arrested and charged with the crime. The only woman in the group was my grandmother, Monica Alfandary Sevianu. 



Shot of bank car driving away cuts to shot of contemporary Bucharest from car window
VOICEOVER (filmmaker): It’s now been almost forty years since the bank heist case was declared closed by the Romanian government, and I’m making another film called Reconstruction.



TITLE: RECONSTRUCTION




TITLE: A FILM BY IRENE LUSZTIG



Black and white super 8 images of children playing on Enachita Vacarescu Street, Bucharest 


VOICEOVER (filmmaker): My mother has a recurring dream about being back on the street where she grew up in Bucharest. In her dream, she walks toward her house, looking for a certain familiar crack where the pavement had split open and grass grew out. She thinks if she can just find this crack, then she’ll be able to reorient herself, that the city will fall into place. Instead, she can’t find the crack, nothing looks familiar, and she can’t find her house.



Step-printed images from Reconstituirea of grandmother’s arrest, walking up stairs. 


MOM (voiceover): I don’t usually remember my mother.  In the sense I don’t actively think about her.  I don’t remember very often dreaming about her... well, in the last ten years, fifteen years, I don’t remember dreaming of her or remembering her or just... it’s like a... it’s very hidden from me.  Wherever she is in me... I’m not in contact with that part of me.



Mother – sync headshot interview
MOM: She was a very, very nice mother when she was there.  She was never critical of her children, she never asked them to perform in school, she... [laughs]... she didn't care about any of these things.  She never asked us to do almost anything.  She was just there to be warm, and to cook for us, and to be very joyful and full of zest for life, and joking... so she was a wonderful mother.  As long as she was there. 



Mother’s birthday party at home in Boston 
VOICEOVER (filmmaker): Today is my mother Miki’s 53rd birthday. My mom lives in a suburb of Boston, and hasn’t been back to Romania since she left thirty years ago. She was 14 the year of the bank heist, when her mother and stepfather were arrested. it isn’t something she likes to talk about.


Jani, Guy and mom look at old photographs.


JANI: And this one’s you, dear.

MOM: I was a beauty!

JANI: Here’s a good picture of you…

MOM: Poor thing – she was so ugly

VOICEOVER: When my grandmother was arrested, my mother was adopted by my grandmother’s little sister  - my great-aunt Jani, and her husband Guy. Jani and Guy have been living outside of Frankfurt since the 70’s.

MOM: What year was this taken? 1957! It says January 15th, 1957. How old was she then? She was 34. That’s right before she was arrested! I had a smaller copy of this picture. I carried it around in my pocket for so long that I destroyed it! She was beautiful here. In fact, she was at her most beautiful then. 

GUY: You can see all her blemishes! 

MOM: That’s how pictures are. You can’t get a better picture than what’s there – it’s like having kids. You get out what you put in!



Photographs of filmmaker and grandmother 
VOICEOVER (filmmaker): My parents hardly ever took pictures when I was little. I only met my grandmother twice, and I’ve only been able to find four pictures of us together. This is right after I was born in England – you can hardly see her in the frame. This is from when we went to Israel to visit her, and whoever took the picture didn’t focus. Soon after the visit to Israel where these pictures were taken, my grandmother died.



Slowed down images of contemporary Bucharest. Driving shots, market images, dogs in cemetery, abandoned construction site. 


VOICEOVER (filmmaker): Maybe the lack of photographic evidence in my family somehow accounts for my compulsive archiving. Growing up in the States without any extended family nearby, my family has always seemed like Japan, a small powerful island  folding onto itself.  

I never imagined I would end up moving to Bucharest, but now that I’m here it somehow makes sense. When I walk through the streets, I feel a kind of phantom nostalgia, a sense of missing things I’ve never actually seen.

Bucharest used to be called the Paris of the East, the most charming and cosmopolitan of Eastern European capitals. Now Bucharest is like a ghost town, a shell of a city abandoned half-built. In the 1980’s, Romania’s last communist dictator, Nicolae Ceausescu, decided to demolish Bucharest and build it anew, in the image of a grand, futuristic, neo-Stalinist metropolis. I’ve read that in total, over 9000 19th century buildings were eliminated. Most of Ceausescu’s construction was never finished, and where there used to be neighborhoods is now a post-apocalyptic wasteland. 



Sync images of contemporary Bucharest – Basarab area.
VOICEOVER (filmmaker): It’s  been almost ten years since the 1989 coup d’etat that overthrew Romania’s communist regime, but it’s still hard to get information about the bank robbery case – almost nothing has been written about it, and the old secret police files remain closed to the public.


Filmmaker speaks to men on street
FILMMAKER: Excuse me, do you know where Giulesti Street is?

MEN: On the right! Turn right at the intersection.

FILMMAKER: Is that where the National Bank is?

MEN: There’s no National Bank here!

FILMMAKER: Or the former National Bank?

MEN: Sorry, there’s no bank on Giulesti.



Image of old bank building 


VOICEOVER: I finally find the bank building on my own, only to discover that it doesn’t seem to be a bank any more. Construction workers are  renovating the building, but none of them will talk to me or tell me what the building will be used for.


Interview with taxi driver on Giulesti Street
FILMMAKER: Have you ever heard of the bank robbery that happened here in 1959?

TAXI DRIVER: Haven’t heard of it. I’m too busy.

FILMMAKER: So you don’t know anything about it?

TAXI DRIVER: No.



Interview with woman on Giulesti

Street. 
WOMAN: A film crew came to do a shoot. They were given permission. They entered the bank and stole everything. The kept the big bills and threw the small ones in the water. What can you do? Now they’re saying that they’re turning the old bank building into a nursing home. 



Interview with two women in lawn 

Chairs on Giulesti Street.
WOMAN #1: Most people who remember the story have left or died.

BOTH WOMEN: We’re the oldest people left around here.

WOMAN #2: We’re veterans.

WOMAN #1: I remember that there was a hold-up, but I don’t remember the details. So I don’t know much. 

WOMAN #2: Anyhow, when the bank was robbed, they blamed the theft on the doorman and his wife.

After a while they caught the criminals, but it was someone else – not the doorman. 

WOMAN #1: They were professional thieves!

WOMAN #2: Anyhow, the guilty people were caught and arrested. 

FILMMAKER: Do you remember who it was?

WOMAN #1: No…it was years ago! 40, 50 years ago!

WOMAN#2: At the time, I was interested in that sort of thing. I’ve always liked thriller movies too.



Excerpt from 1961 Reconstituirea film. Policeman interrogates taxi

driver eyewitness.
POLICEMAN: Please continue to tell me the details that you remember

TAXI DRIVER: One of them had a mustache that he kept pressing with his fingers.



Jumpcut to policeman interrogating

Young pioneer witness.


YOUNG PIONEER: I don’t know how many there were. The one who talked to me was short, with a mustache, a cap, and sunglasses.  



Jumpcut to policeman presenting

evidence to Securitate colonel.


POLICEMAN: This is the hood that they put over the driver’s head, and this is the nylon they used to tie him up. 

COLONEL: So what’s your opinion?



Image of colonel freeze frames, goes

into montage of images of detective

work. Ends with scene of eyewitness

identifying photograph. 


VOICEOVER: The 1961 film about the bank robbery is framed as a detective story. Police officers re-enact the process of piecing together evidence, interrogating eyewitnesses, and tracking down suspects.  The film ends with justice served, and the policemen congratulate each other on a job well done. Detectives work by gathering detailed information: what happened at what time on the day of the crime, who drove where in what vehicle, who handed a briefcase to whom, where was the scene of the crime. We’ve all seen detective movies before, and we accept the idea that by assembling a thorough enough chronology, a criminal act can be explained. 



Image of filmmaker’s hands laying out photographs. 

VOICEOVER: I’ve been thinking about detectives -  about what kind of truth can be unveiled once enough fingerprints and mismatched alibis are accumulated. I’ve explained to everyone that I’m making a movie about a bank robbery, but I tell myself that I’m making a mystery movie about my grandmother, trying to reconstruct a person by gathering information and plotting it point by point.  



Images of Bucharest bombardment 

during WWII. “Les Feuilles Mortes”

plays under images 
VOICEOVER: History has no beginning, and this is where things get difficult.  I’m always starting the story somewhere, and what comes before needs an explanation, more background material or documentation.  But if I want to piece together my grandmother’s story, I need to find a beginning, and I like beginning with WW2, 1944, and the first bombardment of Bucharest. My grandmother was 21 when these images were shot. It’s a sentimental beginning set to sentimental music, but somehow the romantic cliché of war-torn Romania suits my grandmother. My mother tells me that this song was her favorite – the autumn leaves by the French singer Yves Montand. 



Headshot interview with Jani


JANI: we come from a bourgeois family background... My father was a gynecologist, he had a private practice... my mother didn’t work, because in those days the wife of a doctor wasn’t supposed to work; if she worked,  people would think that he couldn’t support his family... I had a happy childhood.  My sister, on the other hand, was much more aware of things, and she noticed a lot of the family dynamics, and... she wasn’t that happy.



Archival footage of fascist-era athletic exhibition in Bucharest.
VOICEOVER: When my grandmother was in high school in the early 40’s, Romania was in the grip of fascism, under the leadership of military dictator General Ion Antonescu. Since the fall of Paris in 1940, Romania had been allied with the Axis.  The Romanian communist party, which had been illegal since 192, was mainly an underground movement of young Jewish and foreign intellectuals.



Headshot interview with Jani
JANI: At home, we were atheists. So when anti-Semitism started to grow stronger after... in Romania it started let’s say... between  ‘35 - ‘37... when a radically anti-Semitic government came to power... so only at that moment ... when we were discriminated against... did we start to feel like Jews.



Archival images of Codreanu’s funeral in Bucharest, bombed

Buildings – fascist / war images.
VOICEOVER: On New Year’s Day 1941, fascist followers initiated a pogrom in Bucharest – 120 bodies were found hung on slaughter house meat hooks, wearing placards that read “kosher meat.”  Romanian Jews from Transylvania and Bukovina were deported to Auschwitz and Transnistria. In Bucharest, laws were passed to strip Romanian Jews of their citizenship, and ban them from commerce, publishing, and law. Even though the Jews of Bucharest were never deported, the story goes that the trains were ready. If the war had lasted one more month, the Antonescu government would have started moving people to the camps. 



Headshot interviews with Jani and 

Mom (with old family photographs )
JANI: My sister and I started to come into contact with the Communist Youth. And we even became members in 1941, I was 14 and she was 17 when we joined the Communist Youth.

MOM (over stills) She hated the, what she called the little bourgeoisie in which she was brought up. She hated her mother’s house full of little knick knacks and crystals and porcelains, saving little pennies and having good manners, all these little things. So she wanted to join something that was big and wanted to change things. ..
JANI: why did we join the Communist Youth?  Because at that time we really believed that the communists were against racism!  They would never differentiate between Jews and other nationalities... and for us that was the solution to the Jewish Problem. That was our main reason for joining the Communist Youth.


Archival images of August 23, 1944 – Soviet tanks enter Bucharest. Set to 

The Internationale. 
VOICEOVER: August 23 1944 was the day the soviet tanks finally reached Bucharest, forcing the German troops to retreat, and ending world war 2 in Romania.



Archival images of Antonescu 

Execution. 
VOICEOVER: General Ion Antonescu, Romania’s fascist dictator, was condemned to death for his war crimes, and shot by a firing squad. The execution was  filmed, and the moment of Antonescu’s death was shown in countless propaganda films, framed as the culminating moment of Romania’s triumph over fascism.



Images of August 23 1944 

rephotographed off monitor.
VOICEOVER: The history of every regime has a founding legend, a moment which it retroactively defines as its own point of birth. The images that document these founding legends later become legitimations of political power.  For communist Romania, history began on august 23, with what came to be called liberation day.

It feels strange now to look at these images from 1944 and especially strange to think that what looks to me like a moment of blatant propaganda production designed by a regime happened to coincide with a genuine moment of great hope for my grandmother’s generation.  

My grandmother was always falling in love – at least that’s the way my mother tells it. Falling in love is a way of being outside of yourself, becoming part of a greater whole, and it seems to me that there was something willfully irrational about the people and things my grandmother chose to love. 

I’ve never been involved with a political movement, and it’s actually hard for me to imagine, but when I do imagine it,  I think it must be like falling in love. 



Still photographs of grandmother 

and grandfather Filo 


VOICEOVER: When my grandmother was  19, in the thick of WWII, she fell in love with my grandfather Filo, a Zionist who was fighting to build a safe Jewish homeland in Palestine. The only problem was that Filo was  already engaged to his childhood sweetheart Ada, who was serving a prison sentence for subversive Zionist activities.


Still photograph of Filo now

Shot of Filo walking away  

Contemporary Jerusalem.
VOICEOVER: My grandfather Filo is alive and living in Jerusalem, but he refused to be interviewed for this film – he told me only  that marrying my grandmother was the biggest mistake of his life.



Headshot interview with Mom
MOM: So my father probably... some of the first words said that he's engaged, and his beloved is in prison for being a Zionist, so he's not a free man... but my mother thought that's rubbish.  She's going to  give him confidence and... she's beautiful, so it's going to be great.  So... two days later, she was deflowered in... [laughs] the woods of Baneasa.  Which was some... very nice woods close to the city.  I used to go there to pick flowers in the spring, when they were all sprouting out...



Archival image of first bombardment of Bucharest. Old American military film with Announcer’s voice describing 

bombing mission.
MOM (voiceover): You know, I read recently what was exactly the date.  The date was eighth of April, when Bucharest was bombed for the first time.  And my father as a Jew was supposed to bury the bodies of the dead.  All the young Jews were in work detachment doing whatever they had to do.  And that day they had to bury the bodies.  So he came home and forgot to take the normal precautions, and I was conceived.



Headshot interview with Mom
MOM: They could have aborted that child as well, they'd done that before, so why not the second time or third time - I don't know how many there were before - [sighs] But my mother read a very beautiful French novel called Âme Enchantée .  Where the woman decides to have a child of her... alone - of somebody, I don't know - and bring up the child according to her principles, whatever those were... And she found that was a beautiful idea, she should go ahead and have this beautiful memory of this first love, and she should... work on bringing me up according to whatever she thought is right.  She didn't know what it means to be twenty alone and have a child immediately after the war, but the idea looked just... perfect.  So that was... that's the story of me coming into this world.



Bolex footage of dreamy Israel 

landscape.
VOICEOVER: By the summer of ‘44, it was clear that war was ending, and, with it, my grandmother’s first marriage. Ada was expected to be released from prison, and Filo had promised to return to his original fiancee.  A month before the Soviet tanks arrived, my grandmother left Romania alone, using Filo’s Zionist connections to get a spot on a boat to Palestine and living arrangements in a kibbutz . My grandmother was already three months pregnant.



First photograph of Moni and Miki
VOICEOVER: My mother was born on January 12th 1945, in Haifa. This is the first picture of my mother that my grandmother sent home from Palestine.



Contemporary Israel – driving shot.
VOICEOVER: I’ve driven north from Jerusalem to Kibbutz Reshafim to meet Beni, my grandmother’s second husband, who still lives on the kibbutz where they met over fifty years ago.


Headshot interview with Beni
BENI: I came from Kibbutz Shamir to visit my friend Dusi – she’s dead now – she and I were good friends.  That’s how I first met Monica.  After that we went to the sea together a few times…and then I fell in love with her. I still remember her bathing suit…First we looked into each other’s eyes…then we held hands…that’s how it started.

I loved her very much. It wasn’t just her personality…there was something out of the ordinary about her. She was open…she had a beautiful smile…let’s see if you have her smile…and she knew what she wanted.


Still photographs from 1940’s kibbutz.


VOICEOVER: Kibbutz life in the 40’s was dangerous; conditions were primitive and my grandmother didn’t take to it. She lived in a tent and worked 12 hour days picking tomatoes.  It wasn’t long before her letters home began to sound desperately homesick. In 1948, just before the War of Independence ended, my grandmother left Beni and returned to Bucharest and her family.



Images from archival film “Aici 

Bucuresti.” General images of Bucharest in the early 50’s.

Still photos of Gugu and Moni
RADIO ANNOUNCER: This is Bucharest: good morning listeners!

VOICEOVER: The Bucharest my grandmother returned to was nothing like the one she had left. State planning and nationalization of private property were well underway. Her well to do family was left in dire financial straits. She was a single mother with no college degree and no communist party affiliation. To make things worse, she was suddenly under suspicion of espionage because she had left the country and returned without political justification. It was around this time that Igor Sevianu, nicknamed Gugu, an old friend from the days of the communist underground, convinced her to marry for the third time. Gadi, my mother’s younger brother, was born soon afterwards



Headshot interviews

TITLE: Rodica Alcalay – Gugu’s former mistress, Tel Aviv

JANI: He was an engineer, but he never liked that job. So he joined the Securitate (secret police). He was made for that! After he married Moni, because Moni was persona non grata for the communist government because she had come from Palestine – he was thrown out because of her.

RODICA: They were a very special couple. Gugu was fun…a joker…very easy…very very bubbling. He was a big boy, a big body, a huge nose…but with sparkling blue eyes…sparkling…and he was bubbling. Very quick in mind. 

JANI : From the moment she married Gugu... neither of them wanted to work... they exploited my mother... my mother helped them continually... anyhow they were living in my mother’s apartment... until it reached the point where they started selling her carpets, and things that they found in the apartment.  Because they had no means of living.  

MOM : He was very unreliable about his jobs, so sometimes he didn't have an income... It took him ages to finish his studies... It was always something. He always acted like he was alone and... without taking care very much about the others around him, so... was constant friction. 

JANI: From the moment I married Guy... Guy never could stand Gugu.  He... Guy had an uncanny intuition, I have to say... 

[image: image1.wmf]GUY: I have a kind of…intuition…a sixth sense. I didn’t like him. No – him. He was a real know-it-all. Whatever I said, he would contradict me. He knew absolutely everything better. Ein Besserwesser.  


Western montage - cowboys


VOICEOVER: Whenever I tell people that my grandmother and her husband robbed a bank, they ask me if it was like Bonnie and Clyde. A friend tells me that the first lesson Europeans learned from Hollywood cinema is that robbing a bank is the American dream – the outlaws of cowboy movies are romantic heroes:  robbing banks, killing Indians, dying on main street, living outside of the law. The cultural fantasy of bank robbery is so familiar, it’s easy for me to forget that this particular story comes from the other side of the world, from a place where making your own rules was something like deciding to jump out a window.



Headshot interview with N.N. 

Marinescu


N.N. MARINESCU: What do you want me to talk about?

FILMMAKER: You should speak freely. Anything about the 50’s, Calotescu…

VOICEOVER: The director of the 1961 reconstruction, Virgil Calotescu, died a few years ago. This is Nicolae Marinescu, director of photography, and the only living crew member who agreed to be interviewed for this film. I’ve told Marinescu that I’m an American graduate student, writing a dissertation on Romanian documentary film history. He’s insisted on lighting his own interview, and clutching a copy of his latest book, Cinematographic Art by N.N. Marinescu. 

N.N. MARINESCU: No matter what I was told to shoot as a cameraman, I just wanted to frame things well or to make an aesthetic composition – to deal with lighting, camera movements…All I cared about was making an artistic cinematographic image.  I didn’t care about ideological problems. I was just working for my boss. Our client was the Central Committee – the Party. I survived by working. It didn’t matter for whom – I was happy to be working at all. 

FILMMAKER: That film I was asking you about… I wonder if you remember a film about a bank hold-up?

MARINESCU: Yes…

FILMMAKER: Are fiction and documentary mixed?

MARINESCU: Yes, Calotescu made that - pretty good flick – though of course if you see Once Upon a Time in America  with Robert DeNiro – how first they were little kids and then they grew up and robbed banks… Sure, there’s no comparison.

FILMMAKER:  was the film made with actors or real people?

MARINESCU: You see… documentary films can have make-up on or be make-up free . Even if you’re not working with actors,  you can still have rehearsals, you can tell them… what to say in the dialogue… It  wasn’t all cinema verité. It wasn’t about taking reality, just as it is, by surprise.  

FILMMAKER : Is it with actors? I didn’t really get what you were saying. 

MARINESCU: Not exactly with actors, but… There was a kind of selection process.

FILMMAKER: So it was with prisoners?

MARINESCU: Excuse me?

FILMMAKER: Was it made with prisoners?

MARINESCU: Re-enactments…were made with prisoners.

FILMMAKER: I thought the story was made up.

MARINESCU: No, but it was “supervised.”



Images from 1961 film – robbery and 

trial. 


VOICEOVER: The 1961 reconstruction film was commissioned by the Ministry of Internal Affairs, but it was never distributed nationally. The only people who were invited to attend private screenings of the film were communist party officials and journalists.

 It’s taken me nearly 6 months to get a copy of this film from the archives. Everyone I called told me that it was somewhere else or that all the prints had been burned in the revolution of 1989. I don’t know if people here hide things out of habit, laziness, or necessity.

 I watch the film again and again, as though the watching can reveal what my grandmother and her friends were thinking when they were taken out of their prison cells for daily film shoots. No one can tell me exactly how they were forced into this grotesque charade – if they were drugged or beaten, or if they were somehow led to believe they’d be let off lightly as a reward for collaborating. 



Headshot interview with Jani
JANI: Why was the film made?  Because it was the best anti-Semitic propaganda... and then maybe because even they thought... in a way... they were... they acted in the film out of self-love, acting out their own story... they actually found it interesting themselves... a lot of fun and very interesting. 



Excerpt from 1961 Reconstituirea. Gugu is interrogated by policeman.


GUGU: I don’t know anything about July 28th. It has nothing to do with me. 

I don’t know anything.

I don’t know.

POLICEMAN: Hey, do you recognize these?

GUGU: You have those too? I see we’ve been discovered. Until now, I’ve been hiding the truth. 

At 6:00 in the morning on July 28th, the whole group met at my house. I put a false mustache on Paul – we had used it for previous attempts also. We all hid our weapons. I took the automatic and hid it under my shirt. Hari Obedeanu took the suitcase, in which he placed some sacks. Then we each left for our designated posts.

POLICEMAN: Who participated in the operation?

GUGU: Besides me, Sasa Glanzstein, Alexandru and Paul Ioanid, and Haralambie Obedeanu.

POLICEMAN: But who was the woman?

GUGU: The woman was…my wife, Monica Sevianu.



Excerpt from 1961 Reconstituirea:

Moni’s arrest – sync sound.
JANI: My sister... she was very negative about people who lived... petit bourgeois lives.  She always felt the need to be very original.  Even if she paid dearly for that originality.  And she did pay dearly.  Very, very dearly.



Headshot interviews
MOM: Well, I perceived first that something strange happened:  we were having money.  That was unheard in our house.  We were having money.  And you could see small details.  Like once I was given a banknote to go to buy bread - first was a large denomination banknote, I don't remember what it was - second, was very, very new... was just... the paper was like never touched by a human hand. 

RODICA: Gugu came dressed…not only new suit…new shoes! New suit, new shoes, looking great…inviting us to movies, and afterwards to a cafeteria to have cookies…it was very strange.

JANI: My husband, with his intuition, even said one day: “What would you think if it turned out to be Gugu?”  I said: “You’re crazy! How can you even imagine that!” [laughs] 

GUY: “You’re crazy!” she said. I was right.  



Excerpt from Reconstituirea 

Policeman reports infiltration

of Alexandru Ioanid’s house: 

capitalist depravity!
POLICEMAN: Comrade colonel, reporting: I managed to infiltrate Alexandru Ioanid’s house. There, I met his friend, Hari Obedeanu. 

NARRATOR: This officer’s burden isn’t easy at all. He has to act normally in front of his host, knowing full well  that he may be dealing with a wanted criminal. 

POLICEMAN: I don’t think he suspected anything. I noticed a very important detail: in an ashtray, I noticed a paper strip for bundling 25 lei bills!

COLONEL: These results give us the right to believe that we are on the bandits’ trail!



Headshot interview with mom, intercut with images of Moni’s  arrest 
MOM : Of course I will remember all my life the day they were arrested.  I walked with Sanda from school. I arrived... in our building... and there was a man.  And he came  out... he came towards me and said, "do you think your father is home?" So I rang the bell, and the door sprang open, and there were two people with guns in their hands, aiming them at me!  And said, "put up your hands, come in."  

And I put up my hands, and I came in the room, and there was my brother, he was eight years old, he was sitting on a little chair... surrounded by two neighbors [sighs] and by several other people with guns in their hands.  They didn't tell us anything, I started crying, and one of them said, "shut up or we'll shoot you," and I cried even louder... 

About an hour later, my mum came.  Um... she was carrying... a horseshoe in her hand that she found it on the road, which was supposed to bring good luck.  They tied her up, and took her away.  

Of course I remember that.  That... you see:  There are a lot of things you remember like words that you told other people about them, till the events and the words become undistinguishable.  But this is one of the very few days in my life that I remember everything. I remember the colors and the images and the smells and the noises... [pause] That was the end of a sort of childhood.  That's the last time I was on the street where I grew up. 



Contemporary Bucharest: Enachita 

Vacarescu Street. Interview with neighbors Mr. Serbanescu, Mrs. Iliescu, and Mrs. Serbanescu.


SERBANESCU: Monica was your grandmother?

ILIESCU: Where have you come from?

FILMMAKER: From the United States. I came to see where my family grew up. 

SERBANESCU: Monica was your mom or your grandmother?

ILIESCU: You’re Miki’s daughter? 

FILMMAKER: Miki, yes.

ILIESCU: You’re Miki?

FILMMAKER: No, no. Miki’s my mom. 

ILIESCU: Miki went and got married? I wheeled her baby carriage! 

SERBANESCU: This was their house.

ILIESCU: Do you speak Romanian?

FILMMAKER: Just a bit – I don’t speak very well.

ILIESCU: Listen to how good her Romanian is!

SERBANESCU: You’ve heard the story, right?

FILMMAKER: Not really…

SERBANESCU: When Monica and her husband robbed the bank, they lived here. They were arrested right here.

FILMMAKER: Were you there during the arrest?

SERBANESCU: Sure we were!

ILIESCU: I’ll tell you what happened!

SERBANESCU: Shut up!

ILIESCU: I know better!

SERBANESCU: In this very house, they were arrested.

ILIESCU: And Moni came out of jail…she stole money from the bank! Gugu beat her to do what he wanted! He beat her and beat her…and then she robbed the bank! They made the driver at the bank get out of the car, and they took all the big bills. The small denomination bills….are you sure you know Romanian? They threw the small bills in the river.  And you want to take pictures? You’re Miki’s daughter? How old are you?

FILMMAKER: 23

ILIESCU: And how old is Miki?

FILMMAKER: 53.

ILIESCU: Miki went and turned 53?

SERBANESCU: Miss, what was your mother’s name?

ILIESCU: Miki!

SERBANESCU: And her brother’s name?

FILMMAKER: Gadi.

FILMMAKER: What happened when the police came?

SERBANESCU: My wife was there! She was a witness at the house search!

FILMMAKER: What happened at the search?

MRS. SERBANESCU: They tore the house apart! They slashed the upholstery… In those days, a million was serious money! 

FILMMAKER: Why do you think they did it? Was it just for the money?

MRS. SERBANESCU: They said the money was to help the Jewish community. 

SERBANESCU: But they started spending the money. One of them bought a motorcycle, right? Their house was full of silks… Pretty sad story. That’s how it was. That’s about it.



Slowed down images from Enachita Vacarescu – people walking down street, kids playing soccer, dogs picking through rubble. 

VOICEOVER: I’ve collected hundreds of versions of the same story by now, each more Byzantine than the last. I hear that the money stolen from the bank was meant to buy an airplane that would fly all six bank robbers to Israel. I hear that the money left over from the airplane was meant to be distributed Robin-hood style to destitute Jewish families, or to fund some sort of Jewish revolution. Some people even tell me that the bank robbery never happened at all, that the entire scenario was constructed by the government, to scapegoat Jewish intellectuals and promote a nationalist political agenda.

 I can’t tell if I’m getting closer to finding out what happened, or further away. 



Images of text from secret police files. 


VOICEOVER: I’ve finally been granted access to the bank robbery case files in the former secret police archives.  I spend my days now reading arrest warrants, forced confessions, and exhaustive lists of objects seized during house searches: five yellow metal teeth, a book in German called "Heinrich Heine Poet of the Jews," a refrigerator - possibly electric, a Schaffhausen brand gold watch. 

At first these lists seem full of promise - between the words is space for entire houses full of people and gold watches.  

 I find volumes of transcribed conversations taped in my grandmother’s house by hidden microphones: they read like a kind of obscenely voyeuristic movie script. Characters called woman, man, child #1 and child #2 discuss the price of meat, train schedules, and summer vacation plans – no one mentions buying an airplane or financing a revolution, but every ten pages or so,  someone says something like where did you hide the money, or put away that gun. If I had any doubts that the bank robbery actually happened, I don’t any more – it seems inconceivable that anyone could  invent dialogue that banal. 

I try to tease the text apart and build it back into a coherent story, but it’s somehow impossible: The language seems to be doctored, devoid of any meaning – each detail is given equal weight, and the sheer volume of words is overwhelming.

 The facts only seem to obscure what’s really going on  in the minds of six people at the moment of robbing a communist bank. 

The only real  thing I learn is that the friendly couple I met on my mother’s street was recruited by the police to spy on my grandmother and send in daily reports of her activities. 



Frankfurt – mom and Jani in kitchen


MOM: I’ll cut the tomatoes.

JANI: They have to be washed!

MOM: Are you afraid of dioxin poisoning?

JANI: No, all vegetables have to be washed!

MOM (voiceover): Nobody sat down and talked to us about what happened and what we think about it. My aunt started a communist propaganda, telling us what good country is Romania, how great is the communist regime, and how terrible were my parents for doing something like this and depriving some workers of their salary, because they didn’t get their salary for a month or so. And I was jus taking my solemn vow that I’ll never be like them, and be a correct and construction person who’ll live according to the principles of our Motherland…

JANI (voiceover): I can’t blame myself. I have a good friend who lives in Paris who is angry at himself for having been so blind in his youth. Not me! I don’t blame myself, because I joined out of conviction. I believed it was a good cause! I didn’t hurt anyone – that’s the most important thing.



Color archival footage of 8.23.59 

parade in Bucharest.
NARRATOR: Perhaps it is symbolic, but what could be more appropriate than the conquering smile of this child?

VOICEOVER (filmmaker): The first big purge in the ranks of the Romanian communist party was in 1950, when 192, 000 party members, many of them of Jews, were denounced as hostile elements and foreigners.  During the course of the early 50’s,  over 180,00  Romanians were arrested and sent to political prisons and gulags like the infamous Danube Black Sea canal. This parade commemorated the 25th anniversary of Romanian Liberation in August 1959 -  a month after the bank robbery. It looks as beautiful as a Hollywood musical to me - it’s hard not to wonder  how many of these people already knew that something had gone seriously wrong.
CHILDREN IN PARADE (singing): We Thank the Party with all our hearts!

We Thank the Party with all our hearts!

On this festive day

We have paved the new Pioneer Road!



Archival newsreel – Paul Ioanid

discusses progress in the Soviet 

space program.

TITLE: THE NEWS IN IMAGES

TITLE: ONWARD AND UPWARD!


VOICEOVER: The official tone of the 1950’s was one of progress, optimism,  and an almost hysterical euphoria.

NARRATOR: This is the Bucharest Astronomical Observatory.  

Contact with the tenth planet is maintained only with great difficulty.

We’ve solicited a few words of explanation from comrade professor Paul Ioanid.

PAUL IOANID: The Soviet Launching has astonished the world by the performance of the cosmic rockets …

VOICEOVER: In the Romanian National Archive I find this footage of Paul Ioanid, Romania’s celebrity ballistics expert,who happens to be the same Paul Ioanid who was arrested eight months later with Gugu and my grandmother   for robbing the National Bank. As far as I know,  this must have been his second to last performance on film.

PAUL IOANID: The enormous force of its motors achieves the take-off and acceleration of the cosmic rocket.  

JANI (voiceover): Moni and Gugu were intellectuals. They were all intellectuals. They were professors, journalists, high ranking government officials. And they were all Jews!


Headshot interviews
JANI: Gugu was already unemployed, because he had lost his Securitate post.  But the others, the two Ioanid brothers, one was a university professor, and the other was a high-ranking officer in the Securitate.  Besides that, he was the brother-in-law of the minister of internal affairs.  I don’t know if you know .

MOM : Definitely Gugu was a Communist.  I don't know what it meant for him to be a Communist, but he was a Communist.  And he was disappointed.  And he stopped believing in it.  And all he wanted is to have a... adventurous life in a free world. 

RODICA: The very big shock and very big disappointment when he was…as I told you before…from the very first took out of the system. They just throw him away. They just throw him away. Which is very very used, and now that all of us know all the system in all the Czechoslovakia and Ungaria and everywhere – whomever helped – and they were mostly Jewish people in Romania – helped the system to raise, they were the very first to be sacrificed. Ask me why – I don’t know. But probably because they knew too much. Probably. Some were killed, some just spared because they can be used. This is about Gugu. 



Archival images of Stalin’s funeral


VOICEOVER: Stalin’s death was in 1953. It wasn’t until the spring of 1956 that his successor Nikita Khruschev publicly denounced Stalin’s crimes.



Archival images of Budapest, 1956


VOICEOVER: That October in Budapest,  dissident workers students and soldiers attacked the Budapest radio station, demanding truth, in the first overt challenge to Stalinist autocracy. Soviet tanks were called in to suppress the revolution, and the dissident leaders were promptly executed on charges of treason.   I’ve read these facts many times  and know the dates by heart, but facts and dates can’t make me feel what it was like for my grandmother and her friends to see their utopian communist dream disintegrate as they watched.



Excerpt from Reconstituirea film:

Alexandru Ioanid’s arrest.

INSCRIPTION ON KNIFE: “All for Germany”
NARRATOR: Alexandru Ioanid seems to be a big fan of easy listening music and luxurious living.  He is waiting for guests to arrive. It seems that the guests have arrived. But…

Alexandru Ioanid: arrested for his participation in the hold-up of July 28th. During the time in which he worked for a state institution, he took advantage of his position to obtain money by dishonest means. This degenerate element thought he could find refuge with the help of guns. 



Collage of images of capitalist depravity from Reconstituirea
MOM (voiceover): What would they do with money? Why money? First, of course, wanting money was the most anti-Communist thing you could do. I’ve been thirty years out of that place, but the idea of wanting money is still somehow shameful to me. To all of us somehow, it’s a little bit shameful. It was such a strong statement that money are the root of the evil. So of course it’s this aspect of it – it’s like a liberation: we are…it’s end! We want money! As simple as that. But then on the other hand, money don’t have the same sense like here. That’s why it’s so ridiculous. That’s why it looks rather like a demential action – something that doesn’t make any sense. Because you couldn’t do anything with money. This is something hard to understand. That’s why it’s like they read a book from another place. 



Headshot interview 
JANI: In a regime like Romania’s, a communist dictatorship... and especially if you were responsible for two children!  And if you had old parents, who didn’t have any... it wasn’t their fault that their children did what they did!  So can’t just allow yourself to act like you live in the Far West!  No.  Romania was no cowboy adventure!   They should have... thought about what they were doing! 



Montage of images from 8.23.59 parade. Hysterical cheering / intercut with laika footage.  Ends

with rocket launching. 


VOICEOVER: My mother once told me that reading Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon was the moment when she first began to question communism.

I’ve been thinking lately about Darkness at Noon, and Koestler’s writing about the ecstasy of what he calls the oceanic state, the feeling of belonging to a group, transcending the boundaries of one’s individuality like a grain of salt dissolving in the sea. 

He writes about a world in which people are sailing without ethical ballast, long after their ideals of revolutionary commitment have gone awry. 

As described by Koestler, the oceanic state is a state in which thought loses its direction and starts to circle like a compass needle at the magnetic pole. Until it cuts loose from its axis and travels freely in space.



Excerpt from Reconstituirea  - 

Trial and sentence. 


JUDGE: Were you armed?

MONI: Like the other gang members, I carried arms on my person both in previous attempts and in the bank hold-up of July 28th, 1959. 

NARRATOR (in old film): These bandits have stolen and attempted to steal countless times! They have stolen from your work! From the work of all of us who fight for the flowering of our nation! They have also stolen from your labor, GETAX taxi driver! The people in this witness box have no place in the ranks of honest people! These people have nothing in common with the construction of socialism! Igor Sevianu: depraved element. Rather than work as an engineer, he chose to use an automatic to get money. Alexandru Ioanid: businessman. An element who would stop at nothing to secure a life of leisure. Paul Ioanid: self-proclaimed intellectual. Sasa Musat: adventurer! Hari Obedeanu: bandit camouflaged under the mask of a journalist! Monica Sevianu: degenerate element. A bandit like all the other participants of the July 28th hold-up.

JUDGE: I’ve shown the manner in which this band of thieves stole 1,686,000 lei. In light of this, I ask that these people – Igor Sevianu, Monica Sevianu, Sasa Glanzstein, Alexandru and Paul Ioanid, and Haralambie Obedeanu – are condemned to death!

[sound of pistol shots as names are called]



Film ends, goes to white leader
VOICEOVER: The 1961 Reconstruction film was the last living record of the five men involved in the bank heist. All six defendants were convicted of treason and subverting the national economy. According to the death certificates I found in the secret police files, the five men were shot in the woods behind Jilava prison on February 18th, 1960. 


Image of jilava prison exterior
VOICEOVER: Because she was a woman with children, my grandmother was spared the death penalty and condemned to life in prison. She did time in the prisons at Jilave, Miercurea Ciuc, and Oradea.



Headshot interviews 
MOM: Well, now looking back, I don't think she was a Communist.  She was all for love.  Not even free.  She was really looking for love.  I said that before.  And if the man in her life at that moment was Communist like my stepfather, well sure then she was a Communist. If my father was Zionist, then she was a Zionist.  Whatever.  I don't think she was convinced one way or the other.  She was too interested on the people around her.  She was not going to save the mankind. 

JANI: Nobody could convince her that all she was doing was ruining her life!  And she always ruined her life!  Without letting anyone help her or give her advice!  She never took advice from ... she always knew better what to do.  That’s the terrible thing... It’s terrible!



Moni walking up stairs from 

Reconstituirea film rephotographed
FILMMAKER: What did your mother buy with the money after she robbed the bank?

MOM (voiceover): She bought clothes. Because she loved clothes. She loved to be elegant. A pleated skirt… a pleated grey skirt… I think was an orange angora sweater…I think that was it…and maybe a pair of shoes. They were now very fashionable the pleated skirts. In ’59, everyone had the Terregalle pleated skirts – those pleats they were never undone. They were permanent pleats! For the first time the permanent pleats were invented! It was a craze. Everybody needed to have a pleated skirt. Oh, she was so happy!


Jilava prison
VOICEOVER: My grandmother was the only survivor of the bank heist group. Her sentence was commuted to life, because she was a woman with children. She did time in the prisons at Jilava, Miercurea Ciuc and Oradea. 



Interview with prison survivors

Sisi Iorgulescu and Aurora 

Dumitrescu 
AURORA (holding up doily): This was made in prison using needles made of broom straws!

(holding up fabric scrap) This has cooking recipes on it! 

SISI: Is it written with hypermanganate?

AURORA: I wrote this out for a cellmate. She saved it and sent it to me a few years ago as a memento. 

SISI: Monica came to Miercurea-Ciuc during my third year in prison. I was arrested in ’58, and she came in ’61.

AURORA: Tell me, was Monica’s morale high?

SISI: She did – always. That was her main quality. She was very cheerful.

AURORA: Was she a good cellmate?

SISI: Very good… a really smart girl. 

AURORA: Was she upset about her husband’s death?

SISI: Very much. She told me he had a death sentence and that she would be very upset if he was tortured before he was shot. She wanted him to die with dignity. She didn’t talk about it much.

AURORA: Everyone in prison experiences a moment when you turn from a man to an animal. It’s when you realize that you no longer mean anything, and there’s nothing you can do! The communist prison system wasn’t just about the lack of freedom. It was about extermination through psychological warfare. 

SISI: The guards were furious that we were so close. They could tell that we were helping each other survive, and they didn’t want us to survive. 



Jilava prison continued
PRISON GUARD: You’ve now entered Fort 13 at Jilava Prison. On either side there are detention areas with rooms and cells. Over there on the right is one of the more dangerous detention areas with solitary confinement cells – it’s much more sinister than the other areas.
PRISON GUARD: It would help if you knew the cell number. 

FILMMAKER: She was in #10 and #44. 

PRISON GUARD: Right here in this section, exactly.

FILMMAKER: I think she was in a section for women with life sentences. 

PRISON GUARD: Sure, sure – life sentences. 

This is the solitary confinement area. Each side is endowed with four rooms. They were for prisoners who committed infractions against internal regulations, aggressive or violent prisoners, prisoners who banged on the doors, prisoners who didn’t respect internal regulations. There was nothing in the room but a bucket for physiological necessities. They would get hot meals on alternating days. The other says they would get a quarter loaf of bread and water. Meanwhile, the guard patrolled the hall in twelve-hour shifts. 

FILMMAKER: One guard for 12 hours?

PRISON GUARD: Yes, a single guard.

FILMMAKER: That’s tiring for the guard.

PRISON GUARD: It’s a kind of prison for the guard as well.

VOICEOVER: Five years into her life sentence, my grandmother was released from prison, in the amnesty of 1964, and allowed to return home to her family.


Headshot interviews 
MOM: We were not in touch with her.  Although at points she was really in Bucharest in the same city... and I remember her telling later that she was looking through the windows, was a rainy day, and she knew that maybe we may just pass in front of the building she was, and she could not see us. 

GUY: I was prepared for her to come out. But I didn’t expect her to go back to her mother’s house, to try to destroy her children’s lives again. 

JANI: The minute she was set free, that’s when she started to feel... how people really saw her.  That everyone was disgusted by what she had done.  
MOM: So I was shocked when I saw her, I didn't feel any affection, it was something so strange... Because I carried all the time this image of her beautiful and elegant and sophisticated... and here was a hunchbacked oldish woman... with a greenish skin... like lifeless skin... who was sort of half-trembling... I couldn't relate to this person at all.  It was a very, very strange meeting. 



Frankfurt – mom, Jani and Guy eat dinner
JANI: You should really taste this cheese – it’s Bavarian!

MOM (voiceover): I had no chance like you guys to be a rebellious teenager. I could not tell her when I was a teenager how much I hate her. And now here she came back, I was no longer a teenager, and she was a broken woman, to whom I couldn’t tell exactly anything very rebellious and ugly…but I still kept inside all these resentments: the resentment that she disappeared, that she left me an orphan, the resentment that she wasn’t there when I needed to fight with somebody, the resentment that she left me with this unimaginative aunt, bourgeois and straight… What can I do with all these things? It’s just…I kept them in, and I was surreptitiously nasty to her, I suppose.



End of communism nostalgic montage of step-printed images - 

Girls marching in communist parade,

Laika returning from space dead, 

1989 Ceausescu execution footage.


VOICEOVER: Forty-four years after Ion Antonescu’s filmed execution, Romania’s communist regime ended as it began: on Christmas day 1989, communist dictator Nicolae Ceausescu and his wife Elena were condemned to death -   just like my grandmother and her friends, they were charged with treason and plotting to subvert the national economy. The execution by firing squad was recorded on videotape and broadcast internationally on television news., framed as Romania’s moment of triumph against  years of communist oppression.



Otopeni airport, Bucharest. Mom

Returns to Bucharest.


VOICEOVER: My mother hasn’t been back to Bucharest since she left 30 years ago. I wonder if she would have come back at all if I weren’t here shooting and researching my grandmother. 



Mom in taxi sees Bucharest for the 

first time in 30 years.
MOM: Wow! Look how much they’ve built here! It’s so ugly!



Enachita Vacarescu street, Bucharest

Mom returns to her childhood 

home. Talking to neighbors Mr. Vasi-

lescu and Mrs. Iliescu


MOM: Mr. Vasilescu! I’m glad I found you! I was remembering what it was like here. It’s been forty years since I left!

VASILESCU: When did you arrive?

MOM: A few days ago.

VASILESCU: What can I say? At my age…

MOM: But you haven’t changed at all!

VASILESCU: Really? Glad to hear it! She’s one of the old tenants…

ILIESCU: I’ve been here 51 years.

VASILESCU: Maybe you remember Mrs. Iliescu.

MOM: Of course!

ILIESCU: How do you know me?

MOM: I’m Miki.

ILIESCU: Look at your white hair!

MOM: It’s less curly too – I gave her my curls. 

ILIESCU: Why isn’t it curly?

MOM: It calmed down!

VASILESCU: Yes! Her hair was just like her daughter’s!

MOM: After I gave her all my curls, there were no more left for me.

ILIESCU: Listen to how much she talks! She never used to talk at all!

MOM: Yes, I was very shy when I was little. I let my brother do all the talking. 

VASILESCU: A lot of houses in the area have been demolished…

MOM: Yes, I can’t find my way around now. I’m disoriented.

ILIESCU: Is Moni still alive?

MOM:  No, she died very young. She died at 53. 

ILIESCU: So young? Poor thing. She came to see me when she got out of jail…

MOM: She died in one night.  She had a heart attack and died in a night. Who knows – it was very hard for us, but maybe it was better for her than tormenting herself. 

Goodbye and thank you!



Mom finds window at her old

School and remembers Stalin’s

death.  She walks away past graffiti

covered walls.
MOM: This was the classroom where I heard Stalin was dead. We all raised up, and I was crying. Here I became a pioneer also, and I left my track pants… (sighs) … but was cleaner…much cleaner. 



Still photographs of Moni in 

Jerusalem. 
VOICEOVER: In 1972, a diplomatic intervention from abroad allowed my grandmother immigrate to Israel. Nearly 25 years had passed since she last left Palestine. 


Headshot interview

Bolex images of Israel repeated

Bolex images – Mount of Olives cemetery, Moni’s grave.

Back to mom headshot
MOM: I don't know.  I wasn't very much in touch with what was her life.  I realize from what you are telling me, that her life was not much better than in Romania in a way.  Because she found a lot of doors closed.  She always built things.  So when she was in Romania, she talked about Israel like a land of dreams, where everything was fantastic, the way they brought up their children in the kibbutz was great… But if you look practically what she was doing, she was housekeeper of a millionaire somewhere in a very rich suburb of Tel Aviv... she didn't dare anymore to come to see me because we weren't very welcoming... It wasn't a funny story.

MOM: She was a smoker, she got almost at menopause, and she hated the idea, so she started taking estrogen... but at that time nobody knew that estrogen could be dangerous, so  the doses were much higher than today, which is a factor in clotting your blood... she was eating enormous chocolate because she was just off sex, because she parted with the last lover, so she was comforting herself by eating two or three tablets of chocolate a day... they found near her bad just a stack of chocolate... And all these factors were enough to give her a heart attack.
MOM: But it's strange, I got a letter from her... about a week after she died, I received it.  She wrote it of course before.  And she still felt so young. And sure enough if you read even those last letters, she was still talking about she's going to do this and that... So maybe half of her knew that things are not so great.  But when you read her letters, everything was just fantastically alive and full of potential. Every letter she's full of potential.  You should read those letters.  Really.  I mean, "It looks like I can do this, and I'm going to be a multilingual secretary and do this and that," or "I'm going to write this great novel in the end and then you'll see.” She was always like this.  As soon as you say a word, was a whole thing built up around it.  Where everything is going to be just incredible, incredible, incredible.  

You should read, when I said I'm getting married, how - I don't know - we're going to all gallop on a white horse, and... [laughs] That's good.  But maybe she wasn't convinced.  



Coda: images from Reconstituirea with “Les Feuilles Mortes” song
MOM (voiceover): Maybe she was still that young at heart, full of hopes person.  She could laugh like a crazy... She was laughing a lot. She could always put up sketches and imitate almost anybody and we were just laughing like crazy.  And we were telling her, "Do it again, do it again." Although she lived this tragedy, she was a comedian.  She said sometimes, "I don't know why I'm living in this tragedy, I should do comedy every now and then.  I'm much better at it."  And it's true, she was very talented at comedy.   But her life sounds very much like a tragedy. 

You can look at it differently.  She lived a short, very, very, enormously intense life in which she did a lot of things. But it's strange... it happened to me just in the last month to think this way.  That I would have been better off to accept what she had to had to offer when she had to offer.  Because at some time, the offering was over. Because she... she went away.  Very sudden.  She always did things suddenly.
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