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Film Review: Gattaca reviewed by Raz Greenberg 
 
Is it still possible to do a science 

fiction film that would try to discuss its concepts 
seriously rather than give us the usual mix of 
ever-bigger special effects?  Is it still possible to 
make a science fiction movie that shows respect 
for its plot and characters, rather than the usual 
cliches about bold and beautiful space 
fighters/time travelers/whatever fighting bugs 
from outer space/cyborgs from another 
time/whatever?  In short, is it still possible to do 
an intelligent science fiction film, when the genre 
is dominated by films that are nothing more than 
action films with science fiction background?  
Well, they never stopped trying (Terry Gilliam's 
Twelve Monkeys from almost four years ago 
comes to mind), but finding such a film is a 
rarity.  And finding it in the video store, in which 
almost 100% of the films labeled science fiction 
(movies that haven't been released on the big 
screen here, that is) are a complete waste of your 
time is an even bigger rarity.  Which is why 
watching Gattaca was such a pleasure.  

Gattaca tells the story of Vincent 
Freeman (Ethan Hawke), a brilliant young man 
who dreams about going to space.  Unfortunately 
for him, he is a natural, born with heart 
problems, while the futuristic world he lives in is 
ruled by genetically engineered people  from 
which the Gattaca space program only hires the 

top of the top.  So he trades his identity with 
Jerome Morrow (Jude Law), a former Olympic 
sportsman who became crippled following a car 
accident, and begins the tough job of fooling 
Gattaca's DNA analyzers.  Just as it seems that 
he has succeeded, a week before his scheduled 
space flight, one of Gattaca's executives is 
murdered.  When the police find Freeman's 
eyelash at the crime scene they start looking for 
him, and while they initially have no idea of his 
fake identity, they gradually get closer and closer 
While the murder mystery aspect is solved in a 
way that is a little mechanical, it is very 
suspenseful, using some nice Hitchcock-style 
tricks.  

Being the writing and directing debut 
for Andrew Niccol (he's also signed on the script 
for Jim Carey's recent film The Truman Show), 
Gattaca looks very impressive.  This is mostly 
due to the beautiful cinematography by Slawomir 
Idziak (best known for his work with director 
Krzysztof Kieslowski on several films) which 
made me sorry this film wasn't shown on the big 
screen here in Israel.  The musical score by 
Michael Nyman (of The Piano fame) also 
enhances the atmosphere.  Ironically, the fact the 
neither of the above mentioned people is known 
to have worked on a science fiction movie 
before, gives Gattaca a feeling of uniqueness not 
found in other films of the genre.   
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There are two minor downsides to this 
film.  First -- some may not like Hawke's 

monologues that accompany the film -- they 
sometimes feel like explanations to what's going 

on.  Second, the sub plot about a love story 
between Freeman and a co-worker named Irene 
(Uma Thurman) feels a little artificial, as if it's 

been planted into the story (still, seeing Uma 
Thurman is always a pleasure).   

Overall, Gattaca is simply the best 
science fiction movie I've seen in the recent 
years.  Intelligent sophisticated and thought 
provoking, this one is a must for any serious 
science fiction fan.  

 

Graphic Editor’s Note: From the Israeli newspapers I’ve learned that the Israeli owners of the distribution 

rights  have decided not to distribute Gattaca in the cinemas. For those of you who wish to view this movie, 

it’s highly recommended to do so on LaserDisk or DVD systems, to get the best home viewing possible. 

 

Book Review: by Mordechai Housman 

 
Mordechai prides himself on being the only Karliner Hassid in the world who is a science 

fiction fan.  As a fighter against missionary activity in Brooklyn, he is also knowledgeable about  

Christianity.  

The Sparrow by Maria Doria Russell  
Probably the first thing I noticed about 

this book -- even before I noticed the attraction 
of the plot -- was the beauty of the prose.  Never 
with an awkward phrase, never at a loss to 
describe the indescribable, this author has 
fashioned a work of art in words. The story is 
beautiful, and it is told beautifully, and it runs 
through the gamut of emotions. 
 When I read, I often seek to learn from 
the author's style.  Ms. Russell has much from 
which we can learn. 

 The book opens with a mystery: why is 
this man, a Jesuit priest, pursued, hated, and in 
such a debilitated state?  Why is he being 
protected by his superiors? 

Slowly, Ms. Russell spins her tale, and 
we learn the explanations via both flashbacks, 
and views of the "current" situation.  The 
chapters alternate between past history and 
recent history.  Recent history means the year 
2060. 

 It seems that this priest, Emilio, and a 
number of his lay and/or irreligious friends, 
along with a few more Jesuits, have been the first 
to explore a new, inhabited planet.  But 
something went wrong. 

The story is riveting, the characters 
likable and variegated.  There's even one Jew --
irreligious, as you'd expect.  I liked this book 
very much, and I highly recommend reading it, 
despite the various details that bothered me. 

 Do Jesuits really speak with so much 
profanity?  I don't know any Jesuit priests at all, 
but I find it hard to believe that they would be so 
free with such words.  I'm also not as quick to 
believe her assertion that priests survive their 
celibacy by engaging in other forbidden acts. 

There is also her tendency to digress 
into scenic descriptions at the least appropriate 
times.  The main character is in trouble, 
something is about to happen.  I was so excited, I 
moved forward and was sitting at the edge of my 
chair.  Suddenly, the author begins describing 
some nearby beautiful flowers.  At least I think 
she was describing flowers;  I'm none too sure, 
anxious as I was to read about the protagonist. 

 As one should expect in a science 
fiction story, the author got most of the Jewish 
elements completely wrong.  Leafing through the 
book, with my poor memory to guide me, I find 
these:  

The Jewish character, Sofia Mendes, 
was born in Istanbul, of a family descended from 
Jews expelled from Spain in 1492.  Though it is 
now the beginning of the twenty-first century, 
she has been raised to hate Spaniards.  This I 
consider farfetched.  Again, I don't know any 
Turkish Jews, but I find it difficult to believe that 
five hundred years after the Spanish Expulsion 
there are Jews who automatically hate Spaniards.   
Missionaries, yes, because they still do their 
hated acts.  But Spaniards?  I have never 
encountered any such feelings of Jews against 
Spaniards on that basis. 

Her home city of Istanbul is torn apart 
by the Second Kurdish War by the time she is 
thirteen years old. How will she keep herself 
alive?  She becomes a prostitute.  Unfortunately, 
this is not unrealistic.  We certainly cannot 
condemn women who have done this in real life. 
It can be assured that they did not do it out of 
choice.  We may not exploit our luxury of 
judging such people.  They did what they had to 
do to survive. 
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But Ms. Russell actually has the 
temerity to state that the Torah sanctions such a 
decision.  To quote:   

“The Torah taught, Choose life.  And 
so, rather than die of pride, Sofia Mendes sold 
what she had to sell, and she survived.” 

 These are the unbelievable words of the 
author.  

Let us examine this concept piecemeal. 
Yes, indeed, the Torah teaches "Choose life."  
Do you know what the Torah is saying there?   It 
is no secret.   In Deuteronomy 30:15-20 the 
Torah tells us that to choose the Torah is life, to 
choose to disobey G-d is death.  This has nothing 
to do with choosing to live even if it means 
sinning.  

There is indeed a teaching of that sort in 
the Torah.  The Torah says (Leviticus 18:5) that 
we should keep the Commandments of the Torah 
and live by them.  Our Sages explain that this 
means that we should live by them; we should 
die for them only in specific, extreme cases.  If 
Ms. Russell meant to quote this teaching, she 
used the wrong verse.  In any case, prostitution 
happens to be one of the extreme cases that are 
forbidden even at the threat of death.  So this 
teaching does not apply to here anyway.  

And would this be dying of pride, had 
she refused to become a prostitute?  Or would it 
be an act of heroism, choosing to die rather than 
transgress the Commandment of G-d?  The latter 
is how the Torah sees it, not as Ms. Russell has 
incorrectly portrayed it in the name of the Torah.  

At one point the author describes Sofia's 
experience at the mikvah.  Numerous details are 
incorrect.  

Later, the author has a character say, 
quite authoritatively, that G-d rejoices whenever 
we humans best Him in argument.  I suspect this 
comes from a misunderstanding of a Talmudic 
passage in Bava Metzia 59b.   

The Torah tells us that once the Torah 
was given to us, we must obey it, and never 
change it.  Even if a voice from Heaven tells us 
to change the Torah, we may not obey it.  The 
Talmud tells us that this once did indeed happen 
-- that a voice from Heaven told the Rabbis to 
follow the ruling of a certain Rabbi, despite the 
fact that he was the minority opinion.  The Sages 
of the Talmud refused to obey, because the 
Torah teaches us that we must obey the Torah, 
not Heavenly voices.  

The Rabbis later asked Elijah the 

Prophet what G-d said in Heaven when this took 
place, and he answered, "G-d is laughing with 
joy, and saying: My children have vanquished 
me!"   

This was because the Sages obeyed the 
Commandment of G-d to follow the Torah and 
not Heavenly voices.  There is a certain irony in 
the situation, obeying G-d not to obey G-d, in a 
sense.  But it has nothing to do with besting G-d 
in argument.  

The author makes excessive references 
to Christian theological concepts.  After all, the 
protagonist and many of the supporting 
characters are Jesuits and missionaries.  Good 
Jewish boys like myself will have a problem 
following these references, as they are oblique 
and often not explained.  One thing ironic about 
this is that what little I was able to understand 
was only because I have studied how to counter 
missionaries!  So I know what Golgotha is, I 
know the symbolism of a Christian stumbling 
while being led, I know more or less about the 
myth of Lazarus.  I know who Mary Magdalene 
was, but I have no idea of the significance of the 
theology pertaining to her, or how it relates to 
Emilio, our protagonist.  These mystify me.  

The Book of Samuel (1 Samuel 25:29) 
refers to something called the kaf hakela, the 
slingshot of souls.  When a person dies, and he 
has never learned to raise himself above his 
materialistic existence, the soul that has left its 
body finds itself disoriented.  It is not used to the 
unlimited spiritual existence and vision it has 
now regained upon the loss of its physical 
boundaries.  Thus, instead of easily seeing any 
and every place in the universe at once, it tries to 
focus as it did when alive.  The disorientation the 
soul experiences makes it feel like it is being 
slung from one end of the earth to the other on a 
great slingshot.  

Ms. Russell takes us on a similar 
journey, with her incessant flashbacks.  Not 
satisfied to alternate the chapters with flashback 
chapters, she also inserts them at various times in 
the narrative of the more recent present.  It is not 
terribly disorienting, but it gets too noticeable, 
and the seams begin to show after a while.  

But the book is a very good book. I 
liked it, and I liked the interplay between the 
characters.  There is no flaw in the characters 
themselves.  

Read it.  It's good.  Much thanks to 
Lucy Schmeidler for loaning me this book.  
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Short Review:  In October and December we published reviews of The 

Engines of God by Jack McDevitt (1994), 419 pages.  Here is Avi Chami's review of this book: 
 

I certainly liked this book.  The author 
provides us with a good dose of suspense, and he 
certainly knows how to write about human 
nature.  Well-intentioned people find themselves 
almost helplessly involved on opposite sides of 
conflicts.  As usually happens, the different or 
unknown becomes the enemy.  

The aliens seem like ghosts, far out of 
reach.  From the very beginning, the book 
presents us with a fascinating enigma, and has a 
surprising (and good) ending.  Despite minor 
technological and historical inaccuracies, the 
whole of the book is highly enjoyable.  

 

Aharon Sheer  by :Short Review 
/ Slant by Greg Bear (1997), 505 pages. 

Recommended by Bill Silverman, this is 
one of the top-rated sf books of 1997.  Slant is a 
very slick book about America in the year 2052.  
The story is carried by several heroes and 
heroines, with each chapter devoted to one of 
them (of course they all come together at the 
end).  Thus we see several aspects of this 
possible future society.  The crucial idea of this 
book is the use of nano-implants to treat 
psychological problems. Most people have thus 
been "therapied", their emotional problems 
soothed by readjusting their biochemistry to keep 
them happy and contented.  Most companies 
want their line employees to be therapied.  On 
the other hand, they want their top managers to 
be "naturals" -- untherapied.  Therapied workers 
are contented, but less imaginative, less creative.  
The new ideas come from the naturals.  Thus a 

kind of multilayer society has developed:  At the 
bottom there are the masses of therapied 
unemployed, living on their government income 
and spending most of their time hooked up to 
sophisticated video systems that provide 
emotional as well as visual and auditory 
stimulation.  Then there are the therapied 
workers, contentedly doing their day jobs, who 
spend their free hours hooked up to the same 
sophisticated video systems.  And at the top the 
untherapied managers and creative people, who 
assiduously avoid being hooked up the  
sophisticated video systems.  The problem that 
arises is that more and more peoples' therapy 
implants are failing.  In short, masses of people 
are gradually growing nuts, and nobody knows 
why, or what to do about it.  

 
Warning:  Slant's future is also one of 

complete sexual freedom.  It seems that America 
in the early 2000's went through a conservative 
period of extreme social and sexual repression 
and has now (in 2052) counter reacted with an 
"anything goes" mentality.  One of the book's 
heroines is a video sex star (although, as she is 
getting older -- almost 30 -- it is only her 
emotion's which are recorded -- they are used as 
background to a callow younger star's more 
attractive face and body). There are several 
explicit sex scenes which are completely in 

character and serve an important part in 
presenting the style of this future decadent 
society. 

Slant is a very well-written book, but 
does not present a future I would like to live in.  
What I would like to see is an Israeli writer 
describing a future Israel with the verisimilitude 
and detail that Bear brings to a future America.  
I'd like to see an Israeli writer who can speculate 
as Bear has done without preaching and making 
an obvious attempt to sell of his political point of 
view. 
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