
BBC film helps four
youngsters celebrate
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BY SIMON YAFFE

ROSEMARY Baker’s new
documentary was in late
development when Hamas
carried out its terrorist
attacks on October 7.

Growing Up Jewish, which will
be screened on BBC One on
Wednesday (10.40pm), shows four
Jewish youngsters preparing for
their bar and batmitzvahs.

Rosemary, of True Vision Pro-
ductions, explained: “It made the
film so much more delicate to
make.

“There has probably never been
a harder time for Jewish people,
so the families had to think care-
fully about whether they still
wanted to take part, and share
their and their children’s lives
publicly.

“Although the film was not
about the (Israel-Gaza) war, we do
acknowledge it, which came
about after conversations with
the BBC and with the families.”

The documentary follows
Dylan, Ayala, Talia and Eve as
they mark their transitions to
adulthood within the Jewish
faith. 

Eve’s mum is a secular Jew and
her dad is atheist. Although she
was raised in a non-religious
household, she decided to have a
batmitzvah to connect with her
heritage.

Dylan and his family attend

the same synagogue as Eve, after
moving away from the modern
Orthodox Jewish community. 

They felt the more liberal
approach of Reform Judaism was
more in line with their beliefs.

For Sephardi Ayala, the daugh-
ter of a senior Orthodox rabbi
who has just joined a new syna-
gogue, her batmitzvah is a chance
for her family to settle in. 

Talia, the youngest of four sib-
lings, is looking forward to a big
party to celebrate. 

However, after studying the

Torah, she has been drawn to the
commandments about charitable
giving, and she is keen to also
explore ways she can use her bat-
mitzvah as an opportunity to give
back.

The documentary was made by
a mixed team — Jon Blair (co-
executive producer), Einav
Leshetz Lovatt (editor), Tilly
Wax (shooting assistant produc-
er) and James Gilmore (assistant
producer) are all Jewish, while
producer-director Rosemary and
co-executive producer Brian

Woods are not.
Rosemary and her team found

the documentary’s subjects after
contacting synagogues and Jew-
ish organisations, as well as par-
ty planners, rabbis, caterers and
DJs.

All the children are based in
southern England.

Rosemary said: “I am not Jew-
ish, but have good friends who are
Jewish and I have been to the odd
seder.

“I think of myself as a fairly
cosmopolitan person, so I found
making the film to be a valuable
and moving educational experi-
ence.

“With any film you are making,
you try and make yourself an
expert in the subject matter by
reading books, talking to people
and absorbing as much informa-
tion on the subject as possible.

“These families invited me into
their world and showed me how it
all worked close-up. It was
enlightening.

“I am enormously grateful to
everyone and, hopefully, we have
got everything right.”

While October 7 is not its focus,
the film shows barmitzvah boy
Dylan talking about it in his
Dvar Torah.

“It felt really important to
show the kids in the film as ordi-
nary teenagers because that is
what they are,” Rosemary
explained.

“It opens by showing Dylan dis-

cussing what GCSEs he is going
to take and saying that he wants
Arsenal to win the league.

“He is just like many school
boys, except he has an amazing
thing to look forward to which
will connect him to his faith and
culture.”

Rosemary also learned a lot
from making Growing Up Jewish.

“As a non-Jew, I had in my mind
a certain idea of what a barmitz-
vah or batmitzvah looked like,”
she said.

“What I didn’t know — and
learned about — was the differ-
ence between Orthodox and
Masorti and everything in
between, as well as Ashkenazim
and Sephardim.

“No two celebrations are the
same, which was really fascinat-
ing for me.

“We focus on four families who
are arranging barmitzvahs or
batmitzvahs, but in completely
different ways.”

CELEBRATIONS: Ayala and Dylan

ENLIGHTENING: Rosemary Barker

FROM the bookshelves of his childhood
home, Ran Barkai’s fascination with
the past ignited a lifelong quest for
understanding the enigmatic tapestry
of human history, writes SIMON
YAFFE. 

His shelves, adorned with books
chronicling the epochs of Roman and
Egyptian civilisations, whispered tales
of antiquity and captivated his imagi-
nation with the allure of ancient mys-
teries. 

“I was obsessed with them and the
pyramids,” Ran told me from his home
in Pardes Hanna.

“I guess I can trace the roots of his
scholarly odyssey to those early days
of wonder and curiosity.”

Together with Eyal Halfon, Ran has
penned what he described as his first
non-scholarly work, They Were Here
Before Us: Stories from Our First Mil-
lion Years (Watkins Publishing).

Rishon LeZion-raised Ran said:
“Central to the book’s narrative is the
unique significance of Israel as a cru-
cible of prehistoric exploration. Nestled
within its ancient landscapes lies a
treasure trove of archaeological won-
ders, bearing witness to the ebb and
flow of human civilisation across mil-
lennia. 

“Israel was a land bridge between
Africa and Europe, but also a place
where people have lived for millions of
years.

“Unlike the vast expanses of Africa,
Israel’s compact geography serves as a

microcosm of human history, offering a
condensed tableau of our collective
heritage.

“Israel is like a mini-Rome in the
respect that there is archaeology to
find everywhere. 

“With each step upon its hallowed
ground, one treads upon layers of his-
tory, and each fragment whispering
tales of bygone eras.”

Of Polish and Romanian descent,
Ran is the professor of prehistoric

archaeology and former chairman of
the Department of Archaeology and
Ancient Near Eastern Cultures at Tel
Aviv University.

And he has teamed up with Eyal, a
screenwriter and filmmaker, who was
studying for his Master’s at Tel Univer-
sity, as his artistic sensibilities res-
onated with Ran’s academic fervour. 

“He came to my class fascinated by
stories he knew nothing about,” Ran
recalled.

“One of the things that was impor-
tant when writing the book was that it
would be easy to read and understand
by everyone — we didn’t want it to be
too academic.

“That is where Eyal came in, as
many of my previous publications were
intended for those with a deep under-
standing of archaeology.

“Basically, we aimed at the general
public, not just those with an interest
in academia.”

At the heart of the book lies a
poignant message which transcends
the confines of academia to resonate
with the collective consciousness of
humanity. 

Ran said: “What we really hope to
get across is to provide lessons for the
present and the future. It is about
emphasising the timeless relevance of
our ancestral wisdom.

“We should extol the virtues of reci-
procity and harmony that sustained
our ancestors through the ages.”

The book focuses on 10 different
archaeological sites in Israel.

It also covers an array of subjects
including Neanderthals and modern
humans, megafauna and what hap-
pened as they died out, the develop-
ment of agriculture and metalworking,
megalithic structures and early human
society.

And its cast of characters include
Amos Frumkin, the Hebrew University
Jerusalem geology professor, who, in
2000, stumbled upon the now-famous
Qesem Cave, an important Palaeolithic
site, after its roof fell in. It is one of
the main sites which Ran works at, as
well.

According to the 56-year-old, the
Neanderthals died out because they
were highly adapted to arctic condi-
tions and specialised in hunting mam-
moths.

However, when conditions changed
and the Ice Age was ending they could
not adapt. 

It was at around the same time that
early homo sapiens were roaming out
of eastern Africa via Israel.

In the book, Ran theorises that the
extinction of mammoths and other
megafauna directly led early humans
to the development of different hunting
strategies for smaller prey, which, in
turn, led to technological and social
development, and to the development
of agriculture.

Ran explained: “We showed that
there was a massive decrease in the

size of animals hunted by humans until
there was almost nothing left, and we
think this was the primary motive for
the development of agriculture.”

He noted that it already has been
shown that the introduction of agricul-
ture created more hierarchical soci-
eties and required more effort in gen-
eral, as early human hunter-gatherers
worked far less for their sustenance
than early agriculturalists or modern
humans.

Ran said: “Contrary to popular
thinking, early human societies show
very little evidence for a lot of death
by violence, from what we have. They
died healthy. 

“They managed to survive and
thrive for hundreds of thousands of
years, in a world which was not easy.”

The lessons gathered from his stud-
ies of prehistoric humans and their
world have a direct application to the
present.

“I think that the secret of human
survival and prosperity for over 1.5
million years was a kind of respectful
behaviour towards the world and for
other humans,” Ran added.

“They treated everything equally,
they wasted nothing, they knew that
they were making an impact on the
world and they were concerned with
that.

“It reminds us that the past is not
merely a relic of bygone eras, but a liv-
ing testament to the resilience of the
human spirit.”
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Ran delves even deeper into the past


