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FB: Why and when did you decide to be an actor?

SB: It was not my dream to be an actor. I wanted to be a painter when I was a child. When I became
a teenager I discovered that I had the fear of standing in front of an audience. When I realised I had
this fear, I decided to fight it and to defeat it. Of course the fact that my father was a famous actor
was for me something to look up to, something that I wanted to be able to do as well. He has such
great charisma. I could not continue my life with this fear. I went to study acting with this in mind.
Somehow, after I finished my course I defeated this fear and started to enjoy performing. That's how
I became an actor. It was not part of the plan at the beginning. 

FB: You mentioned your father, Mohammed Bakri, very famous in Israel/Palestine for his acting
and directing. Your brother is also an actor, right?

SB: Yes, I have 2 brothers who are acting. I am the eldest. I was the first to become an actor. Ziad
studied cinema in nearby Tel Aviv. Adam, in New York, has just appeared in “Omar” a beautiful
film.  It  was his  first  role  in  cinema right  after  he finished school.  He is  a  great  talent.  I  was
fascinated when I saw him in Omar. It was the first time I saw his acting. Such a great pleasure to
have such a talent coming out of the family.

FB: Your dad is, or was before you came to the scene, the most famous Palestinian actor and
director.  He  made  some  great,  hard  hitting,  political  films  and  documentaries  about  Israeli
oppression and paid a very high price for it (Mohammed Bakri was sued by Israeli Army after
“Jenin, Jenin”). What type of impact did this have on the family? 

SB: It was really hard. Following my father being persecuted for 10 years by the Israeli government
simply because he had made a film showing the other side. The Israeli government did not like this.
My father also said he had made this film especially for the Israeli audience because he wanted
them to know. First it was censored by the Israeli government and after 3 years my father won and
his film was screened. Following that, israeli soldiers appearing in the film accused him of lying
and showing a bad image of them to the world. They asked for 2 millions shekels compensation. It
started another few years of persecution. I followed him at all times. Went to all court cases with
him, until we finally won again. It was very hard because they were threats, death threats. He got a
lot  of  hate  mail.  People  talked  about  killing  members  of  his  family.  I  was  really  afraid  that
something might happen to him. With those fanatics coming and demonstrating during court cases.
The media also played an important  role,  talking  about  him as a liar.  They started  a  character
assassination. They actively took part in the persecution. I think they did this because my dad scared
them. He was one the of the most talented person in the film business. He could touch an israeli
audience with his hebrew, his poetic way of speaking, his charisma, he had an impact on an Israeli
audience  and  they  wanted  to  stop  this.  To  silence  him,  the  whole  country  with  all  its  might
persecuted him. It was very hard. The fact that not one of his supposed israeli friends came to
support him in court and stood with him, expect the late Juliano Mer Khamis and Udi Aloni, I did
not see anyone else in court with him, was very upsetting. It made me think a lot about why I
participate any longer in israeli films, or israeli theatre if I can't count on my colleagues to stand
with me. I always asked myself this question throughout those years. 

FB:  Israel calls itself the “Jewish State”, the State of and for the Jews even though more than 20%
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of its population is Palestinian. You've partly answered and it's very interesting to hear your views,
but you've received awards from Israel, as an Israeli actor. So are you a Palestinian or an Israeli
actor?

SB: I was born a Palestinian and will remain a Palestinian. I don't believe that I could even be called
an Israeli or that any Palestinian could be called Israeli because first of all Israeli is an hebrew name
and  I  am  not  Jewish,  I  am  Arab.  It's  like  calling  Muhammad-Moshe.  It  cannot  happen.  It's
something that is not related to me in any way. Above all, Israel is not something that I feel any
attachment to, anything good towards. It destroyed my life, my father's life, my family, my nation's
life. And it's still destroying it. I have nothing in common with this destruction, this racism, this
separateness, this injustice. It's the opposite, I care about Palestine as a place for everybody, as a
place that was never Islamic, Christian or Jewish. Palestine was always a place for everyone, for
every religion. It's a shame that this place that has so much history and energy can be occupied by
one religion. It should remain for everybody.

FB: How do you deal with the fact that when you win awards the Israeli people and Israeli press
celebrate you as one of theirs? 

SB: I  have opposed it  when the Israeli  government  used my film to make Israel  look good, a
flourishing democracy. I have said this in newspapers. I didn't expect that Israel was going to use
the film and my image to spread this lie. It was a very important lesson for me. How to deal with
this. The film “The band's visit” was my first Israeli film and since then I have not done any Israeli
films even though I received many offers because it's problematic that the Israeli government use
films to spread their lies.

FB: This is very interesting. I did not know what you were going to answer. I did not expect you to
say that you decided not to take part in Israeli productions anymore. Is this definite?

SB: Yes, it is. The persecution of my father enlightened my position. It made things clearer. So yes,
I  can say  that  I  have  decided not  to  participate  in  any projects  that  are  funded by the  Israeli
government. It's a clear decision for me. As long as things remain the same in Israel. I won't change
my mind. It's a step in opposing and demonstrating against this fascism that is growing more and
more in Israel.

FB: Taking such positions for someone like yourself, very well known, public, can have serious
repercussions. Are you ready to take this on? The attacks that might come your way?

SB: Yes, I am ready. I thought about it a lot, I know it's going to be hard, very hard. For me as a
palestinian who lives in Israel,  in Haifa.  In this Palestinian city,  Haifa. It's  very hard of course
because our situation in cinema and theatre is very problematic. There is not a lot of work, not a lot
to do. Being an actor means practicing, if you don't practice, you can't get better. So I know it is
going to be hard for me, to develop my acting, to simply live, rent a home, pay bills. I know it is
going to be difficult. But I want to help change things. I want to create my own way in front of such
hardships. But it's in me, I have this nature of resistance. In a way I am happy to have come to such
a decision. I gives me more energy. My belief is even bigger.

FB: Talking about Palestinian films, I was talking to Palestinian director Annemarie Jacir (“When
I saw You”) and she was telling me how difficult it was, it terms of money, location and pretty much
everything else to make a Palestinian movie.. Would you have anything to add to this?

SB: Not a lot, but yes, it is hard. Not only for films but also for theatre. It's hard to deal with art
everywhere, but here, it's even harder. Doing theatre or cinema, with the production side of things,



needs supporting, needs money. We don't have a country that can support cinema financially. We
don't have access to other parts of the country. I can't shoot in Gaza for example. Or I could go, but
would have to go via the tunnels, via Egypt. It's hard and dangerous. How could I make a film in
Gaza? How could I make a film in refugee camps in Lebanon, because I hold an Israeli passport and
can't visit? How can I do theatre? I can do it in Haifa, but cannot show it in Gaza, in refugee camps
around the Arab world. There is no support. The absence of a country makes it even harder.

FB: You have appeared in 2 european films in the last few years. Do you see yourself making more
and more films outside of Palestine in the near future, or it is important for you to continue making
films in your land, including with you father and your brothers?

SB: I want to make films in Palestine and also theatre. I will remain here until the last day of my
life. I don't have the privilege to be able to leave my country like europeans, and be ok with it. To
leave because I met someone I love...For Europeans it will never sound as if you're running away
from your country. Here it will always look as if I was running away from problems. It will look as
if I was giving up. I am not going to run away. I have this nature, this nature of resistance. I will
stay here but will not give up working in Europe and in the whole world because my work is about
universalism. I feel part of this world, that for me is my home. I will continue working with other
people, culture. It's important for me to know this world and to interact with different people.

FB: Since the death of Mahmoud Darwish and Edward Said, Palestinians have not had a non-
political figure they can look up to, that can represent them outside Palestine. A symbol, some kind
of spoke person. You could become this person. Which will bring a lot of pressure. What will be
your position if you become famous. It's harder for people to remain radical when fame knocks at
the door. Have you ever thought about this?

SB: I don't really think of things like these. Me being famous. How I would react. I believe I will
remain the same. Fame will not change me. Won't change my views. I will be changed because of
my experiences. I believe I change everyday. I learn new things every day. My latest decision (to
stop taking part in Israeli productions) was a result of a lot of experiences. I believe that as long as
Israel continues to commit such violations, such crimes, continues to make it impossible for us to
have a normal life and have a nation, then I will not change. I will keep dreaming of coming back. I
will keep dreaming of a normal life as a nation, as every nation in the world. My biggest dream is to
return. Build our homes again. I always think of what home would we built, and how we would
build it. It's fascinating for me to think about this. What home we will build when we come back. I
believe in the right of return totally. That's why I will never change. I believe that I am doing my
best whether it's in theatre or in cinema. I am doing my best because we live in such a situation that
needs to change. I believe that it's my duty to do my best, to act. 

FB: Saleh, thanks a million for this. 


