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Juliano Mer Khamis
Murder, Theatre, Freedom, 
Going Forward

Erin B. Mee 

On Monday, 4 April 2011, Palestinian Israeli actor and director Juliano Mer Khamis, director of 
The Freedom Theatre in the Jenin Refugee Camp, was shot !ve times by an as-yet- unidenti!ed 
gunman. Mer Khamis died in the ambulance en route from the theatre to the hospital. His 
death is a great loss. His life’s work is a resplendent testimony to the possibilities of constructive 
art making, education, and drama therapy. 

Juliano Mer Khamis (1958–2011) was 
the son of Arna Mer, a Jewish Israeli peace 
activist, and Saliba Khamis, a Palestinian 
member of the Israeli Communist Party. 
Mer Khamis was a well-known Israeli 
stage, television, and !lm actor — his last 
!lm was Julian Schnabel’s Miral (2011). 
Arna Mer established The Freedom 
Theatre with money awarded to her as 
winner of the Right Livelihood Award 
from the Swedish government — which 
has been called the Alternative Nobel 
Peace Prize. When Arna died in 1994 
the theatre continued, but it was reduced 
to rubble during the 2002 Battle of 
Jenin when Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) 
entered Jenin and demolished the building. In 2003 Mer Khamis, returning to Jenin to see 
what had happened to the children who had acted in Arna’s productions, made the documen-
tary Arna’s Children. The positive reaction to the !lm led to the rebuilding and reopening of the 
theatre in 2006 on a new site in Jenin. In 2008 Mer Khamis began the !rst professional actor-
training program in"Palestine.

The Jenin Refugee Camp has a population of 16,000 people who were expelled from their 
homes in and around Haifa during the 1948 Nakba (in Arabic, “catastrophe”) and in 1967 after 
the Six-Day War. According to the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, children under 
the age of 14 make up nearly 40 percent of the population in the West Bank, where Jenin is 
located (in Passia 2011:367). The Freedom Theatre (TFT) created plays for these children and 
their"families. 

According to Mer Khamis, between 2002 and 2009 schools were closed about half the year 
because of curfews imposed by the Israeli military. Poverty, lack of secure housing, high unem-
ployment, and rampant malnutrition are the conditions in Jenin under which Mer Khamis 
opened The Freedom Theatre in 2006.

Erin B. Mee is author of !e !eatre of Roots: Redirecting the Modern Indian Stage (Seagull, 2009), 
and coeditor of Antigone on the Contemporary World Stage (Oxford University Press, 2011). Her 
articles have appeared in TDR, !eater Journal, Performing Arts Journal, and several edited books. She 
has directed at the Public !eater, New York !eatre Workshop, and the Magic !eatre, and in India 
with Kavalam Narayana Panikkar’s company Sopanam. Her recent trip to Israel and the West Bank, 
where she met Juliano Mer Khamis, occurred under the auspices of New York !eatre Workshop, and was 
funded by the Robert Sterling Clark Foundation. erinmee1@gmail.com.

Figure 1. Juliano Mer Khamis in front of !e Freedom !eatre on 
17 March 2011. (Photo by Erin B. Mee)
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Mer Khamis:

The Freedom Theatre is a venue to join the Palestinian people in their struggle for lib-
eration with poetry, music, theatre, cameras. The Israelis succeeded [in damaging] our 
identity [and] our social structures [both] political [and] economical. Our duty as artists is 
to rebuild or reconstruct this destruction. Who we are, why we are, where we are going, 
who we want to be. (TFT 2010) 

In a 2009 interview with the BBC, Mer Khamis said:

To be free is to be able to criticize. To be free is to be able to express yourself freely. To 
be free is to be free !rst of all [from] chains of tradition, religion, nationalism (in a dark 
way I mean). Then you can start to free yourself from others. (in WNYC 2011) 

Mer Khamis worked amidst violence and advocated struggle by any means necessary, but 
personally he engaged in nonviolent struggle. “We believe that the third intifada, the coming 
intifada, should be cultural, with poetry, music, theatre, cameras, and magazines” (TFT 2010). 
The Freedom Theatre’s cultural intifada is based on courses in !lm, photography, creative 
writing, and drama therapy with a three-year training program in theatre. The TFT has pro-
duced adaptations of Palestinian Ghassan Khanafani’s Men in the Sun,1 George Orwell’s Animal 
Farm, and Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland.2 Mer Khamis intrepidly proclaimed: “We hope 
that this theatre will generate a political artistic movement of artists who are going to raise 
their voices against women’s discrimination, against children’s discrimination, against violence” 
(TFT"2010).

The TFT started with a drama therapy program taught by Petra Barghouthi. As Mer 
Khamis noted, “There was no intention to create a professional school. The intention was to 
use drama as something that can help you overcome the emotional and psychological trau-
mas” of Occupation (Mer Khamis 2011).3 Several of the students in TFT’s most recent produc-

 1. Men in the Sun, directed by Josh Perlstein, opened on 7 September 2010 marking the anniversary of the assas-
sination of Palestinian writer, artist, intellectual, and politician Ghassan Khanafani by the Mosad, the Israeli 
Intelligence Service.

 2. For video clips go to www.thefreedomtheatre.org and click on “Watch It! Video Diaries.”

 3. Interview conducted in English at a café in Jenin.

Alive in 100 Years 

For anyone visiting Jenin, the miracle of Juliano’s work was his ability to steer people 
away from the human impulse towards anger and into a creative act. I remember the first 
time I turned the corner into the courtyard of the theatre. It was truly an oasis. Ironically 
now, I thought, as did so many others there, that it was a haven. He somehow created a 
space where people could dare to imagine. His lessons were embodied by young men 
like Ahmad who said, “If I pick up a gun I will be dead in a year. If I tell a story from the 
stage I will be alive in 100 years.” Juliano had faith that by raising, not lowering, our 
expectations we could achieve a transformation. His art was rough and honest, as was 
he, as was the world around him. He seemed to know that if art could really function as 
a form of resistance it would need to rise to the occasion. His students are disciplined, 
truthful, wise beyond their years, and devoted.

—Josh Perlstein
Director, Men in the Sun, The Freedom Theatre
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tion, Alice in Wonderland ( January 2011), are graduates of the drama therapy program. Rabea 
Turkman was there to deal with the death of his sister. “My sister was killed [...] And I always 
think it’s my fault. That she died because of me. [...] Because the Army was looking for me” 
when they broke into his house and shot her (TFT 2010). Batoul Taleb was in the drama ther-
apy program because soldiers occupied her house for three days when she was a young teenager 
and she was so afraid that she became physically and emotionally withdrawn (TFT 2010). Both 
young actors perform with full physical and emotional commitment. That’s the kind of work 
Mer Khamis was doing when he was cut down. 

TFT’s Alice in Wonderland is not Disney. It addresses the Israeli Occupation, problems 
with the Palestinian leadership, arranged marriage, the hijab, homosexuality, and relationships 
between unmarried men and women. When I asked Mer Khamis why Alice, he said:

Since I came to Jenin to join the Palestinian struggle for liberation, I have had a prob-
lem with the occupation of women. It’s a personal thing. And I told [Zakaria Zubeidi, one 
of the students who worked with Mer Khamis’s mother, a former leader of the Al-Aqsa 
Brigade, and cofounder with Mer Khamis and Jonatan Stanczak of the second incarna-
tion of TFT] that I can’t be here and support you liberating yourself from the Israelis 
while you are oppressing your own sisters, mothers, and wives. I can’t. It’s disgusting. And 
we started !ghting and arguing. And I said, ‘Look, either the two struggles go together, 
or there is no struggle at all.’ [...] So every play, every magazine, every !lm, every picture, 
until my sister is free, will remind you. Alice !ts into this liberation. (2011)

Figure 2. !e Caterpillar (Moemen Switat) tells Alice (Batoul Taleb) that her destiny is to free Wonderland 
from !e Red Queen. Alice in Wonderland, !e Freedom !eatre, directed by Juliano Mer Khamis and Zoe 
La"erty, 2011. (Photo courtesy !e Freedom !eatre)
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In TFT’s production of Alice, Lewis Carroll’s familiar !gures are framed by the story of an 
arranged marriage. During an engagement party in which Alice is introduced to the groom 
of her father’s choice, a Rabbit (Rabea Turkman) lures Alice (Batoul Taleb) into Wonderland, 
where a punk rock Caterpillar (Moemen Switat) reveals her destiny: she will free Wonderland 
from the oppressive Red Queen (Mariam Abu Khaled) with her engagement ring and restore 
the White Queen (Micaela Miranda) to power. Alice refuses; she urges the inhabitants of 
Wonderland to free themselves from the Red Queen. Eventually the White Queen, who 
embodies the subconscious desire for a messianic leader and has spent most of the play in a 
cocoon-like web of gauze, emerges, takes shape, and takes over the leadership role Alice has 
refused. Alice returns to reality, where she confronts her !ancé Ahmad and tells him she will 
not marry him: in the last line of the play, Alice tells Ahmad that her engagement ring freed 
Wonderland, and Wonderland freed her from the ring.

The Mad Hatter’s Tea Party embodies what is so important about The Freedom Theatre. 
The Mad Hatter (Eyad Hourani) enters in red-striped tights, red leather gloves, a cape, and 
sparkling Boy George–style pants. To the tune of Freddy Mercury’s “I Want to Break Free” he 

Figure 3. !e Mad Hatter (Eyad Hourani) and Alice (Batoul Taleb) dance on the tabletop to the Queen’s  
“I Want to Be Free.” Alice in Wonderland, !e Freedom !eatre, directed by Juliano Mer Khamis and Zoe 
La"erty, 2011. (Photo courtesy !e Freedom !eatre)

The life, work, and martyrdom of Juliano Mer Khamis give concrete proof to my long-
held, hopeful assumption that theatre can and does have the power to change the world.

—Linda Chapman
Associate Artistic Director, New York Theatre Workshop
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struts, vogues, and catwalks his way across the tabletop, kicking teacups out of his way: clearly 
the Mad Hatter wants to break free from the restrictions of heteronormativity. Alice joins him 
on the tabletop for a sexy tango. This was the !rst time that a boy and a girl danced together 
onstage in Jenin; it was the !rst time a boy and a girl touched onstage in Jenin; it was the !rst 
time a boy and a girl used their bodies sexually onstage in Jenin. The radicality of Alice at many 
levels — political, social, sexual, and in terms of conservative community norms — may be part 
of the reason for the murder of Mer Khamis. 

Alice is a huge hit despite the fact that it was banned for school-age children by the Palestine 
Education Ministry on the grounds that it was immoral. As of 17 March 2011 in a theatre that 
seats 250 it had been performed 35 times. When I saw Alice, there were young women in their 
20s and 30s and older women in their 50s and 60s in the audience. All were very vocal in their 
appreciation for the production. Mer Khamis explained TFT’s mission vis-à-vis their audience:

To create an audience is harder than to create actors. It took us a year to be able to dim 
the lights; it took us three years to get people not to talk through the show. We’ve spent 
!ve years explaining to the audience what their role in live theatre is. [...] This is because 
they haven’t seen theatre — even today [17 March 2011] there were many people who 
had never seen live theatre before. It’s because of the Occupation. The Occupation. 
People don’t see theatre not because we are assholes, but because of the Occupation. It’s 
a bloody system. I’m not a 
conspiracy freak, but it’s a 
system in which the Israelis 
deliberately keep us igno-
rant. It’s cultural ethnic 
cleansing."(2011)

When Mer Khamis was mur-
dered just outside the entrance 
to the theatre, the company was 
rehearsing a production of Franz 
Wedekind’s Spring Awakening, 
directed by the German 
actor-director Stephan Wolf-
Schönburg. One of the actors 
spoke to me about why the pro-
duction was so important: “The 
problem is not just the occupa-
tion of the soldiers,” he said.

The problem is the occupation of the mind. I mean we have some girls who [are outdoors 
now at around 4:00 #$] but after six or eight we don’t see any girls in the street. Never. 
Why can’t I walk with girls? Why can’t I make a relationship with girls? Why can’t I 
sleep with girls? Why can’t I go to bars and drink beer with girls? My sister, she cannot 
do anything. (Name withheld 2011)4

He went on to say that he felt Spring Awakening was an extremely important play to do in Jenin, 
where sexual education is not taught either at home or in the schools. As Mer Khamis put it 
in his 2009 BBC interview: “We are !ghting a lot of [religious] fundamentalists [...] We are 
!ghting backwardness, that [sees us as] corrupting the youth. We are !ghting a lot of enemies 
before, before, we get to the Israeli soldier” (in WNYC 2011).

Figure 4. Audience coming to see Alice in Wonderland on 17 March 2011. 
(Photo by Erin B. Mee)

 4. Conversation on the streets of Jenin, conducted in English with actors of !e Freedom !eatre.
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The Unimaginable Impact

I saw Arna’s Children in India on a scratchy VCD in 2004 obtained from one of the 
underground DVD wheelers and dealers of Palika Bazaar in Connaught Place, New Delhi. 
My investment was in political theatre, in Janam particularly, the Delhi-based street 
theatre group I once was a member of. Arna’s Children, Juliano Mer Khamis’s deeply 
moving film prompted by his mother’s death, is now, in retrospect, a foreshadowing of 
the murder of Arna’s child just outside The Freedom Theatre he rebuilt in Jenin, this most 
attacked of camps in the Israeli-occupied Palestinian West Bank.

Mer Khamis’s murder recalls another, that of Janam founder-director Safdar Hashmi 
in 1989 in Sahibabad at the outskirts of Delhi. Then I was too young to comprehend the 
enormity of the crime, the extraordinary life of its victim, and the impact it would have on 
my own life and work. But that is precisely my point: the unpredictable and unimaginable 
impact exceptional artists have on people far removed from the site of the crimes that 
end their lives, but not their creativity.

Hashmi was killed in a mob attack by local goons acting under directives to disrupt 
activities supporting trade unions and industrial worker strikes. Hashmi was not the 
specific target of this indiscriminate violence, although by shepherding his group toward 
safety, holding off the attackers until the others escaped, he marked himself as a target. 
Also murdered that day was Ram Bahadur, a factory worker.

We don’t yet know who committed Mer Khamis’s murder or why. He was shot five 
times at point blank range by a masked killer who did not flinch even at the sight of the 
one-year-old son in his victim’s arms.

In the contemporary discourses of (misguided) martyrdom, these two personalities 
become iconographic in ways that would have troubled them both. News of their violent 
deaths traveled swiftly and virally. I learnt of Mer Khamis on Facebook, just one of a 
multitude of print, electronic, and cyber media disseminating the bad news. But the 
lifelong work of Mer Khamis and Hashmi relies on the much slower, sonorous means of 
bodily contagion. Certainly for the most part the daily violence enacted on their chosen 
audiences, whether the everyday ignominies and inequities faced by industrial workers, 
or the brutal and systematic obliteration of Palestinians from their own territories, remain 
anonymous and go largely unreported.

Theatre — as direct, live communication — relies on proximity, strives to evince 
empathy, agitates to sustain intellectual curiosity. Participants in political theatre, both as 
performers and as spectators, foster critical inquiry through processual, often allegorical 
ways of transmitting knowledge. If the ontology of live performance is disappearance, 
political performers like Hashmi and Mer Khamis exacerbate this extremity through their 
own tragic effacement.

Yet their exceptionalism also exceeds their tragic deaths. If the brutal, public, and 
untimely nature of their deaths catches media headlines for a flash, what sustains their 
stories through time are the dedicated lives these artists led. The entire energy of Hashmi 
and Mer Khamis aimed at bringing quality theatre to populations without access to 

That Mer Khamis was seen as a threat by both Palestinians and Israelis is clear. His positions 
are not “mainstream” in either culture. As he said to me:

When we sat to discuss the name of The Freedom Theatre, we said that the values we’re 
going to implement or teach for or work with are not based on some kind of politi-
cal agenda — state, party, %ag, army — we want to deal with values that are more uni-
versal, that are more on the human level. Because I’m not struggling for a Palestinian 
state. I don’t want a Palestinian state. [Mer Khamis was in favor of a one-state solution.] 
I don’t want Palestinian police. We have enough Israelis, we don’t need more. And we 
don’t need, in this small space, another division of gates and fences. And therefore The 
Freedom Theatre is not a national Palestinian theatre. It’s freedom. (2011)



C
om

m
ent

15

artistic practice. In constrained conditions where art can seem like the luxury of leisure, 
they made theatrical expression a necessity. They were heroes in the larger epic of global 
democratic struggle. Hashmi and Mer Khamis gave people the tools to tell their own 
stories and through their life stories they continue to motivate and inspire. You will read 
accounts by friends and colleagues who lived and worked with Mer Khamis on a daily 
basis; cofounders, teachers, collaborators, and students in The Freedom Theatre. You 
will also hear from people who met Mer Khamis just once yet were deeply changed by 
him. And then there is the largest group, people like me, who were neither intimate nor 
one-timers. Through email, YouTube, news reports, radio interviews, and Facebook I am 
connected viscerally to The Freedom Theatre. I am not alone. Inspiration, as both political 
solidarity and artistic practice, works in thorough if capricious ways. Power takes the 
shape of its systematically organized, banal, brutal avatars; challenging them, resistance 
persists in tenacious, unpredictable, and creative ways.

—Shayoni Mitra 
Former Janam actor

Assistant Professor, Barnard

A Radical’s Radical

What I think is interesting is that a battle is beginning, at this time mostly through 
language, over Juliano Mer Khamis’s legacy. Already an attempt is being made by 
mainstream commentators to whitewash Juliano’s radicalism. And he was a radical’s 
radical. Juliano believed in a one state solution, with Jews and Muslims and Christians 
living side by side. He believed in active, continual resistance, through a “cultural 
intifada.” But if we look at many of the press releases and public condolences from both 
Israel and the US, the emphasis is on Juliano as a kind of vague universal artist, working 
through some form of vague theatre for some vague kind of liberal freedom. Juliano 
was not vague. He said: “The Freedom Theatre is a venue to join the Palestinian people 
in their struggle for freedom” (TFT 2010). With a few notable exceptions, the European 
and US press has skirted his particular commitment to social justice, and largely avoided 
using the very words that were central to Juliano’s social vision: creative nonviolent 
resistance, cultural intifada, resistance to Occupation.

Juliano believed that “armed struggle is legitimate as long as it’s against an occupier 
and is done on occupied land. [...] But if there isn’t history, culture and art behind one’s 
rifle, that rifle kills rather than liberates” (Kessler and Toameh 2011). Whether we agree 
with these sentiments or not, Juliano’s challenging view of culture and its relationship 
to violence merits both acknowledgement and debate. He raises urgent, unsettling, and 
important questions that, I believe, should not be elided.

Why is the mainstream press, and many liberal thinkers, so quickly attempting to file 
the edges off his radicalism, to make him more cozy and palatable to the mainstream? 
Because Juliano’s vision for theatre and society was truly subversive. It still is. If we 
don’t focus on the language that Juliano used to describe his vision for theatre, then 
we miss the opportunity to think and learn about theatre and its relationship to violence 
and resistance.

—Naomi Wallace
Playwright
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With Juliano

When theatre becomes an act of resistance to break stereotypes, and shows this other 
image of Palestine; when we are clear about what we want and what we try to achieve; 
and when we work to create a change on the ground and within the community that we 
can be proud of — that is when I find myself with Juliano.

It is this spirit of social entrepreneurship, this creativity, clarity, and renovation, this 
working with children and youth to build a generation of change-makers, who believe 
in what they do, and who have a spirit of belonging to their country and their cause, 
and who believe that they are practicing this Beautiful Resistance against the ugliness 
of occupation and its violence, and against ignorance, hypocrisy, and complicity with 
injustice, and against those who believe that the only way to change anything is to use 
weapons and kill others — this is where I find myself with Juliano. 

Juliano was a freedom fighter. I am a Palestinian who believes that freedom is in The 
Freedom Theatre, in the Jenin Refugee Camp where his mother created the first theatre. 
In 2006, Juliano visited me in Alrowwad, in the Aida refugee camp. We discussed my 
vision and philosophy of Beautiful Resistance. We discussed how important art and 
specifically theatre are as means of self-expression to build the peace within before 
talking about the peace with others. We discussed the heritage of his mother, and the 
tragedy of her actors. We discussed how we can change the world by working with 
children and being on stage.

We performed in The Freedom Theatre and in July [2011] we will tour in Europe 
and take part in a conference about Palestinian Cultural Resistance in Paris. Juliano will 
not be present in body, but his spirit was never a prisoner of his body. He will be there, 
somewhere, mocking me maybe, and asking: “Are you next?”

—Abdelfattah Abusrour
Director, Alrowwad Cultural and Theatre Center for Children

President, Palestinian Theatre League

To his students, audiences, and admirers Mer Khamis leaves the legacy of the Jasmine 
Revolution and the freedom to perform. The Freedom Theatre will continue. Kathleen 
Chalfont, board member of Friends of The Jenin Freedom Theatre, said on National Public 
Radio: “Bullets are momentary. You can’t silence the cry that Juliano sent up” (WNYC 2011). 
The students at TFT, calling themselves “Juliano’s Children,” spoke at Mer Khamis’s funeral 
and released their statement via email:

The Revolutionary message will not pass away. It will come storming the yellow sands 
and the mountains covered by almond trees, blowing the Jasmine Revolution out of the 
freedom !ghter’s hands, from here, from The Freedom Theater’s stage, where men were 
and are made to be free and engaged in the cultural revolutionary battle for Freedom. 
[...] In thousands of silences only one violin is playing, and in thousands of silences only 
one voice is raising up, it’s the freedom !ghters’, to whom you taught how to carry the 
cultural gun on their shoulders. Juliano, your mother’s children have passed away, your 
mother Arna has passed away, and so did you — but your children are going to stay, 
 following your path on the way to the freedom battle, and we will go on with your revo-
lution’s promise: the Jasmine Revolution. ( Juliano’s Children 2011)
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