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 UNDER THE SAME SUN 

About the Story
The film is set in the near future.  It is the highly dramatic story of two businessmen, Shaul Cohen, an Israeli, and Nizar Ahmad, a Palestinian.  They set out to make money and wind up making peace. They must deal with strong opposition to their working together and overcome the hostility from people around them as they work together to set up a solar energy company.  An Israeli journalist writes an article describing their venture and subsequently, Nizar becomes the subject of fierce attacks on Facebook and from his own family for promoting “normalization” with Israelis.  Fearing for his life, he cuts off contact with Shaul. Determined to continue, Shaul decides that he should go to Ramallah to see Nizar, even though Israeli Jews are legally forbidden to travel to Palestinian areas.  Shaul shows up at Nizar’s house.  Nizar is moved.  They reconcile.  But they recognize that their business will have little chance of success without peace.  They mount an appeal on Facebook that brings popular support to both their venture and to the peace negotiations, which have been in the background during the film.  Their Facebook campaign strikes a chord with millions of Israelis and Palestinians, and they register a huge number of “likes.”  Popular support for peace surges in both societies, and the politicians finally sign a treaty.

 
The film’s producer is Amir Harel, an Israeli who produced the Academy Award-nominated “Paradise Now,” and the director is Sameh Zoabi, a Palestinian who directed “Man without a Cell Phone.” 

UNDER THE SAME SUN 

About the Production
UNDER THE SAME SUN is a contemporary parable set in the Middle East that puts forth the notion that people who have historically seen one another as enemies can work together peacefully and productively for the common good.  In a classic “what if…” situation, the film chronicles the unusual partnership between two businessmen—one Israeli, the other Palestinian—who defy convention and try to launch a company that can be of mutual benefit, while also providing a much-needed service to a community.  The mere fact that they find any common ground at all, or perceive any shared activity as mutually beneficial, would make these two seemingly ordinary men extraordinary in the real world.  ???  Do we want to say that?  

 But, in the hypothetical universe of UNDER THE SAME SUN, such men exist, they remain undeterred in the face of enormous obstacles and, more importantly, they are able to unite an ever-expanding group of people who help them achieve their goal. 

While UNDER THE SAME SUN is decidedly a work of fiction and, like all good parables, it deals with life as it should be, or could be, as opposed to how it really is, the film itself is proof positive that the sort of “extraordinary” collaboration depicted in the film can actually happen.   Made by Sameh Zoabi, a Palestinian director, and Amir Harel, an Israeli producer, from an idea that originated with an American executive producer who runs an international organization, Search for Common Ground, dedicated to the principals espoused by the film, UNDER THE SAME SUN is an example of how the change one hopes for in the future can occur in the present.

John Marks, who heads Search for Common Ground out of its Washington D.C. headquarters recalls how he came upon the seeds of the idea.  “In 2004, I wrote and produced “The Shape of the Future,” a series of four documentaries that showed how the Israeli-Palestinian conflict might be resolved.  In 2011, I decided to update it, but I wanted to do something different.  A British diplomat named Karen McLuskie came up with idea of making a ‘mockumentary’ or pseudo-documentary that would show how, in the near future, peace could become a reality.”  He continues, “I knew that for such a film to project authenticity, it needed to have a mixed Palestinian-Israeli production team.  Through a connection at the Tel Aviv Cinematheque, I found Amir Harel, an Academy Award-nominated Israeli producer, and he, in turn, introduced me to Sameh Zoabi, a skilled Palestinian director with whom he had previously worked.”  

Harel, who produced the highly acclaimed and highly controversial “Paradise Now,” (which also starred Ali Suliman, who plays one of the two main characters in UNDER THE SAME SUN), adds,“I was approached by John, who came to me with the idea to make this film. We all shared the same general view on the conflict, but we hardly had a specific story in mind. It took us almost a year of back and forth before we felt that we had the right characters and the right tone for what we wanted to say. Then it took another half year to get rid of the clichés, of the obvious, of the redundant, before we all agreed that the script was ready and that we could go ahead with the shoot.”

Zoabi, whose previous work, both short form and feature-length, had great success on the international film festival circuit, saw both the appeal and the challenges the project presented.  “When I was first approached by Amir to direct, the idea was to make a movie set in the future after peace was made, and to follow the life of an Israeli and a Palestinian in times of peace with possible flashbacks to the past.  The whole idea was to give people a sense that peace could be a reality that people have to deal with--a reality with its own set of issues as well. The idea was developed into a script, but then we realized that if the story were set in the future, it would be hard to tackle certain issues properly, and that we would be making a statement about what peace should be, meaning we would be fabricating a reality.  We decided this would make the film less effective so, as a result, we developed the current story.”  

Instead of creating some completely fictitious concept of a peaceful future, Harel and Zoabi decided to ground their film in contemporary reality, albeit a slightly idealized one.  As Zoabi describes it, the film “focuses more on the difficulties that exist and how the will of individuals can overcome them.  This is a concept that I am very interested in,” he tells us, “the story of the common man who lives the daily life and not the larger political agenda.”  

Though he essentially “commissioned” the film, Marks stresses that Zoabi and Harel were allowed to create their own script, free from what Zoabi calls an “agenda.”   The only given was that the film, like all good parables, convey a simple moral message. “The core message, says Marks, “is that peace is possible, if people of good will on both sides can work together to find a mutually beneficial solution.” Other than this, he advises, “the creative team had a free hand to develop the story.  At the same time, there was also a good deal of input from Sharon Rosen and Suheir Rasul, the film’s associate producers and Search for Common Ground’s co-directors in Jerusalem.  They were there to make sure that the film reflected both Israeli and Palestinian reality “ 

Despite the fact that it is a parable, containing elements that can only be described as Utopian, great pains were taken by the entire team to hew as closely as possible to recognizable reality—to make the film a “real fantasy.”   Harel insists that, “most of the elements in the film are realistic, even the continuous efforts of both Palestinians and Israelis to work together to find peace.”   Marks concurs by saying, “while the film has a certain Utopian quality, everything in it – including Palestinian and Israeli businessmen carrying out a joint solar energy venture, opposition to peace on both sides, and the use of Facebook to build a social movement – is already happening.  What has not yet occurred is for such activities to come together to have a game-changing impact.  The leap of faith that the film asks the viewer to make is that such a thing could actually happen.”

Harel goes on to ask, “What then is the Utopian element? The fact that a peace treaty is signed? That both sides could reach an agreement? Or, maybe, the influence that the social media had on the political decision makers? The simple fact that we all agree that the film is Utopian is the real motivation to make it!"  He goes on to observe that, “if you would say, for instance, to someone in Cairo that social media would be the main force behind removing President Mubarak from power, they would have laughed in your face--say that you are a Utopist.  If someone would have said that the Apartheid regime would come to an end in South-Africa, nobody would have taken it seriously. And, there are endless other examples of such things in recent and in ancient history. What I'm trying to say is that the difference between believable and unbelievable in history is sometimes extremely short and unpredictable.” 

Zoabi agrees that the film’s story shouldn’t be perceived as totally far-fetched. “Sadly,” he says, “the conflict is being presented to people in the media and politics as if it were the most difficult and complex conflict in the world, as if it has existed for thousands of years. The fact is that it has existed for only 70 years or so.  It is, in fact, much simpler than people claim-- people with their own political agenda who aim to mislead and confuse.  The conflict could be much simpler if we acknowledge that, at the end of the day, people on both sides want to have good, prosperous lives and the film is there to remind them of that.” Harel concurs:  “the idea that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is eternal," he says, “is a fairy tale (with a bad ending, though).  Conflicts can last for long a long time, but they can't last forever, and it is our interest that they will end sooner than later.” 

To underscore how close to attainable the solutions in the film are, the filmmakers chose to eliminate any fantastical elements from the shooting style.  Remembering that Marks’ original concept was to shoot the film in a "pseudo-documentary" fashion, Zoabi says, “I was attracted to the concept, and the characters, but also to the form in which the story would be told--the free style camera that simulates a documentary.  This is something that is quite different from my previous work, which is a little more classical.”  

 

He goes on to say that, “since the concept is idealistic, and the story carries a moral, as in a fable, the look of the film (its mise en scene) had to be as real as possible. Stylistically, the film was approached as a documentary in the way it was made—a small, intimate crew, a natural acting style, setting and lighting.   Everything was shot on location, and what is also interesting is that we started shooting without a locked script, there was always room to adjust as we were shooting, as with a documentary. We shot over the span of a full year, with over four different shooting schedules."

Another creative choice that makes the film feel more like ”now,” and less like “someday,” is the prominent use of Facebook as a mode of communication between our two  protagonists and, eventually, an entire community.  “The idea to use Facebook in the plot of the film came from the creative team and was enthusiastically embraced by the producers,” says Marks.  First of all, the device adds a visual dynamism to the many scenes in which the leads, separated by distance, must communicate via computer.  More importantly, it reflects recent history in the region, or, as Zoabi points out, “at the time we wrote it, it was inspired by the Arab Spring.” 

Even though the film posits peace, it was actually made in a time of conflict, and what went on behind the scenes couldn’t help affecting the mood on set, and even what happened on camera. “I cannot recall specific complications,” says Zoabi, “but obviously we dealt with a lot of issues where Israelis could not go to the West Bank and Palestinians could not enter Israel.  When that happened we were forced to change crews.  But, overall, everybody worked nicely together.  At times, you could see the tension in the air.  For example, we were looking for locations at a settlement, and some people were reluctant to give their house when they learned that the director was Palestinian.  Also, you would see Palestinian eyes second-guessing things when an Israeli crew was filming around Palestinian areas, or at checkpoints where both sides were on alert. All of that, however, ended up being an eye-opening experience for us all.”

 

Summing up his goal in shepherding UNDER THE SAME SUN from idea to finished film, John Marks says, “The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is like an open sore.  It absolutely needs to be healed if there is ever to be peace in the Middle East.  My work – indeed, my life – is to be a peacemaker.  I only hope that the film can play a part in contributing to a more peaceful world.”  Amir Harel adds, “I feel that both Israelis and Palestinians live in a state of depression. We see only a black future ahead of us, and have become almost paralyzed as nations, preferring to leave things in the hands of extremists instead of taking charge ourselves.” 

By way of conclusion, Harel says, “This film simply says that if we act, we can influence our lives and our destinies. It is a call to people to start moving, to become active again, to give up their apathy, to become adults, and to take responsibility for their lives, because no one else will do it better than them.”
As further proof that UNDER THE SAME SUN is bringing the ideas conveyed in the film to fruition, on October 2, 2013, Ma'an, the leading television network in the Palestinian territories, and Channel 2, Israel's top rated network, will both air the film as a world premiere broadcasting event-- the first-ever simulcast of a dramatic feature ever undertaken in the region.
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UNDER THE SAME SUN 

About the Filmmakers
John Marks, Executive Producer 
John Marks is Founder and President of Search for Common Ground and Common Ground Productions. He wrote and produced The Shape of the Future, a four-part TV documentary series that was simulcast on Israeli, Palestinian, and Arab satellite TV. John also serves as executive producer of The Team, a TV and radio series in 17 countries, as well as numerous other TV and radio programs. John is a Skoll Fellow in Social Entrepreneurship and holds an Honorary Doctorate from the University of Peace in Costa Rica. He served as a US Foreign Service Officer and as Executive Assistant to the late US Senator Clifford Case. A graduate of Cornell University, John was a Fellow at Harvard's Institute of Politics and a Visiting Scholar at Harvard Law School. He is an award-winning author and a Senior Ashoka Fellow.
Sameh Zoabi, Director
Born in 1975 and raised in Iksal, a small village near the city of Nazareth, Israel. In 1998 Zoabi graduated from Tel Aviv University with a double degree in Film Studies and English Literature. The following year he was awarded a three-year merit scholarship, which he used to pursue a Master’s Degree at Columbia University. In February 2005, he completed his M.F.A in Film Direction at Columbia’s School of the Arts. Zoabi has directed and written several narrative short films, as well as the full-length “Man without a Cell Phone.”

Ali Suliman (Nizar)
Ali Suliman was born 1977, in Nazareth. His interest in the dramatic arts led him to the prestigious "Yoram Levinishtain Acting School" in Tel-Aviv, where he graduated in the year 2000. At the end of his studies, he joined the "Commedia Dell'Arte", Masks Theater group in London. Ali decided to broaden his horizons within the boundaries of drama, by taking a position at the Negev community center, as an acting teacher. After his time at Negev, Ali went on to star in such award winning films as "Paradise Now" (Best Foreign film winner Golden Globes, and Best Foreign film nominee – Academy Awards), and "The Syrian Bride". He also starred opposite Jamie Foxx and Jennifer Garner in the critically acclaimed action thriller "The Kingdom". Upcoming projects include "The Lemon Tree" from acclaimed Israeli director Eran Riklis, and political thriller "Body of Lies", from legendary director Ridley Scott.

Yossi Marshek (Shaul) 
Yossi Marshak was born in 1969. He studied acting in" Beit Zvi " a highly prestigious acting school. After graduating, he was in two major theaters in Israel (Beer Sheva and the Khan Theater in Jerusalem). He then moved to New York where he studied film at NYU Tisch School of the Arts and acted in various projects. After coming back to Israel, Marshak started to act in Television and Film, where his credits include two award winning TV shows- Hakol Dvash and Yellow Peppers for which he has gotten the best actor award. He has also been in various films such as The Bubble, The World is Funny, and has three major motion pictures coming soon, Manpower, Operation Sunflower, and Jump Start.
Search for Common Ground
Search for Common Ground (SFCG) is an international non-profit organization that promotes peaceful resolution of conflict. With headquarters in Washington, DC and a European office in Brussels, Belgium, SFCG’s mission is to transform how individuals, organizations, and governments deal with conflict – away from adversarial approaches and toward cooperative solutions. SFCG seeks to help conflicting parties understand their differences and act on their commonalities. With a total of approximately 600 staff worldwide, SFCG implements projects from 53 offices in 30 countries, including in Africa, Asia, Europe, the Middle East, and the United States.
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