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During a recent interview in an empty midtown theater,
James Lecesne is heckled - by his phone. The writer
and actor who co-founded The Trevor Project, a youth

suicide prevention program, stirs in his seat and inadvertently
launches Siri, the voice assistant on his smartphone. “You are
certainly entitled to that opinion,” Siri bleats from his back
pocket. “Wow, what’s her problem?” replies Lecesne, laughing.
“What did I say?”

Actually, Lecesne is saying a lot these days. He’s starring in
his own thoughtful one-man show “The Absolute Brightness
of Leonard Pelkey” at the Westside Theatre. Adapted from his
2008 book, the play looks at how a small New Jersey town is
torn apart following the mysterious disappearance of 14-year-
old Leonard. The teen is unabashedly flamboyant and fun - he
wears mascara and Capri pants - and an easy target of bullies.
But he charms most everyone, from an old watch repair store
owner to a brash hair salon owner, all skillfully portrayed by
Lecesne. At a time when gay and transgender figures are gain-
ing acceptance, Lecesne warns that The  Trevor Project’s sui-
cide hotline for gay and questioning youth got 44,000 calls
last year.

AP: Why did you make your book about a special boy
lost to a hostile world into a piece of theater?

Lecesne: I felt like I wanted to get a group of people in a
room and think about this issue in an active way that wasn’t
scold-y and didn’t have some kind of big stick to beat people
into submission. I wanted to open their hearts to the possibili-
ty of difference and how beautiful it is and how amazing it is.

AP: How did you find these nine characters?
Lecesne: They kind of find me. I just listen for them and try

to figure them out. They apply for the job and then I see if it
works. It’s weird. They help me write it. I don’t sit down and
write it like a writer. I listen for them and their voice, and I lis-
ten to what they’re saying and how they’re saying it.

AP: Do you get a sense that young people today are
changing their views about what gay and straight is?

Lecesne: They’re not interested in a gay or straight. It’s
much more fluid. And the idea that you could come out is
becoming an old-fashioned idea. Not for everyone, but there
are some kids who are like, ‘It’s just more fluid.’ I think that
that’s the way of the future: Sexuality will be less of a sen-
tence.

AP: This has been a breakthrough year for transgender
issues, from TV shows with transgender stars to the
Pentagon ready to lift the transgender ban. What’s your
take?

Lecesne: First of all, all these things are helpful. They’re all
wonderful, like Caitlyn Jenner and ‘Orange Is the New Black,’
but for many kids, the divide between the life they’re living
and the way the  media portrays it, there’s a gigantic gap. And
the idea of spanning that gap is impossible to them. They’re
13 and their community and their parents are hating that hap-
pening. They don’t have the imagination to able to say, ‘Well,
I’m going to get there.’

AP: So this celebration may actually be harmful some-
times?

Lecesne: We’re far from being out of the woods. In fact, I
think in some ways it makes it harder for some kids. Because
as they hear around them the hatred that’s beginning to be
more vocal, those kids are surrounded by those voices and
that’s really hard.

AP: One iconic image from the play is Leonard’s plat-
form sneakers - a pair of Converse high-tops with several
flip-flop bottoms glued on. Where did you get that?

Lecesne: The person who did that as a kid is Brad Goreski,
who is a host of “Fashion Police.” He’s a friend of mine and
when he was a kid, he made those platform sneakers. When I
wrote the book, I asked him, ‘Can I steal this?’ He said, ‘Oh, yes,
sure.’ He was a very unique boy who grew up in Canada and
that was one of the ways that he expressed his uniqueness.

AP: You should sell them in the gift store.
Lecesne: I know! I’m trying to get Converse to actually

make a modified version of them so we can sell them and give
a portion to the Trevor Project.

AP: Then we can all wear them!
Lecesne: Yeah, a lot of strained ankles.-AP

Actor and activist James
Lecesne celebrates difference

Palestinian singer Mohamed Assaf performs on stage during 51st session of the Carthage International Festival at
the Roman Theatre in Carthage, a seaside suburb of the Tunisian capital. — AFP

James Lecesne attends TrevorLIVE New York to benefit The
Trevor Project in New York. — AP

The modern comedy remake is among the most laugh-
able of movie genres. In Hollywood’s reboot frenzy, the
movie industry has increasingly turned to reviving clas-

sic comedies, only to find that few things are harder to rekin-
dle than the elusive elements - Bill Murray’s timing, John
Belushi’s eyebrows- that make up a great comedy. The dis-
tance between original and remake is usually as vast as it is
between “Caddyshack” and “Caddyshack II.”

The latest attempt is “Vacation,” a new try at the classic
National Lampoon series that first emanated from John
Hughes’ short story “Vacation ‘58” and was launched with the
1983 Chevy Chase original. Chase makes a cameo in the latest
“Vacation,” but he has ceded the driver’s seat to his son, Rusty
Griswold (Ed Helms). In some quarters, the movie has not
been anticipated warmly. In a column for the Hollywood
Reporter, former National Lampoon editor P.J. O’Rourke
judged the film from its trailer “post-humoristic” and “a sum-
mer cineplex dump-fill featuring the ‘Hangover’ wimp dentist
as leading man.”

Whether screwball or satire, comedy only works when it
feels bracingly alive. Most remakes, though, tend to feel like
they’ve been brought back from the dead, only with all the
really good jokes left back in the cemetery. Hollywood is
devoted to getting it right, though. The biggest test will come
next July when Paul Feig releases his big-budget
“Ghostbusters.” Feig, at least, has had the good sense to try an
entirely different track, recasting the leads as female, includ-
ing Melissa McCarthy and Kirsten Wiig. But there are many
others in various stages of quixotic development, including
remakes of “Meatballs,” “Fletch,” “Bill and Ted’s Excellent

Adventure” and “Police Academy.” With that in mind, here are a
few lessons to draw from an often dubious tradition.

Just stay away
More often than not, the best advice is just put down the

script and walk away. Such was the case for Shawn Levy’s “The
Pink Panther,” which somehow managed to earn a 2009
sequel. Steve Martin is a tremendous performer, but no one
should be attempting to follow in the clumsy footsteps of
Peter Sellers’ Inspector Clouseau. (Martin has been a curiously
frequent remake star, including two “Father of the Bride” films
and the somewhat better “Dirty Rotten Scoundrels,” which
came from the Marlon Brando, David Niven 1964 original.)

Even the Coens can’t do it
It’s a testament to the difficulty of the task if even Joel and

Ethan Coen whiff it. The comedies produced by London’s
Ealing Studios in the 1940s and ‘50s are comedy royalty that
few would have the courage to tackle. But the Coens tried it
with “The Ladykillers” in 2004, attempting a broader comedy
that traded Tom Hanks and Mississippi for Alec Guinness and
London. It’s among the Coens weaker films, though they can
argue that they fell into directing it. They were first signed up
just to write the script, but took over directing for Barry
Sonnenfeld when he dropped out. Worth noting, though, is
that by staying true to the Charles Portis novel, the Coens did
give us easily the best “True Grit.”

Russell Brand is not Dudley Moore
And Adam Sandler isn’t Burt Reynolds. Brand and Sandler

both have their particular talents, but neither were well suited
heirs to their remakes of “Arthur” - the 2011 version of Moore’s
1981 film - and “The Longest Yard,” which had Sandler sliding
in for Reynolds in the 2005 prison football comedy. Both origi-
nals, like many comedies, drew considerably from the distinct
personas of their stars, making for an out of whack chemistry
in the remakes. Nathan Lane and Matthew Broderick had an
even higher bar to meet in taking over for Mel Brooks and
Zero Mostel in the 2005 film “The Producers.” If only someone
had thought to try it as a Broadway musical instead.

It’s not impossible
An unavoidable fact is that a few of the very best comedies

ever made were remakes. The zippy brilliance of Howard
Hawks’ “His Girl Friday” (1940) came nine years after the play it
was based on, “The Front Page,” had been turned into a film. It
would be tried again, too, in 1974 by Billy Wilder with Jack
Lemmon and Walter Matthau and in 1988 - a lamentable swap
of TV news for the newspaper biz starring Reynolds. And
Wilder’s “Some Like it Hot,” that majestically madcap 1959
comedy, was based on a 1935 French film called “Fanfares of
Love.” When the screenplay couldn’t be found, producer
Walter Mirisch tracked down a German remake of it for Wilder
to write from. In the movies, originality can be a mangled,
many-authored thing. Nobody’s perfect. — AP

With a new ‘Vacation’, a look at 
laughable comedy remakes

Film review: ‘Big
Significant Things’

Essentially an 84-minute shoulder shrug captured
onscreen, “Big Significant Things” is the latest
American independent feature to suggest there are

few things more intriguing than a young white guy trying
to find himself. Writer-director Bryan Reisberg’s droopy
debut feature drifts alongside an early thirty something
from New Jersey taking a solo Southern road trip while
pondering a major life decision, and the character’s pleas-
ant, non-committal attitude proves unfortunately infec-
tious: It’s as hard for us to get invested in his journey as it
is for the film to find a narrative foothold. Commercial
prospects for this Oscilloscope pickup (released July 24 in
theaters and on VOD) look decidedly out of sync with the
movie’s title.

All we know initially about Craig (Harry Lloyd, a long
way from “Game of Thrones”) is that he’s on a quest to
find the big things in life, quite literally: His itinerary
includes such Guinness-worthy gimmick attractions as
the world’s largest cedar bucket, the world’s largest rock-
ing chair, etc. As he stops at cheap motels in podunk
towns, chats it up with the variably friendly locals, and (on
more than one occasion) gets drunk with teenagers, it
becomes clear that the landmarks he’s seeking out are a
not-so-thinly veiled metaphor for the very big step he’s
about to take with his girlfriend (who’s never seen, only
heard as an increasingly impatient voice on the phone).

It’s a cutesy premise that may well tax the patience of
even those inclined to sympathize with Craig-which is to
say, someone who seems to have it all together, but who’s
starting to question whether making all the right deci-
sions was in fact the right decision. A potentially wrong
decision eventually looms in the form of an attractive,
somewhat guarded Finnish girl (a fine Krista Kosonen)
whose lonely bar song seems to capture the ineffable
sadness beneath Craig’s easygoing demeanor. And to the
movie’s credit, it doesn’t coddle Craig or completely let
him off the hook for his mistakes; along the way, there are
plenty of disapproving glances cast in his direction and,
eventually, harsh, judgmental radio voices calling him out
for his mistakes.

That modicum of self-awareness, however, isn’t
enough to keep “Big Significant Things” from feeling like a
quick but unproductive road to nowhere-albeit a rather
good-looking one, thanks to the scenic widescreen lens-
ing courtesy of d.p. Luca Del Puppo. Other visual ele-
ments and design curlicues (including the postcard-style
graphics announcing Craig’s latest destination) lend the
production a level of polish that belies its low budget. It’s
an attractive frame for a picture that’s sorely lacking a
compelling center. — Reuters

Nearly 30 years after launching their “Rumba Flamenca”
music style, the Gypsy Kings are still keeping crowds
around the world dancing to hits such as “Bamboleo”,

“Djobi Djoba” and “Bem Bem Maria”. The group, whose music
mixes flamenco with pop and Latin rhythms, is now on a tour
that has taken it to Australia, the United States and Britain.
“Sometimes we have asked ourselves ‘Why are we still
around?’” vocalist Nicolas Reyes, one of the Reyes and Baliardo
cousins in the band, told Reuters in an interview.

“It’s a type of music that even if some understand (the lan-
guage) and others don’t understand, it is danceable, univer-
sal.” The band members speak French but perform their music
in Gitane, which mixes Spanish, French and Catalan. The Reyes
and Baliardo families trace their roots from Spanish Romani
people who left Catalonia for France during Spain’s civil war in
the late 1930s. The cousins grew up in southern France, first
playing together in the town of Arles and then travelling

across the country, busking in Cannes and performing at wed-
dings and festivals. Their 1987 “Gypsy Kings” album spent 40
weeks on the U.S. album charts.

“From flamenco we created a new style of rumba which is
our own,” lead guitarist Tonino Baliardo said. “It shook up fla-
menco music a bit.” The band, which according to their web-
site have sold over 25 million albums, have won both Grammy
and Latin Grammy Awards. Their version of “Hotel California”
featured in the 1998 Coen brothers film “The Big Lebowski”
while the 2010 animated “Toy Story 3” had their version of the
movie’s Randy Newman-written theme tune “You’ve Got a
Friend in Me”. The band’s last album “Savor Flamenco” was
released in 2013. Asked what comes next, Reyes and Baliardo
said they wereopen to collaborations. “We really like Eric
Clapton, Santana and many artists,” Baliardo said. “We are
open to many artists,” Reyes added.   —Reuters 

Nearly 30 years on since debut album,
Gipsy Kings keep crowds dancing

Michael Jackson’s

father suffers

stroke in Brazil

The father of “King of Pop” Michael Jackson was in a
Brazilian hospital yesterday, after suffering a stroke
hours before a huge birthday bash in his honor, doctors

said. Officials at Sao Paulo’s Albert Einstein hospital said Joe
Jackson they admitted Joe Jackson at about 1700 GMT on
Sunday. “The patient is being treated in the intensive care unit
after being diagnosed with ischemic stroke associated with
cardiac arrhythmia,” the hospital said. Local media said the
huge $200,000 birthday celebration in Jackson’s honor he
turned 87 on Sunday-went on as planned, even though the
guest of honor was in the hospital. Jackson wrote in anticipa-
tion about the celebration on his website, saying he planned
to mark the day “in style.” “Join me on the 26th of July to cele-
brate 87 full years on earth,” he wrote.

“The greatest adventure you can take on this world, is to
live your life and enjoy the ride.” Reports said one of Brazil’s
famed samba clubs was scheduled to perform, as were well-
known local singers, while a sumptuous spread of Brazilian
fare was on the birthday menu. The Jackson family patriarch’s
most famous offspring, singer Michael Jackson, died six years
ago. An autopsy determined that the pop legend’s July 2009
death was caused by an overdose of the powerful anesthetic
drug Propofol, which he had been misusing as a sleep aid with
the help of his doctor.—AFP

Handout picture released by Agencia Corinthians showing
the father of late pop star Michael Jackson, Joe Jackson ,
displaying a jersey of the Brazilian football team
Corinthians specially made for him, during a visit to the
training centre of the club, in Sao Paulo, Brazil. — AFP

In this image released by Warner Bros. Entertainment,
Christina Applegate, standing from left, Ed Helms, Chevy
Chase, Beverly D’Angelo, and Skyler Gisondo, kneeling left,
and Steele Stebbins appear in a scene from ‘Vacation’. — AP


