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A girl gestures in front of a mural during the Faces and Laces alternative modern art festival in the Gorky Central Park of Culture and Leisure in Moscow. — AFP

How ‘Game of Thrones’ is 
taking years off graying Santa Fe
Part surreal Disney, part psychedelic penny

arcade, The House of Eternal Return is
what Salvador Dali might have built had

he been tasked with designing a television
game show. It looks like an ordinary Victorian
house, but delve into its dark recesses and visi-
tors find themselves transported into a fantasti-
cal labyrinthine world that has redefined what it
means to experience art.  The 20,000 square foot
attraction on the outskirts of Santa Fe was fund-
ed by “Game of Thrones” creator George R.R.
Martin as part of a multi-million-dollar drive to
revive that part of New Mexico.

“The best description we give it is it’s an
immersive storytelling experience. It’s maximal-
ly interactive, immersive art,” said Vince
Kadlubek, the 35-year-old co-founder and CEO
of Meow Wolf, the art collective behind the proj-
ect. Santa Fe, a melting pot of Hispanic and
Pueblo culture celebrated as a mecca for cut-
ting-edge artists and a one-time stop-off on the
hippy trail, has been graying of late. The median
age is estimated at 42.5 — almost three years
higher than in 2000 and five years higher than
the national average. 

A 50-year-old resident tells AFP she is sick of
always being the youngest in the room at par-
ties. Community activists have identified system-

atic, prolonged neglect of pressing needs like
affordable housing, non-tourism job growth,
green energy and nightlife as a driver of the
youth exodus. “I’ve experienced this loss of
young people and with that loss there was a
weakening economy,” Kadlubek, who grew up in
Santa Fe, tells AFP. “The tourism market was
starting to drop off as well because the new
tourists-the 40-year-olds, the Gen X tourist-was
not wanting to come to Santa Fe.”

Surreal fantasia 
Kadlubek says the House of Eternal Return

had a “right time, right place” feel about it, with
Martin increasingly involved in improving the
city as HBO’s “Game of Thrones” exploded.
Visitors enter what appears to be a two-story
quarantined house-supposedly in Mendocino,
California-but quickly become aware that all is
not as it seems. The experience is anchored to a
mystery concerning the Steligs, the family that
lived there and disappeared following an anom-
aly which has unmoored the house from time
and space.

Visitors are let loose to figure out what hap-
pened by uncovering clues in the family’s letters,
shopping lists and journals, and by opening files
on a computer in the study and reading post-it

notes in the kitchen. But open the refrigerator
and suddenly you’re in a glowing corridor lead-
ing to a futuristic, intergalactic travel agency
with sliding spaceship doors. Crawl through the
fireplace and you enter a magical cave system,
with a glowing, 12-foot mammoth skeleton that
can be played like a marimba.

Dive into the tumble drier and you enter a
surreal fantasia of more than 70 connected
chambers containing all sorts of abstract,
spooky psychedelic influenced by Japanese pop
culture, the “Calvin and Hobbes” cartoons and
even Walt Disney himself. 

There is a huge furry creature that winks, an
enchanted neon forest, robots, lasers, treehous-
es, a geodesic dome covered in eyeballs, a
desert mobile home and a rabbit with glowing
eyes. “It’s a puzzle, it’s just fun. Kids like it, adults
like it. It’s a very unique experience,” Minnesota
resident Gail Machov said at the attraction, sum-
ming up its universal appeal. 

To out-Disney Disney
Martin, 68, has been in love with Santa Fe

since visiting as a tourist and adopting it as his
home in 1979. Concerned over its increasingly
aging demographic, he bought the Jean
Cocteau Cinema, a 128-seat, single-screen movie
house emblematic of the city’s untapped poten-
tial that had been vacant for seven years in 2013.
Martin turned it into a youth hang-out, showing
the latest releases but also inviting “Game of
Thrones” cast members to attend star-studded
season premieres with real wolves in tow.

Capitalizing on the bounce his “A Song of Fire
and Ice” source novels were getting from “Game
of Thrones,” Martin also converted a vacant high
school into artist studios. In 2014 Kadlubek
emailed Martin, who had briefly been his boss at
the Jean Cocteau, to pitch “an interactive, multi-
media art experience” after discovering an aban-
doned bowling alley in the industrial end of
town. Intrigued, Martin shelled out $3 million to
buy and renovate the building, working out a 10-
year lease which effectively made him landlord.

Meow Wolf spent 18 months on the refit, aim-
ing to attract 100,000 visitors in a year but
achieving that in the first two months after the
March 2016 opening. 

“ The goal for the first year was maybe
100,000 people but 400,000 came. It was just a
wild success, people love it,” said John Feins,
Meow Wolf’s director of marketing. 

The company is now looking to replicate its
success in Denver, Las Vegas, Houston and
Austin. “We want to create the coolest experi-
ences that exist in the entire world, that’s our
goal. We want to out-Disney Disney, we want to
out-Universal Universal,” says Kadlubek. “We
want to be the most incredible experience in the
world.” — AFP

Bollywood may be famous for its
blingy song and dance numbers,
but a new movie released Friday

deals with a distinctly less glamorous
subject-India’s chronic lack of toilets.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi has made
building more toilets a key priority in the
country of 1.25 billion people, around
half of whom still have to go into the
fields to answer the call  of nature.
Campaigners estimate that nearly
200,000 infants die every year due to
infections spread through open defeca-
tion, which they say also puts women at
risk of sexual assault.

“Toilet: Ek Prem Katha” (“Toilet: A love
story”) is inspired by the true-life tale of
one man’s battle to build toilets in his vil-
lage in rural India. He wanted to win back
his new wife, whose refusal to live in a
house without a toilet won her plaudits
in India. Script writers Siddharth Singh
and Garima Wahal told AFP they hoped
the movie, featuring one of Bollywood’s
biggest stars Akshay Kumar, would have
a “tangible impact” on Indian society.
“This happened in a village in Madhya
Pradesh, and we thought that was a
strong statement,” said Singh, referring to
one of India’s most rural states.

The writers said they came across
numerous stories of women being assault-
ed when they went into the fields late at
night in the process of researching the

movie. “But defecating in the open is not
only unhealthy it is also dangerous,” said
Garima. “While we were doing our research
we heard of three incidents of molestation.
Crimes against women have increased
owing to their vulnerability when they are
out in the fields, alone in the dark, with
their ‘pants down’ as it were.”

Garima said it was hypocritical for
Indian society to insist that women cover
up on the one hand, while on the other
forcing them to “expose themselves
owing to a lack of sanitary and bathroom
facilities”. Kumar, one of the world’s high-
est paid actors with an income of $31.5
million according to a Forbes ranking
published last year, recently released a
“Toilet Anthem” to promote the cause.
“While mankind has progressed far
enough to journey to Mars and scale
Mount Everest, 54 percent of India defe-
cates in the open,” says the song.

Modi has called for every household in
India to have a toilet. Last year, he
announced that his government had
already built more than 20 million toilets
since coming to power in 2014. Around
two-thirds of homes in the village that the
movie is based on now have toilets,
according to media reports. “Our script was
ready in 2014 and we felt we should get it
going while it is still a hot topic. It’s espe-
cially important to get people in rural areas
to watch this film,” said Garima. —AFP

Bollywood film spotlights 
India’s toilet shortage

Visitors enter what appears to be a two-storey quarantined house, supposedly in Mendocino,
California. — AFP


