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"Downsizing" has generated jumbo-
sized buzz at the Venice Film Festival -
not least as viewers debate how to

describe it. Is it a science fiction film, a romantic
comedy, a political parable, an apocalyptic
thriller? Alexander Payne's movie mixes all those
elements in its story of a man, played by Matt
Damon, who tries to solve his problems by
shrinking himself. Payne says that despite its sci-
fi premise and international canvas,
"Downsizing" is not so different to the films he's
best known for - funny-sad stories of middle
aged or Midwestern strugglers such as "About
Schmidt," "Sideways" and "Nebraska."

"It has the same sense of humor and basically
the same tone," Payne told reporters in Venice
yesterday. That tone alternately puzzled and
thrilled viewers in Venice, where the film has its
gala premiere in the festival's coveted opening-
night spot. Several recent Venice openers, includ-
ing "Gravity" and "La La Land," have gone on to
win multiple Academy Awards. "Downsizing" has
ingredients that could help it strike a similar
chord with audiences and awards voters: a lik-
able, bankable star in Damon; a strong support-
ing cast that includes Kristen Wiig and
Christophe Waltz; and an imaginative story laced
with compassion and humor.

The movie applies Payne's wry eye for human
foibles to a plot that explores the power and lim-
its of science and the threat of environmental
catastrophe. The script by Payne and Jim Taylor
opens with a Norwegian scientist making a
breakthrough he thinks will save humanity: a
technique that can shrink people to 5 inches (12

cm) tall. That means they use a tiny fraction of
the resources they once did - and need to pay
less, allowing people of modest means to grow
instantly rich by becoming small.

The movie has fun imagining what the minia-
turized world would be like, as Damon goes to
live in a luxury micro-city, a sort of retirement
community for the tiny. Then it takes a serious
turn to ask whether science could be humanity's
salvation, or whether stubbornly fallible human
nature is likely to be our species' undoing. Along
the way, a movie that started in the familiar
Payne territory of Omaha, Nebraska, takes view-
ers all the way to an underground bunker in a
Norwegian fjord.

Many will find the journey unexpected, but
reviewers in Venice were mostly happy to be
swept along for the ride. The Guardian called the
film a "spry, nuanced, winningly digressive
movie," while the Hollywood Reporter said it was
"captivating, funny" and "deeply humane."
Ultimately, the film rests on Payne's knack for
depicting human relationships. Damon's Paul
becomes friends with a louche European neigh-
bor, played by Waltz, and develops feelings for
Ngoc Lan, a former Vietnamese political prisoner
working as a house cleaner.

Spirited and complex character
Actress Hong Chau ("Treme," "Inherent Vice")

is already being talked of as a potential awards
nominee for her performance as the spirited and
complex character. "This is a character that is
normally in the background, that is low-status
character in the culture, and not one that you

typically see in the forefront of a story," she said.
"That was such a pleasure to be able to read on
the page and then also as an actor to be able to
portray." "Downsizing" is the latest ordinary-Joe
role for Damon, who exudes a likable everyman-
under-duress quality whether he's action hero
Jason Bourne or a stranded astronaut in "The
Martian."

Damon said he thinks movies "are the great-
est tool for empathy that we have." "What I love
about this - what I love about a lot of these sto-
ries that I get to help tell - is it shows a relatable
character whose life is different from our own
but who we find common cause with," he said.
"Ultimately I think this is a beautiful and opti-
mistic movie. A journalist said to me, which I

thought was really great: This is Alexander's most
optimistic movie, and it has the apocalypse in it.
"I do think at the end of the day there's this sense
that we're all in it together." — AP

Matt Damon goes mini in Venice opener 'Downsizing'

(From left) Actors Matt Damon, Kristen Wiig, Hong Chau and director Alexander Payne pose for
photographers at the photo call of the film 'Downsizing' during the 74th edition of the Venice
Film Festival in Venice, Italy, yesterday. — AP/AFP photos

Actor Matt Damon arrives for the 74th edition
of the Venice Film Festival, at Venice Lido,
Italy.

In this file photo, Kathy Griffin attends The Hollywood
Reporter's Women in Entertainment Breakfast in Los
Angeles. — APThe 74th Venice film festival gets underway yesterday with

Alexander Payne's sci-fi satire "Downsizing" in the high-pro-
file opening slot that is increasingly coveted as a launchpad

for the Oscars. Starring Matt Damon and Kristen Wiig, "Sideways"
director Payne's latest quirky creation is a tale of a lower middle
class couple in the US midwest. But the downsizing of the title is
not a reference to job losses or selling off the family house: instead
the pair are considering signing up for radical new surgery that
would allow them to be shrunk to tiny versions of themselves, on
the promise of a better life.

Written by Payne, a two-time Oscar winner for his screenplays,
and Jim Taylor, the film will be seeking to emulate the success of
"La La Land", "Birdman" and "Gravity", all Venice openers in recent
years which went on to bag a bunch of Academy Awards and oth-
er prizes. Whether it does is likely to depend on how critics react
to the film's intriguing plot, which Variety described as "Honey I
Shrunk the Kids with a deeper social message". Also being
unveiled on the opening day is "Nico", a bio-pic focusing on the
final years of the Velvet Underground singer and Andy Warhol
muse which is being shown in the festival's "Horizons" section
dedicated to cutting-edge productions.

Directed by Susanna Nicchiarelli, with Danish actress Trine
Dryholm in the lead role, the story catches up with one of 1970s
New York's iconic figures in 1987 and 1988, the last two years of
her life. It finds her battling a heroin habit but also finding fulfill-
ment through her music and her relationship with her son.

Redford and Fonda 
"Downsizing" is one of 21 films competing for Venice's top

prize, the Golden Lion, which will be handed out on September 9,
along with a string of other awards including the first for films in a
new competition for virtual reality productions. As usual the inter-
national film line-up at Venice ranges from big-budget Hollywood
productions, like George Clooney's sixth directorial outing,
"Suburbicon", to new works by indie favorites Andrew Haigh and
Warwick Thornton, via documentaries such as Chinese artist Ai
Weiwei's epic look at the global refugee crisis, "Human Flow".

British director Haigh will be presenting "Lean on Pete", his first
film since the acclaimed "45 Years", while Thornton arrives in
Venice next week to promote "Sweet Country", a Western set in
1920s Australia that deals with the treatment of the country's
indigenous peoples. In total, 71 new full-length films will be
shown over the next 10 days, along with 16 short films and two TV
series. Along with Clooney, the major stars due on the red carpet
include Robert Redford and Jane Fonda, here to pick up lifetime
achievement awards while plugging their new film "Our Souls at
Night", a Netflix drama about an unconventional romance
between two elderly neighbors. The theme of love after a certain
age is also addressed in "Leisure Seeker", in which Helen Mirren
and Donald Sutherland star as an independent, free-spirited cou-
ple coming to terms with Alzheimer's.

Bloodied heart 
Spanish superstar duo Javier Bardem and Penelope Cruz team

up again for a new drama about Pablo Escobar, "Loving Pablo", in
which Bardem  plays the Colombian drug baron and Cruz his
long-term mistress. Bardem is also to be seen playing opposite
Jennifer Lawrence in "mother!", a new film by "Black Swan" direc-
tor Darren Aronofsky, that is one of several thrillers vying for hon-
ors. Promoted by a Mother's Day-release of a poster showing
Lawrence holding her own bloodied heart, the film tells the tale of
a couple thrown into turmoil by uninvited guests.

Another spine-chiller features Ethan Hawke in Paul Schrader's
"First Reformed", which turns around a dark secret harbored by
members of a church who are tormented by the deaths of loved
ones. Also expected to make waves, with an out-of-competition
world premiere, is "Victoria & Abdul", Stephen Frears' treatment of
the true story of the elderly Queen Victoria's later-life friendship
with an Indian clerk. British director Frears is to be honored on
Sunday for his innovative contribution to cinema, ahead of the
screening of his new work, in which Judi Dench stars as Victoria,
opposite Bollywood actor Ali Fazal. — AFP

Venice film festival
kickstarts Oscars jousting

Venice Biennale President Paolo Baratta, left, poses with members of the jury of the 74th edition of the Venice Film
Festival, from second left; Ildiko Enyedi, Yonfan, Jasmine Trinca, Michel Franco, Edgar Wright, Annette Bening, David
Stratton, Rebecca Hall, Anna Mouglalis and Venice Film Festival director Alberto Barbera pose for a family photo at
Venice Lido, Italy, yesterday. — AP  

Fans wait for celebrities to arrive in front of the Cinema Palace for the opening film "Downsizing", by Alexander
Payne. — AP

Kathy Griffin retracted her apology for a gory image of a
fake Donald Trump head, saying anger against her was
overblown and should be directed at Trump and his

administration. A feisty Griffin, interviewed Tuesday on
Australian TV in advance of an international comedy tour,
slammed the president and his actions as she reversed course
from her tearful mea culpa in May. "So the picture happened,
the outrage was ridiculous, I made an apology, and now in
light of all the crazy stuff that he (Trump) and this administra-
tion are doing..... He's unhinged," she said on the morning
show "Sunrise."

The comedian condemned Trump's pardon of former
Arizona lawman Joe Arpaio and the president's call for a ban
on military service by transgender people. She also referred to
Trump as a "fool," among other derogatory terms. One
"Sunrise" host pressed her on whether it was out of line to
pose for photos and a video with a mask of Trump covered in
tomato sauce to simulate blood from a severed head. Griffin
pushed back. "Stop acting like my little picture is more impor-
tant than talking about the actual atrocities that the president
of the United States is committing," she said.

Griffin said she lost friends and work, and received death
threats during the uproar. She had quickly apologized in a
video in which she called the Trump image "disturbing" and
also during a tearful news conference, but was fired from her
most high-profile job as co-host of CNN's New Year's Eve
Celebration. Comedy gigs were canceled. It didn't take long
for her to realize that what was happening to her could be the
basis of laughs, Griffin said during a satellite interview, and
she decided to embark on the "Laugh Your Head Off" tour.
She's also on "a mission to tell people, honestly, if it happened
to me, as big mouthed and obnoxious as I am, it can happen
to you," said Griffin. Griffin spoke this week by satellite to
"Sunrise" and another Australian show, "The Project," to pro-
mote her upcoming appearances there. She'll also be on stage
in Europe and elsewhere. — AP

Who's sorry now? Not Kathy Griffin
over Trump photo, video

No longer the event it was when Eminem ruled
the charts, the MTV Video Music Awards tallied
5.68 million viewers across 10 different net-

works on Sunday for a show dominated by Kendrick
Lamar's coronation and the debut of Taylor Swift's new
video. That's down from the 6.5 million people who
watched the VMAs in 2016, and the 9.8 million who
watched the year before, the Nielsen company said. In
2002, back when the show was seen only on MTV, the
event drew 11.9 million viewers.

Audiences for awards shows in general are down
this year, and MTV had the misfortune of competing
with the season finale of HBO's "Game of Thrones." But
it's undeniable that MTV's once-outrageous awards
show is no longer the fodder for water cooler conver-
sation that it once was.MTV was encouraged by one
finding in the ratings: it was able to beat "Game of
Thrones" among teenagers.

Otherwise, "Game of Thrones" was dominant. The
12.07 million people who saw the show Sunday night
was a record for the series, even if it likely represented
only a fraction of its viewership. If you add in people
who stream the show online or watch on a time-
delayed basis, the average episode of "GOT" this sea-
son has been watched by 30.6 million people, accord-
ing to HBO. NBC won the week in prime time, averag-
ing 5.5 million viewers. CBS had 4.2 million, ABC had
3.1 million, Fox had 2.4 million, Telemundo had 1.5 mil-
lion, Univision had 1.4 million, ION Television had 1.3
million and the CW had 890,000.

Fox News Channel was the week's most popular
cable channel, averaging 2.4 million viewers in prime
time. MSNBC had 1.8 million, USA had 1.62 million,
HGTV had 1.4 million and CNN had 1.37 million. ABC's
"World News Tonight" topped the evening newscasts
with an average of 7.9 million viewers. NBC's "Nightly
News" was second with 7.7 million and the "CBS
Evening News" had 5.8 million.

For the week of Aug 21-27, the top 10 shows, their
networks and viewerships: "America's Got Talent"
(Tuesday), NBC, 12.59 million; "Game of Thrones," HBO,
12.07 million; "America's Got Talent" (Wednesday),
NBC, 10.84 million; NFL Exhibition Football: San
Francisco at Minnesota, NBC, 7.32 million; "60 Minutes,"
CBS, 7.16 million; "Big Brother" (Sunday), CBS, 6.28 mil-

lion; "NFL Pre-Game Show," NBC, 6.25 million. "The Big
Bang Theory," CBS, 6.14 million; "Big Brother"
( Wednesday), CBS, 6.11 million; "Big Brother"
(Thursday), CBS, 6.03 million. ABC is owned by The Walt
Disney Co. CBS is owned by CBS Corp CW is a joint ven-
ture of  Warner Bros. Entertainment and CBS Corp Fox
is owned by 21st Century Fox. NBC and Telemundo are
owned by Comcast Corp. ION Television is owned by
ION Media Networks. — AP

Viewership down for MTV's 

Video Music Awards

Kendrick Lamar accepts the award for video of the
year for "HUMBLE." at the MTV Video Music Awards at
The Forum on Sunday in Inglewood, Calif. — AP


