
Global superstars Lady Gaga, Ryan
Gosling and Vanessa Redgrave descend
on Venice this week as the annual film

festival kicks off Wednesday to controversy
over the inclusion of Netflix productions and
there being just one female director in competi-
tion. Some 21 features will be locking horns for
the prized Golden Lion, which will be awarded
on September 8 at the Palazzo del Cinema on
the Venice Lido, the iconic setting for Luchino
Visconti’s masterpiece “Death in Venice”.

The festival jury is chaired by Guillermo Del
Toro, last year’s winner with “The Shape of

Water”. Australian Jennifer Kent is the only
woman gunning for the Golden Lion this year,
with “The Nightingale”. The lack of female
directors was blasted by feminist associations
in an open letter sent on August 11 to the festi-
val’s artistic director Alberto Barbera.

The letter was a reaction not just to the fes-
tival’s male-centric selection but also to state-
ments by Barbera, who in a recent press con-
ference explained that he made his choices
based on “the quality of the film and not the sex
of the director”. “If we impose quotas, I resign,”
he said, defending a selection criticised as
“politically incorrect”, especially compared to
the latest edition of Canne, which saw a call for
geneder equality in cinema.

A number of films being shown in Venice
have been picked up by streaming service
Netflix, including the the Coen Brothers’ “The
Ballad of Buster Scruggs”. Starring Tim Blake
Nelson, James Franco and Liam Neeson, “The
Ballad of Buster Scruggs” features six tales
about the Wild West narrated by Joel and Ethan
Coen. The inclusion of Netflix films and their
contemporaneous release in theatres and online
has drawn the wrath of Italy’s two major cinema
associations Anec and Anem, who feel people
will stay at home rather go out to watch the
movies.

“I can’t see any reason why a film by (direc-
tor of Golden Lion contender “Roma”, Alfonso)
Cuaron or the Coens should be excluded just
because they’re produced by Netflix,” Berbera

said during the press conference presenting the
festival to reporters last month.

First Man
The star-studded festival kicks off with

“First Man”, the new film from the Oscar-win-
ning director of “La La Land” Damien Chazelle.
The film, which stars Canadian Ryan Gosling,
follows the life of astronaut Neil Armstrong in
the years leading up to 1969, when he became

the first man to walk on the moon. However the
most eagerly awaited appearance on the red
carpet will undoubtedly be that of provocative
pop superstar Lady Gaga, who stars in the out-
of-competition “A Star is Born”.

Bradley Cooper plays a hard-drinking coun-
try artist who discovers a young singer played
by Gaga and is also making his directorial
debut with the film. The pair also wrote and
recorded new songs for the film, the third
remake of the entertainment industry romance
classic. Among the major names expected on
the lagoon are Frenchman Jacques Audiard-
who this time is taking on the Western genre
with “The Sisters Brothers”-and his country-
man Olivier Assayas, in competition with the
comedy “Non-Fiction”, starring his favorite
actress Juliette Binoche.

Grand Prix winner at Cannes in 2015 and
Oscar winner for best foreign film the following
year with his first feature film “The Son of
Saul”, the Hungarian Laszlo Nemes will return
to big competition with “Sunset”. Big things are
also expected from “The Favourite”, a period
drama by Greek director Yorgos Lanthimos
that plunges viewers into the court of Queen
Anne at the beginning of the 18th century and
stars Emma Stone and Rachel Weisz. As every
year, the festivfal will award two Golden Lions
for their career to two film giants, in this case
the 81-year-old British actress Vanessa
Redgrave and Canadian director David
Cronenberg. — AFP 
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Glamorous Venice Film 
Festival courts controversy

US actor and director George Clooney signs autographs before the premiere of the movie ‘Suburbicon’
presented out of competition at the 74th Venice Film Festival at Venice Lido. — AFP photos

British actress Vanessa Redgrave gestures as she
leaves a hotel during the 64th Venice International
Film Festival in Venice.

Traveling Africa in search of its music, Vik
Sohonie was struck by a common influence-
Sudan, whose songs still hold power over a gen-

eration in much of the continent. Sohonie, the founder
of Osinato Records, a New York-based label devoted
to bringing the music of overlooked and conflict-riven
countries to wider audiences, has led a restoration of
Sudan’s musical heritage through a new album that
arrives as the major artists of the country’s golden era
fade away.

“Two Niles to Sing a Melody,” which comes out on
September 14 on three LPs or two CDs, follows
Osinato’s project on Somali music, “Sweet as Broken
Dates,” which was nominated this year for a Grammy
for Best Historical Album. Unlike Ethiopian or even
Somali music, which soaked up the big-band brass and
jazz of the United States, Sudan’s music is notable not
for its foreign inspirations but the lack thereof.

The Sudanese sound, as developed in the capital
Khartoum in the 1960s and 1970s, was driven by
accordions and lush, precise violins-string arrange-
ments that were common elsewhere in the Arab world,
including neighboring Egypt. But underlying the music
was a distinctly African rhythm-the fast-paced tum-
tum drumming that attest to Sudan’s Nubian culture.
“Sudanese music seemed to be something that was
organically created and produced. Instead of absorb-
ing a host of influences, it spread those influences out
across Africa, not just musically but in terms of
stature,” Sohonie said.

Foremost in impact was Mohammed Wardi, Sudan’s
best-known singer who married classic poetry with
the nascent pop scene and challenged a succession of
political strongmen. A communist, Wardi was impris-
oned and then fled into exile in Cairo and Los Angeles.
He returned home before dying in 2012 at age 80. To
Sohonie, Wardi was a historic figure who parallels
Nigeria’s Afrobeat activist Fela Kuti, although Wardi,
while packing crowds in Africa, remains far less known
outside. Two of Wardi’s songs appear on the 16-track
album. Other featured artists include Saied Khalifa,
who had roots in the Sufi mystical tradition of Islam
and was a rare Sudanese singer to have formal musical
training, and Khojali Osman, whose songs of longing
won him a following across the Arab world.

Focus on capital 
Few casual observers outside Africa are likely to

think first of music when considering Sudan. Military
ruler Gaafar al-Nimeiry in 1983 began to impose a
strict version of Islamic sharia law. By the 1990s in the
early days of Sudan’s current president, Omar al-
Bashir, the government took off the airwaves most
music that did not glorify Islam or military campaigns.
While Sudan remains scarred by multiple conflicts,
“Two Niles to Sing a Melody” focuses on the music of
Khartoum, a decision Sohonie made reluctantly.

Sohonie’s attempts to gain access to Sudan’s
National Radio archives were rebuffed. The building is
guarded by national security services-which Sohonie
likened to the CIA being stationed outside the
Smithsonian museum complex in Washington. Instead,
“Two Niles to Sing a Melody” relies on cassette tapes
recovered in nearby countries including Djibouti,
Egypt, Ethiopia and the breakaway Somaliland area-
attesting to the regional clout of the erstwhile
Khartoum music scene. — AFP

In this file photo a member of Sudan’s Nuba community
dances during the Nuba Mountains Cultural Heritage
Festival, marking the International Day of the World’s
Indigenous Peoples in Omdurman. — AFP 

Award-winning ratings smash “The Big
Bang Theory” will end with the finale
of its 12th season in May next year,

CBS said on Wednesday, lavishing praise on
the long-running comedy. Focusing on a
highly intelligent but socially-awkward pro-
fessor and his group of scientist friends, “Big
Bang” was the biggest comedy ratings draw
on broadcast television for years, winning 10
Emmys.

“We are forever grateful to our fans for
their support of ‘The Big Bang Theory’ dur-
ing the past 12 seasons,” CBS said in a state-
ment released jointly with producers Warner
Bros. Television and Chuck Lorre
Productions. “We, along with the cast, writ-
ers and crew, are extremely appreciative of
the show’s success and aim to deliver a final
season, and series finale, that will bring ‘The
Big Bang Theory’ to an epic creative close.”

The show-which will end its 12-year run

on 279 episodes-is a rare example of a
long-running hit TV series that has managed
to retain its massive viewing figures. The last
season attracted an audience of almost 19
million per episode, not far off its ninth sea-
son peak of 20.4 million. It hit the headlines
in its most recent seasons for a deal which
meant its lead cast of Jim Parsons, Johnny
Galecki, Kunal Nayyar, Simon Helberg,
Kaley Cuoco, Mayim Bialik and Melissa
Rauch all earning the same-estimated at a
shade under $1 million an episode.

“There are many ways to look at the
dozen years of ‘Big Bang Theory’ as we
draw to a close, but for me it will be the
family that gathered each week to create a
true labor of love,” tweeted co-creator Bill
Prady. “I will treasure my Big Bang family
to the end of my days.” Last year CBS pre-
miered “Young Sheldon,” a prequel series
starring Iain Armitage as a nine-year-old

version of nerdy genius Sheldon Cooper. It
begins its second season on CBS in
September. The main show’s final season

premieres on Monday September 24
before shift ing back to its regular
Thursday time slot. —AFP

Abstract artist 
Nicolas Manev 

dies at 78
French-Bulgarian artist Nicolas Manev, who worked in

France for 50 years, died Saturday in Paris at the age
of 78, his family told the Bulgarian BTA news agency.

Manev was hospitalized on Thursday after suffering a cere-
bral hemorrhage. His funeral will be held in Bulgaria, his son
Alexandre Manev told BTA. After graduating from the
National School of Fine Arts in Paris, Manev moved to
France before making a series of trips around the world.

A landscape artist and creator of abstract compositions,
Manev held more than 140 solo exhibitions, including in
Paris, London and Geneva. More than 3,000 of his works
are housed in collections and museums in some 30 coun-
tries. After the fall of communism in Bulgaria in 1989, Manev
often returned for exhibitions in his homeland. — AFP

Crazy Rich Asians has been hailed as a win for diversity
in Hollywood and sparked controversy in Singapore
for its portrayal of the city-state-but in much of Asia

the movie is being greeted with little more than a shrug. The
first Tinseltown film to feature a majority-Asian cast for a
generation, the adaption of author Kevin Kwan’s bestseller
about Singapore’s ultra-rich Chinese elite has soared to the
top of the North American box office.

The rom-com, which tells the Cinderella-like story of an
ordinary Asian-American woman and her super-rich
boyfriend, will likely do well in parts of Asia when it is
released this week. But it is not generating the same level of
excitement as in Hollywood, where the Asian-American
community has long been marginalized, and many in the
region may well be wondering what all the fuss is about.

“Asians have been seeing themselves on screen in their
own domestic films since cinema began,” Maggie Lee, chief
Asia film critic for Variety, told AFP. Still, those that watch
the movie are likely to enjoy the film for what it is-an enter-
taining rom-com-and recognize the Hollywood hype is
something particularly related to the Asian-American expe-
rience, she added.

Fabulous wealth, stunning clothes 
A two-hour celebration of fabulous wealth, stunning

clothes and idealized love, the movie’s main character is eco-
nomics professor Rachel Chu-played by American actress
Constance Wu-who flies to Singapore for a break with her
lecturer boyfriend Nick Young. It is only in the affluent city-
state that Rachel realizes the man she has been dating for a
year, played by British-Malaysian actor Henry Golding, is
the scion to one of Asia’s wealthiest families. 

Dazzling jewels, private jets and an imperious mother are
all thrown into the mix, as Rachel seeks to navigate the
world of Singapore’s super-wealthy. The first Hollywood
production since the “Joy Luck Club” in 1993 to have a
majority-Asian cast, the movie has generated frenzied pub-
licity in the US and has generally been well reviewed. Asians
have often been relegated to sidekick roles in Hollywood in
recent times while there have also been much-criticized
attempts at “yellowface” casting, when white actors attempt
to make themselves look Asian. This was the case when
Scarlett Johansson was cast in the Hollywood remake of
Japanese anime classic “Ghost in the Shell”. Other
Hollywood productions, such as “The Great Wall” set in
China and “The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel” in India, have
been criticized for drafting in a major white star to play the
lead role or their cliche-filled representations of Asia.

Just a movie
In Singapore, where much of the film’s action takes place,

there has predictably been considerable buzz, with many
curious to see how local culture is depicted and happy that
their tiny country is starring in a Hollywood hit. But some
have been angered about how the film focuses primarily on
the country’s ethnic Chinese, who make up about three-
quarters of the city-state’s inhabitants. The country of 5.6
million, where the film is released Wednesday, is also home
to substantial ethnic Indian and Muslim Malay minorities, as
well as large numbers of expatriates.

Singapore activist Kirsten Han has been strident in her
criticism, writing that the movie “isn’t really a win for diverse

representation. “What I would like to see as a Singaporean
is something that reflects my country and society in all our
diversity and complexity,” she said. In other parts of Asia,
the reception is likely to be much more muted, with a
Hollywood production offering little real competition to
booming domestic entertainment industries, from Bollywood
and Korean movies to Chinese soap opera.

Even in Singapore, many accepted the film was meant to
be light entertainment, rather than an attempt to accurately
depict the city-state’s society. “People, it’s just a movie,” said
one Facebook post under an article on the website of broad-
caster Channel NewsAsia discussing the portrayal of
Singapore in the film.  “Sit back and enjoy”. —AFP 

Poet, essayist, and founder of Co-Exist Kuwait
Nejoud Al-Yagout is releasing her groundbreak-
ing debut novel, set to release this fall from

Luminare Press. Threading together the narratives of
multiple protagonists during their journey to distin-
guish between their culture and their true selves,
Motorbikes and Camels confronts the need for toler-
ance and acceptance in a society steeped in dogma.

Drawing from her own experience as a Kuwaiti as
well as a soul of the universe, Al-Yagout brings a relat-
able and essential voice not normally seen in Middle
Eastern literature. While the Kuwaiti narrative has tra-
ditionally been overlooked, Al-Yagout masterfully
brings not only one worthy new voice to the table, but
several through her dynamic and reflective characters. 

The unique, interlaced narratives of different char-
acters per chapter examine the individual hardships
many people face in relationships and as members of a
larger community. The book is available on Amazon
and other online retailers. Al-Yagout is also an occa-
sional contributor to the Kuwait Times. 

Nejoud Al Yagout 
— Photo by Djinane Alsuwayeh

After US hype, Asia greets 
‘Crazy Rich Asians’ with a shrug

Actress Constance Lau poses at the film premiere of ‘Crazy
Rich Asians’ at the Capitol Theatre in Singapore. — AFP photos

Actor Henry Golding, right, and his wife Liv Lo, left, arrive at the
film premiere of ‘Crazy Rich Asians.’


