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Fe a t u r e s

Agroup of children giggle as they play in a
dusty, barren landscape near their home in
northern Syria, but this is no ordinary game

of catch, for their ball is a live bomb. The macabre
game of chicken is one of the most blood-chilling
scenes in “Of Fathers and Sons,” filmmaker Talal
Derki’s disturbing new expose on the grip of
Islamism in his native Syria.

“This is the scene that broke my heart,” Derki
told AFP in an interview in Los Angeles this week,
recalling the blood-chilling episode. “I was seeing
my six-year-old boy through the lens.”  For more
than two years, the celebrated filmmaker lived with
an Islamist family in a war-ravaged region border-
ing Turkey, focusing his camera primarily on the
children to capture their gradual radicalization.
The result is a bleak and haunting 98-minute doc-
umentary that gives viewers rare insight into the
brutal daily life of jihadists, who in recent years
have sown fear across the globe.”I call it the night-
mare,” the 41-year-old filmmaker said, referring to
the spread of the jihadist movement. The film,

released in the United States on Thursday, won the
world cinema documentary competition at the
Sundance Film Festival earlier this year. Derki’s
previous documentary, “Return to Homs,” won the
grand jury prize at Sundance in the same category
in 2014. 

“Of Father and Sons” tracks Abu Osama, one of
the founders of Al-Nusra, an Al-Qaeda affiliate
group, as he leads two of his eight sons — Osama,
13, named after dad’s personal hero Osama bin
Laden, and Ayman, 12, named after the current Al-
Qaeda leader Ayman Al-Zawahiri — down the
path to jihad. Berlin-based Derki said he gained
Abu Osama’s trust by posing as a war photogra-
pher sympathetic to the jihadist cause and lived
on-and-off with the family for two and a half years,
sharing their most intimate moments.

Innocent youths to jihadists 
The horror in the film doesn’t come from vio-

lence and blood and gore, Derki said. Rather the
viewer is sickened as the documentary charts the
children’s brutal transformation from innocent
youths to jihadi fighters. “This is a film that
makes you understand how the brain functions,”
Derki said. “You have the horror in the language,
in the education, in a single moment.” He said he
is still haunted by several scenes in his film,
notably the one with the children playing with
the makeshift bomb.

In another scene, one of the children proudly
boasts to Abu Osama — which means father of
Osama in Arabic — about killing a little bird. “We
put his head down and cut it off, like how you did
it, father, to that man,” the boy proclaims. The
bombed-out desert landscape that the family calls
home and the fact that the family’s women are nev-
er shown or even heard adds to the sense of
despair throughout the film.

“The women are the biggest victims in this
society,” Derki said. “I was there for two and a half
years and I didn’t even know what the mother of

these children looked like. “Her name was not
uttered and her voice was never heard.” Derki said
that while his first documentary, “Return to Homs,”
tracked the evolution of the Syrian uprising and
the regime’s brutal crackdown, “Of Fathers and
Sons” was an obvious next chapter in his quest to
explain the country’s slide into chaos.

“We have to use our weapon — which is cinema
— to show what is really going on there, who these
people are, how they brainwash societies,” he said.
“We have to think before we bomb any area,
before we let a dictator kill his own people with
heavy weapons,” he added. Derki said “Of Fathers
and Sons” has had such a profound psychological

impact on him that he has put down the camera for
now as he concentrates on healing. “I am still
recovering,” he said. “I have to take medication to
fall asleep, otherwise I have nightmares.” He added
that after the final shoot he got his right arm tat-
tooed and his ear pierced to ensure he would not
be tempted to try and embed with jihadists in the
future . “If you have tattoos or piercings, you can-
not be with them,” he said. “So this was my way of
making sure I don’t go back.” — AFP 

‘Of Fathers and Sons,’ is a bleak 
look at children training for jihad

Talal Derki attends the Doc Roundtable during AFI
FEST 2018 presented by Audi at Hollywood
Roosevelt Hotel on November 12, 2018 in
Hollywood, California. — AFP 

In this file photo taken on July 25, 2018 actresses Elisa Del Genio and Ludovica Nasti of
‘My Brilliant Friend’ speak onstage during the HBO portion of the Summer 2018 TCA Press
Tour at The Beverly Hilton Hotel in Beverly Hills, California.

This file photo taken on October 4, 2016 shows books by Elena Ferrante on display at a
bookstore in Rome. — AFP photos 

HBO is at the forefront of the “peak TV” revolution —
from “The Sopranos” and “The Wire” to “Game of
Thrones” and “Westworld,” the US premium cable

network has produced high-quality content for two
decades. Today, it is breaking new ground with its first non-
English series, “My Brilliant Friend,” an Italian-language
adaptation of a wildly popular series of novels by Elena
Ferrante.  The much-anticipated premiere is evidence of the
globalization of television in the internet era, with audiences
no longer primarily concentrated in America.

Fans of the books — Ferrante is a pseudonym and the
true identity of the author is unknown — are champing at
the bit to see the series. More than 10 million readers have
fallen in love with the novels — the tale of a life-long friend-
ship between Elena and Lila, who first meet in Naples in the
1950s — since the first one was published in 2011.The
broadcast rights for the eight-episode HBO series were sold
in 56 countries. It will air in Italy on public broadcaster RAI
from November 27 and on Canal Plus in France in
December.

Even in the United States, where books translated into
English barely represent one percent of the market, the four
Neapolitan Novels have been big business, with 2.6 million
copies sold, according to publishing house Europa Editions.
But the leap to the small screen is still a risky one for HBO,

which is collaborating with RAI on the series, which was
filmed in Italy by Italian director Saverio Costanzo. The dia-
logue is actually in the thick Neapolitan dialect, and not
pure Italian, so even RAI will show the series with subtitles.
“That really struck me,” Costanzo told The Hollywood
Reporter. “I asked why an American network should care
about the accuracy of a language if their audiences would
be watching the series with subtitles. They replied that they
wanted the series to be authentic,” he added. “There, in that
moment I understood why HBO is HBO.”

Non-English programming rare in US 
Such attention to detail and authenticity is relatively new

in the United States. In 2009, Quentin Tarantino tiptoed in
that direction with World War II romp “Inglourious
Basterds,” which was filmed in part in German and French.
But until very recently, television series were wary of jump-
ing on board. Then came “The Americans” (2013-18), the
award-winning FX series about Russian spies living in
America during the Cold War, which featured long
sequences in Russian.

And as the world’s television consumers turn more and
more to streaming platforms to find new shows, they are
more open to subtitled programming. Danish political dra-
ma “Borgen” is one striking example of cross-border suc-

cess. Netflix’s “Narcos” — which was filmed in Spanish and
English, and debuted in 2015 — “opened the door for the
others, by showing that authenticity was vital to the success
of a series,” explains Lorenzo Mieli, executive producer of
“My Brilliant Friend. “We couldn’t imagine American
actresses playing Italian schoolgirls in poor areas of Naples
in the 1950s,” Mieli told a roundtable discussion at MIP-
COM, an annual industry trade show held last month in
Cannes, France.

Truth in showbiz 
Once the leap was made towards more authentic pro-

ductions, one more leap remained: how to ensure that the
novels were not warped in the adaptation process. “From
the very first book by Elena Ferrante, I felt that we shared
the same ideas and also the same stubbornness about mak-
ing things look legit on screen,” Costanzo said at the Venice
Film Festival in September, where the first two episodes of
the show premiered.

Francesco Piccolo — who co-wrote the screenplay with
Costanzo, Ferrante and Laura Paolucci — said the author
made suggestions throughout the process, and gradually
became more at ease. Her suggestions were “never to
defend the books, but more about how to best convey the
ideas on screen. She had great confidence in Saverio,”
Piccolo said. The HBO series is indeed faithful to the book, a
sweeping story of friendship, admiration, rivalry and jeal-
ousy. It offers a near-documentary look at Naples in the
1950s, where Elena and Lila meet at school.

Both girls are unusually intelligent for their age, and they
grow close as they try to escape the violence of their run-
down part of town, where the old “eye for an eye” theory of
justice prevails. Filmed in an industrial wasteland in the
Naples area, the series brings to life the neighborhood that
is stifling them, with only a shabby courtyard on which to
play and school as the only escape. The saga on the female
condition is somewhat contemplative, with detailed depic-
tions of everyday life interspersed with the mounting ten-
sion between the main characters.

“This series is totally different from what we are used to
seeing on Italian television,” Mieli said at MIPCOM. “We
don’t see people running around all over the place —
instead we are focused on the complexity of the female
characters’ point of view,” he explained. “I think this may
open the door to a new way of storytelling.” — AFP 

HBO goes the foreign language 
route with ‘My Brilliant Friend’

In this file photo taken on July 25, 2018 executive producer Jennifer Schuur, actresses Elisa Del Genio and Ludovica
Nasti, director Saverio Costanzo, actresses Gaia Girace and Margherita Mazzucco and executive producer Lorenzo Mieli
of ‘My Brilliant Friend’ speak onstage during the HBO portion of the Summer 2018 TCA Press Tour.

Japanese-French fashion designer Kenzo Takada poses
during a photo session in Paris.

Fashion legend Kenzo lifts
veil on colorful legacy

Kenzo Takada, the Japanese designer who retired
at the height of his colorful career nearly 20 years
ago, wants to show the world how he came up

with the pathbreaking designs that helped catapult a
wave of Japanese creators onto the Paris stage. After
years of taking time for himself, “I again needed to do
something, to work,” he told AFP. “I am very happy, but
at times I feel nostalgic.”

The result is a new book tracing his trajectory since
arriving in France as a young man with dreams of bring-
ing his designs to life in the fashion world’s beating heart.
“Kenzo Takada,” released Wednesday, delves into his
French adventure with more than 40 years of sketches,
photos and memories, up to his final runway show at
Paris’s Zenith concert hall. The highlight is undoubtedly a
previously unreleased photo essay taking readers
through the creation of an exquisite wedding gown from
his fall and winter collection of 1982-83.

His fans get an intimate glimpse of a master at work: a
notebook of drawings, Kenzo in his workshop with long-
time assistant Atsuko Kondo, a ballet slipper being paint-
ed red because time was too tight to scout out the right
shoe. “We started just two days before the show!” Kenzo
said in an interview in Paris. “The theme of this collection
was flowers. This wedding dress, draped in garlands of
flowers, was the very image of the collection, a sort of
symbol,” he said. To perfect the composition, Kenzo dug
into a vast collection of ribbons — old and new, plain or
embroidered — accumulated over the years.

Paris ‘seemed so sad’ 
The trademark vibrancy and bold colors of Japan’s

most famous designer are in many ways the exact oppo-
site of what he found upon his arrival in the French capi-
tal. “I arrived at the Gare de Lyon the evening of January
1, 1965. It was dark and the station was old, dirty, black,”
he recalled. “I took a taxi and my first impression of Paris
was that it was dismal and bleak. It was Paris, the capital
of fashion, the city I had dreamed of, and it seemed so
sad,” he said. “But then the taxi went by Notre Dame... it
was magnificent.”

In letters to his mother he describes bread so good he
eats too much and bathing just once a week because the
public baths are too expensive. But he also describes the
overwhelming beauty of the flower shops, which were
plentiful in Paris but a rarity in Tokyo at the time. After
managing to sell some of his drawings to magazines
including Elle, he opened his first shop in the elegant
Vivienne Gallery in 1969, decorating it with jungle motifs
and calling his brand “Jungle Jap”.

“At the time, synthetic fabrics were in fashion in Paris,
and the clothes were quite somber. During a visit to
Japan I bought colored fabrics in cotton,” he said. He also
borrowed from the meticulous crafting of kimonos,
adding audacious colors while injecting new energy into
shows with models who would skip, hop and dance their
way down the runway. —AFP


