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(Left to right) French actor Melvil Poupaud, French producer Eric Altmayer, French actor Denis
Menochet, French director Francois Ozon, French actor Swann Arlaud, French producer
Nicolas Altmayer, Berlinale Director Dieter Kosslick and French actress Aurelia Petit pose as
they arrive on the red carpet for the premiere of the film Grace a Dieu (By the Grace of God)
during the 69th Berlinale film festival in Berlin. — AFP 

Film Festival director Dieter Kosslick signs gender equality pledge on behalf of the Berlinale at the 69th Berlinale International
Film Festival in Berlin. — Reuters

(Left to right) Producer Teddy Schwarzman, actress Anna Pniowsky and US actor and director Casey Affleck walk over the red
carpet as they arrive for the premiere of the film ‘Light of My Life’ during the 69th Berlinale film festival in Berlin. — AFP

In this file photo British actor
Albert Finney arrives to
attend the premiere of his
new film’”Erin Brockovich’
in Los Angeles. — AFP

One of France’s most acclaimed directors
presented a wrenching new drama
Friday based on real-life victims of ram-

pant sexual abuse in the Catholic church, as an
accused priest tried to block the picture’s release
later this month. Francois Ozon, 51, worked for
years in secret on “By the Grace of God”, which
was warmly applauded at a press preview at the
Berlin film festival ahead of its gala premiere. It is
the most-high profile dramatization of the sys-
tematic cover-up of widespread sexual molesta-
tion by clergy since the Oscar-winning
“Spotlight”, set in Boston and released in 2015.

But even before the premiere, a priest accused
of molesting more than 80 boys, Bernard
Preynat, has gone to court to demand that the
film not be shown in France until after his trial,
which is due to start later this year. A lay volun-
tary worker for the Lyon diocese, Regine Maire,
has also issued a legal challenge to have her
name removed from the picture.

The movie’s premiere comes as Cardinal
Philippe Barbarin, the archbishop of Lyon, and
five others including Maire await a verdict on
charges of covering up the abuse. Ozon-best
known for “Swimming Pool” and “8 femmes”-told
AFP he had hoped the tortuous series of cases
would have finished by now, but the film should
be shown for “the public good”.

Breaking the silence
“When you try to break the silence, there is

always resistance,” he said. “I don’t think this is
happening by accident, because it is a film which
is trying to break an omerta, and which deals
with the silence.” The scandal first broke in 2015
when a former scout, Francois Devaux, went
public with allegations that Preynat had abused
him as a child 25 years earlier. Preynat was sus-
pended by the church later that year and it even-
tually emerged that the cardinal had confronted
him about “the rumors” in 2010 but the priest
claimed he had changed.

Four years later Barbarin went to the Vatican
about him without contacting the police. The film
traces those events but sticks close to their emo-
tional impact on three victims-turned-activists,
who begin to confront their trauma publicly with
the generally strong support of their families.
Ozon said he had consulted several members of
the survivors’ group, La Parole Liberee (Freed
Speech), Devaux set up, which has gathered the
testimony of 85 people who claim to have been
abused by Preynat in Lyon.

But the director said he tried to be “as even-
handed and objective as possible. It is not a film
of goodies and baddies, it is much more com-
plex than that for the affected families and the
institution itself, and I tried to show that”. “By
the Grace of God” centers on Devaux and
Alexandre Dussot-Hezez, “a fervent Catholic
who discovers at the age of 40 that a priest
who abused him is still alive and has access to
children” through the church.

Devaux said that Ozon’s approach to the vic-
tims’ painful experiences had been “very humane
and very passionate” given the fact that for them
and their families, they had been like “time
bombs” waiting to go off.

Painful revelations
Ozon said he wanted to show the “negative

repercussions (victims can suffer) and the dis-
tressing boomerang effects on their partners,
children, families and friends”. Asked about
Preynat’s bid for an injunction, Ozon insisted
there were no major factual revelations in the film
for anyone who has been following the case. “We
are facing some pressure regarding the release of
the film but everything in it is already well-known
in France,” he told reporters in Berlin.

“Most of the people attacking us haven’t seen
the film yet.” The filmmaker hopes his intimate
portrait of the victims’ fight for justice will spark
greater understanding of a difficult subject that
mainstream cinema has rarely confronted. Ozon
said the reaction from several French bishops and
senior clergy who have seen the film had been
positive, adding that he hoped it would provoke
debate beyond France. “The church seems to be
changing its stance on the scourge of pedophilia
and the silence hanging over it,” he said.—AFP 

Contested film on church abuse scandal moves Berlin film fest

Casey Affleck’s new 
film explores fatherhood 
in world without women

Anew film about a father-daughter relationship in a
world without women was shaped by Casey
Affleck’s own struggles with becoming a single par-

ent, the Oscar-winning actor said at the Berlin Film
Festival where “Light Of My Life” is premiering. In the
movie, which Affleck directs, he plays a father who isolates
his daughter from society in a desperate attempt to pro-
tect her from a pandemic that has wiped out most women.

In this dystopia, the father and daughter - dressed as a
boy - fear discovery and plan escape routes wherever
they stop. They trek through rain and snow, camping in
woodland and seeking shelter in an abandoned house, a
church and a home with three religious men. Affleck, who
won the best actor Oscar in 2017 for his performance in
the family drama “Manchester by the Sea”, said some
ideas in the new film could be considered feminist but his
goal had not been to make a film with a political message.

“It’s certainly about a young woman sort of asserting
herself as the storyteller and beginning to define herself
with the narrative that she chooses to tell,” Affleck told a
news conference. Anna Pniowsky, who played the daugh-
ter - the only female in the movie other than her mother,

who features solely in flashbacks - said: “I think it is par-
tially about showing that women are critical in this world.”

Affleck, who divorced his wife Summer Phoenix in
2017, said he was finding it hard to adjust to life as a single
parent when working on the movie and got the idea for it
from stories he had told his children and conversations he
had with them. Affleck - the younger brother of actor and
director Ben Affleck - has been accused of sexual harass-
ment by female crew members on an earlier film. Two law-
suits alleging unwanted advances were settled out of court
for undisclosed sums. An attorney for Affleck denied the
accusations at the time.

He said “Light of My Life” had been conceived before
the #MeToo movement that took off in 2017 in response
to accusations of sexual assault and harassment in the
entertainment industry. But he added: “I think everyone
out there has had to do some sort of self-reckoning and
think about culturally what part they play and how they
can play a positive role no matter how much they like to
think of themselves as one of the good guys.”

Asked whether the movie reflected difficult times in his
own life, Affleck said that as an actor, “your private life has
been sort of invaded”, and he had wondered whether to
wait until his children were older to pursue his career. “It’s
definitely difficult sometimes - you know I’ve developed a
pretty thick skin but then you have kids and they don’t
have such thick skin and you have to do a lot of explaining
to them about the world prematurely,” he said.—Reuters

Berlin festival aims for 
gender equality with 
half of films by women
The Berlin Film Festival has made a pledge to pro-

mote gender equality, taking the first step toward
that goal by screening almost an equal number of

movies directed by women as by men. Out of the 400
films to be screened at this year’s Berlinale, almost half
have female directors. “We still have a lot to do to
achieve gender equality,” said festival chief Dieter
Kosslick, who on Saturday signed the pledge to promote
more women in the film industry. 

The festival will aim to have more women in its jury,
film line-up and staff. Of the 17 films competing for the
Golden Bear award this year, seven have female directors.
“We never had this in our history, and it proves that it
was the right decision,” said Kosslick. Gale Anne Hurd,
producer of hits like “Terminator,” “Aliens” and “The
Walking Dead” said the gender equality pledge sends a
signal that the film industry needs to change so that suc-
cessful female directors and producers are no longer
exceptions.

“The Berlin festival is actually doing much better than
let’s say Venice or Cannes,” said Hurd, the special guest
at this year’s event. “Sometimes you have to shame peo-
ple into doing the right thing, I don’t necessarily believe
that that’s the best thing, which is why this initiative is
encouraging people,” she said.—Reuters

Mongolian expanse
inspires Berlinale 
meditation on mortality

Could humans go the way of the dinosaurs? Are
humans too far from nature? The empty expanse of
the Mongolian steppe caused Chinese director

Wang Quan’an to meditate on such existential questions in
Ondog, which premieres at the Berlinale on Friday. The
first Mongolian work in the Berlin Film Festival’s main
competition section came from the desire of a citizen of
the world’s most populous country to test the limits of his
creativity in one of the emptiest corners on Earth, Wang
told reporters.

“Like a lot of city people I have a fascination with the
natural environment,” he said, adding that the vastness of
the Central Asian prairie-lands had helped him reflect on
the fleeting span of the human race. “The film says
mankind will have its time and then go again,” said Wang,
who said he made the film as a “farewell gift” for Dieter
Kosslick, the Berlinale’s outgoing director. “What’s more
important is how to coexist with nature.”

Starring amateur actors recruited by Wang from tradi-
tional nomadic communities, the film stars a herdswoman
(Dulamjav Enkhtaivan) who lives alone in the emptiness
tending a flock of sheep. Her interactions - with the young
policeman (Norovsambuu Batmunkh) she tends through
the chilly night he spends watching over the corpse of a
woman found dead on the steppe, and a neighbouring
herdsman who wants to start a family with her - are the
core of the film.

Filmed with wide shots that are often reminiscent of
classic Westerns by Mandarin-speaking French cine-
matographer Aymerick Pilarski, the film is unafraid to let
ant-sized characters inch across the landscape for min-
utes at a time. The ondog of the title - supposedly
Mongolian for dinosaur egg - is the fertility symbol that
shapes the film, looming in the background as a cow goes
into labor and at the end of the film, when Wang hints
that the herdswoman’s solitary existence might be com-
ing to an end.—Reuters

Veteran actor Albert Finney, who
found fame as one of Britain’s
“Angry Young Men” of the 1950s

and 60s and went on to star in films includ-
ing “Murder on the Orient Express” and
“Erin Brockovich”, has died at the age of 82,
a family spokesman said Friday. Finney, who
received four best actor Oscar nominations
and won three Golden Globes, “passed
away peacefully after a short illness with
those closest to him by his side”, the
spokesman said.

A Shakespearean actor, he mixed his
movie career with television roles and
acclaimed stage performances. He made his
name in the gritty kitchen-sink drama
“Saturday Night and Sunday Morning” in
1960, becoming part of the wave of work-
ing-class actors and writers who revolu-
tionised British film and television at the
time known as the “Angry Young Men”.

He gave memorable portrayals of Belgian
detective Hercule Poirot, British prime min-
ister Winston Churchill, Charles Dickens’
miser Ebenezer Scrooge and pope John
Paul II. Finney’s more recent films included
“The Bourne Ultimatum” (2007), “The
Bourne Legacy” (2012), and the James Bond
film “Skyfall”, out the same year.

His four best actor Academy Award
nominations were for “Tom Jones” (1963),
as Poirot in “Murder on the Orient Express”
(1974), “The Dresser” (1983) and “Under
the Volcano” (1984). He was also Oscar-
nominated for best supporting actor for his
performance as a gruff lawyer in “Erin
Brockovich” (2000).

Staple of stage and screen
Born in 1936, Finney, a bookmaker’s son,

grew up in Manchester, northwest England
and graduated from the Royal Academy of
Dramatic Art in 1955. He started out in
Shakespeare plays before portraying the
titular hero in the Oscar-winning adven-
ture-comedy “Tom Jones”, which made him
a major film star. Shortly before his “Tom
Jones” breakthrough, he turned down the
title role in the epic “Lawrence of Arabia”,
which went to Peter O’Toole.

Finney appeared and sang in “Scrooge”
(1970) and “Annie” (1982), in which he
played tycoon Oliver “Daddy” Warbucks.

He was a regular at London’s Old Vic the-
atre, which said Friday: “His performances in
plays by Shakespeare, Chekhov and other
iconic playwrights throughout the 60s, 70s
and 80s stand apart as some of the greatest
in our 200-year history.” He was honored
by the British Academy of Film and
Television Arts with the BAFTA Fellowship
lifetime achievement award in 2001.

Finney racked up 13 BAFTA nomina-
tions-nine for film and four for television. He
won two: most promising newcomer for
“Saturday Night and Sunday Morning” in
1960, and in 2002 for his portrayal of
Churchill in “The Gathering Storm”. BAFTA
said it was “deeply saddened” to hear of his
passing.

Bond swansong
His Golden Globes were awarded for

“Tom Jones”, “Scrooge” and “The
Gathering Storm”, which also earned him an
Emmy Award. At the London stage Olivier
Awards, he won the best actor gong in 1986
for “Orphans”. In “Skyfall”, Finney played
the Bond family’s gamekeeper Kincade.
Daniel Craig, who played Bond, said: “The
world has lost a giant. “Wherever Albert is
now, I hope there are horses and good
company,” he added, referencing the film.

The movie’s director Sam Mendes
added: “He really was one of the greats: a
brilliant, beautiful, big-hearted, life loving
delight of a man. He will  be terribly
missed.” Bond producers Michael G
Wilson and Barbara Broccoli added that
were “heartbroken”. A tweet on the official
James Bond account quoted them as say-
ing: “We are heartbroken at the loss of
Albert Finney. It was a privilege to work
with him and an honor to have had him as
part of our Bond family.”

Finney had a son, Simon, with his first
wife, actress Jane Wenham. His second wife
in the 1970s was the French actress Anouk
Aimee. His son and his third wife Pene
Delmage were at his bedside in London’s
Royal Marsden Hospital, where he had been
for the past month. Finney’s funeral will be
held in private.—AFP 

Director and screenwriter Wang Quan’an and actors
Dulamjav Enkhtaivan and Norovsambuu Batmunkh pose dur-
ing a photocall to promote the movie Ondog at the 69th
Berlinale International Film Festival in Berlin. — Reuters

‘Angry Young Man’ actor 
Albert Finney dies aged 82


