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First-time director Bradley Cooper and Mexican filmmaker
Alfonso Cuaron on Tuesday topped the list of nominees
for the Directors Guild of America (DGA) award-a strong

indicator of Oscar hopes. Cooper was nominated for the pop-
ular music romance reboot “A Star Is Born”-the story of an
aging rocker (Cooper himself) who discovers a struggling
singer-songwriter (Lady Gaga) and propels her to stardom.

But Cuaron will be a tough competitor, after winning best
director honors at the Golden Globes for “Roma,” his ode to
his own childhood in 1970s Mexico City. It is his second DGA
nomination after winning for “Gravity.” Both “Star” and
“Roma” are seen as top contenders for Academy Awards glo-

ry on February 24.
At the Globes on Sunday, “Roma” also scooped up the

award for best foreign language film, while “Star” was largely
shut out, only winning for best original song. Rounding out the
DGA field for outstanding achievement in feature film direct-
ing are the veteran Spike Lee for “BlacKkKlansman,” Peter
Farrelly for “Green Book” and Adam McKay for Dick Cheney
biopic “Vice.”

“Each of these directors has demonstrated an exceptional
command of the medium, creating excellence for the screen,”
said DGA president Thomas Schlamme in announcing the
nominees. The DGA awards are to be handed out on February

2. The DGA short list is considered a Oscars bellwether.  Last
year’s DGA winner, Guillermo del Toro (“The Shape of
Water”), went on to win the same prize at the Oscars and the
film took best picture honors. The Academy Award nomina-
tions will be announced on January 22. — AFP

Cooper, Cuaron among Directors Guild nominees

In this file photo actor and director Bradley
Cooper arrives for the 76th annual Golden Globe

Awards in Beverly Hills, California. — AFP photos

A woman walks past a bus featuring an advertising of the upcoming Bollywood film ‘The Accidental Prime Minister’ in
Mumbai, India. — Reuters

In this file photo US actor Jason Momoa arrives for the world
premiere of ‘Aquaman’ at the TCL Chinese theatre in
Hollywood. — AFP

Afilm that casts opposition leader Rahul Gandhi and
his family in an unflattering light ahead of a
national election later this year has kicked up a

controversy ahead of its release on Friday. Commentators
on social media and television news programs have taken
swipes at the makers of “The Accidental Prime Minister”
for pursuing a political agenda, while a spokesman for the
Gandhi’s Congress Party has derided it as “propaganda”.
Based on a 2014 book of the same name, the Bollywood
movie is billed as a chronicle of Manmohan Singh’s ten-
year premiership, as narrated by his former media advi-
sor Sanjaya Baru.

Singh, a distinguished economist often credited for the
country’s liberalization push in the 1990’s, became prime
minister in 2004, after Congress President Sonia Gandhi,
Rahul’s mother, led her party to a surprise election victo-
ry, but then stunned the country by nominating Singh for
the premiership. Trailers for the movie include scenes
showing the Gandhis telling the mild-mannered Singh
what to do, providing political ammunition for Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s Hindu nationalist Bharatiya
Janata Party as it girds for a harder than expected battle
to win a second term at an election that must be called by
May. The BJP’s official Twitter handle tweeted a link to

the trailer, calling the film “a riveting tale of how a family
held the country to ransom for 10 long years.”

Rahul Gandhi’s father, grandmother and great-grand-
father were all prime ministers of India, and the BJP
habitually targets the dynasty.

The trailer has garnered more than 63 million views on
YouTube. In one scene, Singh’s wife is shown asking her
forlorn husband: “How much more will the party insult
you? Why can’t you say something? Singh, now 86 years
old, could not be reached immediately by Reuters for
comment. Anupam Kher, the actor who plays Singh, has
been an ardent Modi supporter and his wife is a national
lawmaker for the BJP. Akshaye Khanna, who plays Baru’s
character in the film, is the son of Vinod Khanna, a film
actor who was also a BJP lawmaker.

Kher told Reuters that he didn’t want to discuss
political views “because whatever I say will not satis-
fy those who raise objections.” But the coming elec-
tions left suspicions over the timing of the film’s
release. Fellow Bollywood actor Mohammed Zeeshan
Ayyub tweeted “why don’t you just postpone the
release till July, if it is just a pure piece of cinema and
nothing more?”— Reuters

Bollywood film on former PM stirs 
controversy before Indian election

Star Whitaker more 
scared of  playing
Desmond Tutu than
Idi Amin

Hollywood star Forest Whitaker has played
hitmen, gangsters, and bloodthirsty dictator
Idi Amin. But nothing scared him more than

portraying South African Nobel peace prize laure-
ate Archbishop Desmond Tutu in the new film “The
Forgiven”. “I was very intimidated, really afraid,”
the legendary actor told AFP as the film opened in
Europe. “I asked myself: ‘Can I do this?’ A number
of times I thought maybe I should just withdraw. “I
wanted to (play him) but I wanted to make sure
that he’d be happy with whatever I did.” 

But how could the towering, bear-like Whitaker
be convincing as the diminutive anti-apartheid
campaigner, now 87? “My voice is very different
from his, and then there’s the accent-there was a
lot of things that made me be concerned. All
caused me great fear,” said the actor who won an
Oscar for his portrayal of Amin in “The Last King
of Scotland”. “So all I could do was to try to por-
tray the spirit and the soul of this man that was so
important to South Africa, and in so many ways to
the world.” Whitaker made a name playing Charlie
Parker in Clint Eastwood’s jazz biopic, “Bird”,
which earned him a best actor award at the Cannes
film festival in 1988.

‘Forgiveness is complicated’ 
The 57-year-old Texan, who has thrown himself

into charity and conflict resolution work in Africa
since playing Amin in 2006, said he has long been
an admirer of Tutu, an Anglican cleric who headed
South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation
Commission (TRC). The body was set up to get to
the truth of murders and other crimes committed
under the former whites-only government, and
could provide amnesty for repenting perpetrators
who revealed all they knew. “The Forgiven”, which
was adapted by Roland Joffe, the maker of the
“The Killing Fields” and “The Mission”, turns on
the way Tutu was forced to deal with people who
would once happily have killed him-including a
former member of a government death squad
seeking clemency before the TRC.

Meeting and studying Tutu for the film was
inspirational, said Whitaker, who is a peace and
reconciliation ambassador for UNESCO.   “The
things he had to do has even more entrenched my
belief that we have to understand each other and
at times forgive each other,” said the actor whose
charity, the Whitaker Peace & Development
Initiative, works in South Sudan, Uganda, Mexico,
and South Africa, as well as with gangs in the US.
“Forgiveness is a very complicated thing,”
Whitaker insisted.  “Sometimes you have to forgive
yourself for forgiving someone for doing horrible
things to your family, to yourself and your friends.”
In the film, Tutu’s capacity for compassion is put to
the test by fictional character Piet Blomfield,
played by Eric Bana. 

‘Africa changed my life’ 
“Africa has changed my life,” Whitaker told AFP,

after first discovering the continent when he was
shooting “The Last King of Scotland” in Uganda.
“When we finished one of my colleagues asked me
if I would go to an orphanage he was trying to
build. I went and started to help him building dor-
mitories and meeting the first child soldiers that I
got to know. And that was a kind of a spark,” said
the actor and activist.  The Hope North boarding
school in the north of the country, which he still
supports, gives vocational training to former child
soldiers. “I had been involved with some form of
conflict resolution with gang members back in Los
Angeles,” Whitaker recounted. “When I got to
Africa I saw inside the eyes of the child soldiers
the same look I saw in the gang members.”

So he asked himself: “What could I offer to
bring about some sort of solution?” The answer
was to combine “conflict resolution with training
for computer technology, life and leadership
skills, and social entrepreneurship.” As for Tutu,
known for his easy laugh, Whitaker’s fears were
unwarranted.  “He loved the film, which was a
great relief for me. He had joked with me before
we made it about how we were going to do his
nose,” a favorite with cartoonists. “We decided
not to do very much. We used a fake one,” said
the actor, who has also played recent block-
busters such as “Black Panther” and “Rogue One:
A Star Wars Story.”— AFP

‘Aquaman’ makes
waves to stay atop N
American box office

“Aquaman” left other movies in its wake in North
American box offices this weekend, taking in
$31 million, final figures by industry watcher

Exhibitor Relations said Monday. The DC super-hero
film, in its third week out, has now taken in a global total
of $941 million. That makes it the biggest Warner Bros.
comic-book film since “The Dark Knight Rises” earned
more than $1 billion in 2012, according to Variety’s enter-
tainment news website.

Jason Momoa stars as the heavily tattooed half
human/half-Atlantean hero who struggles against evil
forces to gain control of the powerful Trident of Atlan.
James Wan, known for horror films like “Saw,” directed.
In second place was new Sony thriller “Escape Room,”
with $18.2 million for the three-day weekend-a strong
start for a film that cost just $9 million to produce.

Third place went to Disney’s family-friendly musical
“Mary Poppins Returns,” at $15.9 million. The sequel to
the beloved 1964 film stars Emily Blunt in the title role
and Lin-Manuel Miranda as a limber and lovable lamp-
lighter. In fourth was “Bumblebee,” from Paramount, at
$13.2 million. The prequel to the “Transformers” movies
stars Hailee Steinfeld and John Cena.

Sony’s “Spider-Man: Into the Spider-Verse” dropped
to the fifth spot, with a take of $13.1 million for its fourth
week in theaters. The film won a best animated picture
award at the Golden Globes on Sunday, with director
Peter Ramsay hailing the message of inclusivity behind
the film. “We were trying to make a movie that spoke to
the idea that anyone could be behind the mask,” he said
during his acceptance speech.

Rounding out the weekend’s top 10 were:
“The Mule” ($9.1 million)
“Vice” ($5.7 million)
“Second Act” ($4.8 million)
“Ralph Breaks the Internet” ($4.7 million)
“Holmes & Watson” ($3.3 million)—AFP

Scattered throughout the city’s outlying neighborhoods,
Moscow’s Soviet-era cinemas have for decades served
as the center of communities.  With names like “Mars”

and “The Diamond”, the cinemas were mostly built in the
1960s and 70s during a Soviet film boom and were popular
even after the collapse of the USSR, offering cheaper tickets
than their counterparts in shopping centers.  Now-as part of
a wider plan changing the face of the Russian capital-almost
40 of them are being turned into modern glass complexes.

Developers say the project will brighten up dreary sub-
urbs and bring more life to dormant residential districts. But
it has faced a backlash from activists and residents, who say
it will deprive locals of community focal points and destroy
important architectural heritage.

The plan is part of a major city redevelopment program
led by Moscow Mayor Sergei Sobyanin that has included
the construction of a multi-billion-dollar park and the demo-
lition of Soviet-era pre-fab apartments.  Real estate compa-
ny ADG Group bought 39 Soviet-built cinemas from the
government and plans to turn them into what it calls “neigh-
borhood centers”. 

‘There is nothing there’ 
Grigory Pechersky, ADG Group’s founder and co-direc-

tor, said the majority of the cinemas were in “extremely
poor” condition when his company bought them in 2014.
“Around half of them were closed since the 1990s,” he told
AFP in the group’s central Moscow office.   Pechersky said

the project aims to “recreate the historical function of the
cinemas, which is for residents to spend their free time com-
fortably.”  Moscow’s infrastructure in residential areas is lim-
ited, he said, and Muscovites tend to travel to the huge city’s
center for quality entertainment and shopping.  

“Those areas are very densely populated but in many
cases there is nothing there,” he said, adding that around 10
million people live between Moscow’s two main beltways
where the cinemas are located.  All but three of the cinemas
will be completely torn down and rebuilt. One of those sur-
viving is the 1938 Rodina (Motherland) cinema, a Stalinist
landmark in northeastern Moscow with huge pillars and
Soviet mosaics, where ADG Group plans to reopen the
building’s original rooftop terrace.  

‘Little architectural value’ 
The rest of the cinemas were built in the brutalist style-a

utilitarian form of architecture popular in the Soviet Union in
the second half of the 20th century.   Built in the shape of
simple squares, some are on local high streets such as Almaz
(The Diamond), a 1964 cinema painted turquoise in southern
Moscow’s leafy Shabolovka district.  Others-like the Angara,
which is named after a Siberian river and already under
reconstruction-are surrounded by typical late-Soviet hous-
ing blocks.  According to ADG Group, they have “little archi-
tectural value”.  The company hired the British architectural
firm run by Amanda Levete-who has worked on London’s
V&A Museum and Lisbon’s MAAT contemporary art cen-

ter-to design a concept for the new cinemas.
The group’s main architect Alexei Belyakov said the cine-

mas will be reconstructed in a similar style, to form a recog-
nizable “network” across the far-flung districts. In drawings
seen by AFP, they will all have a glass front and will be con-
siderably larger, to make room for retail space and cafes.  All
they will retain is the logos of their original names-taken
from cities and rivers of the Soviet Union, planets, mountains
and precious stones. Belyakov said that while the cinemas
“were built in the spirit of the time, they are not practical
anymore.”  

‘Our favorite cinema’ 
But many Moscow architects disagree. Ruben Arakelyan,

who runs a Moscow-based architectural bureau, said that
while it’s “right” to revive the cinemas, the brutalist buildings
could have been preserved. He said some of the cinemas
began “dying out” when people increasingly started to travel
to the city center for work after the fall of the Soviet Union.
Local activists worry the cinemas will be turned into regular
shopping malls-of which Moscow already has an abundance. 

“They tell us that these are depressing places that need
to be torn down,” said Klim Likhachev, the head of a resi-
dents’ group to save the Almaz cinema.   “But this is our
favorite cinema. Nobody asked the residents,” Likhachev
said. “By reconstruction they actually mean demolition. They
are calling it a ‘neighborhood center’, but it will in fact be
another banal shopping center.”   Activist Pyotr Ivanov said
the problem with the plan was that it assumed each neigh-
borhood where the cinemas are based had the same needs.
“All of them are different. You could only make universal
decisions like that in a command economy like the Soviet
Union,” he said.

Two Metro stations away from Almaz, residents have also
been fighting to preserve the Ulaanbaatar, named after the
capital of once Soviet-friendly Mongolia.  Another of the
movie theatres, the Baku Cinema in northwestern Moscow,
has served as a community center for the Azerbaijani dias-
pora since the Soviet era.  ADG Group’s Belyakov brushed
aside criticism, saying it was important for the Russian capi-
tal to look to the future. “Moscow is moving forward,” he
said. — AFP

Credits roll for Moscow’s Soviet-era cinemas

A picture shows a view of the 1938 Rodina (‘Motherland’) cinema, a Stalinist landmark in northern Moscow with huge pillars
decorated with Soviet mosaics. — AFP


