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Elderly women across Russia are often seen selling
their hand-knitted wares on pavement corners for a
few rubles to supplement meagre pensions. Now a

new Instagram project aims to change the public percep-
tion of their homely skills by promoting “granny chic”
and help the women sell their knitted mittens, socks and
other items online. Grandmother and participant Nina
Lozhkova said she’d long wanted to sell her knits. “But it’s
a bit humiliating to sell things by the metro. Here, I feel
like I am a creator and not a poor person,” the 58-year-
old said of the Instagram initiative, Granny’s.

Lozhkova, who has a six-year-old grandson, is one of
around 40 retirees to have so far joined Granny’s, which
is based in the northwestern city of Saint Petersburg.
More than 5,000 people follow the project’s Instagram
account, @russiangrannies, which displays a sleek selec-
tion of stylish photos of adults and children in knitted
clothing.  “By buying our wares you are supporting
someone’s grandmother,” it says, revealing, too, some
heart-warming details about the knitters themselves,
their lives, families and past careers.

Aged between 55 and 87, its enterprising pensioners
can earn between $450 and $1,000 (390 and 870 euros)
a month. An average monthly pension in Russia is about
$200. Behind the Instagram account is Yulia Aliyeva, a
27-year-old who recently quit a job working for the city
administration to launch Granny’s. “Of course, the fact
that grandmothers can make money online smashes
stereotypes,” said Aliyeva, whose 85-year-old grand-
mother is one of the knitters. “All of them say that if it
was not for the project, they would not be able to do this
by themselves,” she told AFP.

Keeping afloat 
Many Russians have to work past the state pension

age to afford living costs, or rely on financial help from
their children. Last year, President Vladimir Putin sparked

a huge outburst of public anger by opting to gradually
raise the state pension age by five years, to 60 for
women and 65 for men. Yelena Tretyakova, the first pen-
sioner to join Granny’s, is already retired so the state
pension age changes will not affect her. But she said that
the knitting project was still crucial to keeping her afloat.
“If you are retired it is nearly impossible to find a job,”
said the 56-year-old, who helps her daughter raise a 14-
year-old disabled son. 

“And my situation is even more complicated-I can
only work from home,” said Tretyakova, whose monthly
pension is around 150 euros. With the help of Instagram,
she said she earns up to 70,000 rubles ($1,005) a month,

a “huge” amount for her, by knitting jumpers and other
often expensive items.

‘Sacred role’ of grannies 
As word spreads, new women have joined the project

from regions as far away as the Urals and northern
Russia. The site offers a range of clothing and acces-
sories, some priced as little as a few dollars, while other
more luxurious items sell for up to around $180.  The
most expensive are usually made of merino or Peruvian
wool. Sometimes the women use the online site to direct-
ly sell the knitwear they have already created, charging a
price they themselves have set. Others knit the specific

orders placed by customers, in which case Aliyeva sets
the price, buys the necessary wool and takes 10 percent
commission.

Besides helping the elderly women, Aliyeva said she
wanted to draw public attention to the “sacred role of
the Russian grandmother.” “Traditionally in Russia,
grandmothers play an important role-they babysit
grandchildren, make tasty food and knit socks,” she
said. “But their pensions are small, their post-work
social life is pretty much over and it is very hard for
them to find a job.”— AFP

A good yarn: Russia’s Insta-grannies take knitting skills online

Yelena Tretyakova, 56, a participant of Granny’s Instagram project, presents her knits to
the founder of the project, Yulia Aliyeva, 27, in Saint Petersburg.  — AFP photos

Nina Lozhkova presents her knits to the founder of the project, Yulia Aliyeva, 27, in Saint
Petersburg.

A17-year-old high school student has finally been
picked to play Maria in Steven Spielberg’s
remake of the iconic musical “West Side Story.”

Rachel Zegler, of New Jersey, was picked among
30,000 Latino actors who submitted video auditions
for the highly sought-after role played by Natalie
Wood in the 1961 classic. “I am so thrilled to be playing
the iconic role of Maria alongside this amazing cast,”
Zegler told the Hollywood Reporter. “West Side Story
was the first musical I encountered with a Latina lead
character. As a Colombian-American, I am humbled by
the opportunity to play a role that means so much to
the Hispanic community.”

Three months ago, it was announced that actor
Ansel Elgort (“Baby Driver”) would play Tony, the male
lead in the remake of the film that won 10 Oscars in
1962. Spielberg has also cast Broadway actress Ariana
DeBose as Anita and David Alvarez as Bernardo.
Theatre performer Josh Andres Rivera has been cast as
Chino. “When we began this process a year ago, we
announced that we would cast the roles of Maria, Anita,
Bernardo, Chino and the Sharks with Latina and Latino
actors,” Spielberg was quoted as saying in US media.
“I’m so happy that we’ve assembled a cast that reflects
the astonishing depth of talent in America’s multifac-
eted Hispanic community.

“I am in awe of the sheer force of the talent of these
young performers, and I believe they’ll bring a new and
electrifying energy to a magnificent musical that’s more
relevant than ever,” he added. “West Side Story” is a

modern take on Romeo and Juliet and follows the
romance between a pair of teenagers linked to two
warring New York City gangs. Filming for the new fea-
ture is scheduled to begin this summer. Screenwriter
Tony Kushner has said that the new movie will take its
cues from the original 1957 Broadway musical, rather
than the film, and that all of the classic songs will be
included. — AFP

For years, Joaquin “El Chapo” Guzman worked on plans
for a book and film about his life story that he wanted
to direct himself, the Mexican drug lord’s ex-right hand

man testified Monday. Alex Cifuentes, who lived and
worked with Guzman in Mexico’s Sinaloa mountains
between 2007 and 2009, said the idea for a movie came
from his first wife Angie. El Chapo “loved the idea,” buying
into the argument that if he made the movie himself he
could pocket all the money from its box office success, said
Cifuentes. He recounted Guzman’s Hollywood dreams in
testimony during the former Sinaloa cartel chief’s trial on
US drug trafficking charges. Guzman faces a possible life
sentence if convicted.

Guzman was still working on the movie project when
Cifuentes was arrested in 2013, the former lieutenant said.
He said Guzman hired a Colombian producer named Javier
Rey to help him with the script, and he and his relatives pro-
vided Rey with information about his life. A draft screenplay
was delivered to a nephew of the kingpin, and another draft
was sent “to Joaquin’s lawyers,” the witness said.

Guzman was arrested in Sinaloa on January 8, 2016,
shortly after a secret meeting with Mexican-American
actress Kate del Castillo and American actor Sean Penn.
Penn interviewed him for Rolling Stone magazine. Six
months earlier, he had made a spectacular escape from a
Mexican prison and was one of the world’s most wanted
fugitive when he met del Castillo and Penn.  Guzman wanted
del Castillo to advise him on his film and to act in it, accord-
ing to the Mexican government’s investigation.

According to Cifuentes, Guzman did not hesitate to use
violence when he decided it was needed. Upon learning
that his communications chief, Colombian Christian
Rodriguez, was collaborating with the FBI, he asked Alex
Cifuentes to find him and kill him And Memin, a young
Mexican employee who stole money to secretly buy a
Mercedes Benz in Honduras, was given a beating that left
his hands and feet in casts. — AFP

New ‘West Side Story’ Maria revealed

People set up for a film projection next to the beach as part of the Festival “Les Lumieres
du Sud - Rencontres Cinematographiques de Jacmel” in Jacmel, southern Haiti.

Malian filmmaker Souleymane Cisse (center) answers students’ questions after a screen-
ing at the local Dessaix-Baptiste music school in Jacmel, southern Haiti. — AFP photos

El Chapo Guzman wanted
to direct film of life story

This evidence undated photo released by the US Department
of Justice shows Mexican drug lord Joaquin “El Chapo”
Guzman (left), according to the department. — AFP

In the Haitian port city of Jacmel, watching a film is
something of a labor of love. At one recent seaside
showing, the shadow of a palm tree fluttered in the cor-

ner of the screen and the crashing waves could be heard
during the quieter parts of the movie. But with no theaters
to speak of in town, it was the best-case scenario-and
better than nothing. Jacmel is hardly alone in its struggle
to keep movies alive: due to the widespread availability of
pirated films, Haiti has been crossed off the list for film dis-
tribution for more than a decade. “Copies of major
Hollywood studio films used to take three months to get
here,” explains Haitian director Richard Senecal.

“By then, television networks had time to pirate the
films, broadcast them and even show re-runs. The film was
dead on arrival in cinemas.” After that, Senecal recounts,
“piracy reached the masses: Haitian films were available on
DVDs in the streets before their official premieres.” Then
came the devastating earthquake of January 2010. Most of
the remaining theaters in the impoverished Caribbean
country, concentrated in the capital Port-au-Prince, were
destroyed. 

Access to the basics-clean water and power-were not
guaranteed, and films were an afterthought. It was the
death knell for any talk of revival of Haiti’s movie houses.
In 2015 there was a glimmer of hope when the storied
Triomphe theater-cinema, which had closed in 1987,
reopened thanks to $7 million in aid from the state. But
that hope was quickly dashed when the country’s directors

found themselves refused when they asked to use the ven-
ue. Instead, only the occasional government conference
has taken place at the Triomphe.

Standards 
Logistical difficulties have not discouraged those in the

homegrown film industry, who wrack their brains to come
up with creative places for screenings of both their work
and foreign films. One of those sites was the mega seaside
screen in Jacmel, where director Guetty Felin staged the
opening events for the “Southern Lights” festival, which
this year was dedicated to African film. “The lack of the-
aters is not the problem: the industry needs to have stan-
dards. We don’t have a lot of money but why remain
mediocre?” said Felin.

“That is the challenge we are taking up with the
Southern Lights event: screening quality films for people
who are thirsty for cinema.” Felin may be onto something:
several dozen chairs were set up for the festival’s opening
night in Jacmel, but the crowd far exceeded expectations,
with many standing to watch the Zambian and Ivorian
films on offer.

‘One-day shoot’ 
Without government subsidies or any real system of

private sponsorship, producing a film in Haiti is a painful,
pricey experience that few complete. Haitian filmmakers
living abroad have more access to funding, but oddly, they

are not part of the movement to revive cinema in their
home country. “A producer in Miami who wanted a film
called me and said, ‘Do what you want, I have $5,000, give
me something I can put on DVD in three weeks’,” Senecal
said bitterly. “That’s a one-day shoot, and there are people
willing to do it. Tasteless films like that flood the DVD mar-
ket, and kill it for those of us who are more demanding in
terms of quality.”

Malian director Souleymane Cisse, the guest of honor
at the festival in Jacmel, said he experienced similar fund-
ing dramas in his country, and came to Haiti to plead his
case. “In Mali, when we pitched film ideas, embassies told
us, ‘No, we have other priorities.’ But supporting culture
helps countries develop,” Cisse said. “When culture is cut
off at the knees, you effectively keep countries in poverty,”
added the 78-year-old filmmaker, who screened his movie
“Yeelen (Brightness),” which won the jury prize at the
Cannes Film Festival in 1987. The handful of Haitian film-
makers gathered in Jacmel, conscious of the dire situation
their industry is in, refuse to throw in the towel and say
they will keep fighting the good fight. “You have to be a
bit bonkers to take on a challenge like the one we are fac-
ing, but I don’t have a choice,” said Felin. “The Southern
Lights festival is my way of getting involved.” — AFP

No theaters, no money: Haiti labors to keep cinema alive

‘Upside’ in surprise 
number one spot at 

N American box office

“The Upside,” a Hollywood remake of a
French smash hit, was a surprising box
office hit over the weekend, raking in

more than $20 million-double industry expecta-
tions-as it opened in North American theaters.
The feel good movie, about a wealthy quadriple-
gic played by Bryan Cranston and his caretaker,
played by Kevin Hart, took in $20.4 million, end-
ing the three-week reign of “Aquaman,” which
earned $17.4 million, industry watcher Exhibitor
Relations said. “The Upside” was one of the last
films made by Harvey Weinstein before sexual
abuse allegations brought his Hollywood career
crashing down.

After premiering in 2017 at the Toronto film
festival, it was shelved as allegations against
Weinstein multiplied. The mini-budget studio
STX and Lantern Capital then bought its rights
and re-edited it for a broader audience. While
Warner Bros.’s “Aquaman” slipped to second
place, it has surged past the $1 billion mark
worldwide, the first DC comic-book film to do so
since 2012’s “The Dark Knight Rises.” The week-
end was good news for Nicole Kidman, who co-
stars in both of the top two movies.

In third place was Sony’s new release “A Dog’s
Way Home,” which took in $11.3 million. Bryce
Dallas Howard voices the title pooch who has a
series of adventures after being separated from
her owner. Ashley Judd and Edward James Olmos
co-star. “Spider-Man: Into the Spider-Verse,”
also from Sony, continued to perform well, taking
in $9.1 million in its fifth week out to place fourth
at the box office. It won the Best Animated
Movie award at the recent Golden Globe cere-
mony. Yet another Sony film, “Escape Room,”
scored $8.9 million to garner the fifth spot. The
film stars Logan Miller and Taylor Russell as part
of a group facing deadly consequences when
sent into an escape room.

Rounding out the weekend’s top 10 were: 
“Mary Poppins Returns” ($7.7 million)
“Bumblebee” ($7.2 million)
“On the Basis of Sex” ($6.1 million)
“The Mule” ($5.7 million)
“Vice” ($3.2 million)—AFP


