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Oscar-winning
Czech director
Jiri Menzel
dies at 82

Oscar-winning Czech film
director Jiri Menzel has died
aged 82 after battling seri-

ous health problems for a long
time, his wife Olga Menzelova said
on Sunday. “Our dear Jiri, the
bravest of the brave. Your body
left our mundane world in our arms
last night,” she wrote on
Facebook. Menzel won the
Academy Award for the best for-
eign language film with “Closely
Watched Trains”, a World War II
drama, in 1967. Born on February
23, 1938, Menzel studied film
direction in Prague, graduating in
1962. In the 1960s, he was one of
the leading figures of the
Czechoslovak New Wave of cine-
ma, alongside another Oscar win-
ner Milos Forman. “Closely
Watched Trains”, based on a novel
by Czech writer Bohumil Hrabal,
was Menzel’s first feature film.

Hrabal became an endless
source of inspiration for Menzel,
who shot the bitter-sweet fi lm
“Larks on a String” in 1969, depict-
ing the life of people sidelined by
the Communist regime ruling in
then-Czechoslovakia and based
on Hrabal’s novel. He shot the film
in the wake of a political meltdown
known as the Prague Spring, a
loosening of communist influence
that was crushed by Soviet-led
armies in August 1968. The film
was banned by the authorities,
and it only returned to the screen
after Communism was toppled in
the peaceful Velvet Revolution of
1989. It won the Golden Bear
award at the Berlin international
film festival in 1990. “I always
admired in Hrabal the ability to
look at people and see them as
they truly are, with a truly uncom-
promising perspective, but he still
loved people,” Menzel said.—AFP

It took Majid Majidi four months and
nearly 4,000 auditions to find the
dynamic street children stars of

“Khorshid” (Sun Children), the Iranian
director’s latest movie premiering
Sunday in Venice. But the five kids lucky
enough to be cast-one of whom accom-
panied Majidi to the prestigious Venice
film festival on the Lido-are just a hand-
ful of the world’s 152 million street chil-

dren who face a grim future without
society’s intervention, the director said.
“The whole world has this problem-kids
who have to work to be able to live and
let their families live,” Majidi said.
“Many of these kids are selling items in
the streets, or underground. They have
the worst conditions but it’s not limited
to Iran, it’s everywhere, unfortunately.”

Despite the heavy subject matter, an
adventure story plot and Majidi’s ability
to find humanity and humour in the face
of adversity help highlight the spirit,
intelligence and potential of Majidi’s
young subjects.  In the film, 12-year-old
Ali (Rouhollah Zamani) and his three
friends help support their families
through odd jobs, even stealing a tyre
or two. One day, they are told a hidden
treasure is buried underneath a school
for street children. To dig for it, they
must enrol.  Majidi said he deliberately
sought a light touch, even including
unexpected moments of humour that
had the audience cheering at a press
screening.  “The topics are already very
sad, very heavy. So in order to be able
to keep the viewers engaged, you don’t
need to force them into a heavy, sad sit-
uation,” Majidi told AFP, speaking
through an interpreter. “I wanted to do a
mixture of light and heavy and play
between those so people can stand to
watch this misery.” The film is one of 18
in competition for the festival’s top prize,
the Golden Lion. 

Working at five 
Just before departing for the festival,

lead actor Zamani tested positive for
coronavirus and could not travel, Majidi

said, adding that the youngster was
fine, though disappointed.  Actress
Shamila Shirzad, 13, made the trip,
however. In the film, Shirzad and her
younger brother played roles that dif-
fered little from their actual lives. As
Afghans without papers in Tehran, they
worked selling items in the subway
while living under the constant threat of
their family being sent to a refugee
camp.  “I was born in Iran and started
working when I was five and went to

school,” where Majidi found her, she
said at a press conference.

Some three to four million Afghans
are currently living in Iran, their situation
worsened by their illegal status and the
prejudice they face, said the director,
whose 2001 film, “Baran” focused on
Afghan refugees in Iran. Majidi warned
that the plight of street children was not
limited to one country or region, saying
the world could not afford to ignore
these kids’ potential.  “These (children)

are supposed to be the future of human-
ity, and what is happening to the future
of humanity is disastrous,” Majidi said.
Responsibility goes “beyond the state,”
he said.  “The responsibility is to under-
stand and be aware of the children’s sit-
uation, and that concerns us all, not just
those who govern us.”— AFP

Iranian actress Shamila Shirzad wears a face
mask during a photocall for the film
“Khorshid” (Sun Children).

Iranian director Majid Majidi attends a photo-
call for the film “Khorshid” (Sun Children)
presented in competition on the fifth day of
the 77th Venice Film Festival.

Its fall season has been cancelled and
its concert hall closed indefinitely, so
New York’s Philharmonic is taking it to

the streets. One of America’s oldest
musical institutions, the famed symphony
orchestra is playing outdoor pop-up
shows, getting creative during the coron-
avirus pandemic that has kept concert
halls closed and New Yorkers starved for
live music. Each weekend, small ensem-
bles play at surprise locations throughout
the city, wearing T-shirts and masks in
front of a pickup truck dubbed the
“bandwagon.”

Sometimes musicians get rained on or
people just walk on by-but sometimes a
nearby delivery truck honks along in
exactly the right key. In those moments,
says opera singer and series producer
Anthony Roth Costanzo, “it feels like the
city is our orchestra and we’re the
soloists.” “In this moment of pandemic, in
this moment of social change, we’re
exploring new ways together... to con-
nect to people and to realize that we
have to reinvent the concert-going ritual,”
the countertenor told AFP after perform-
ing a set in Brooklyn’s Betty Carter Park,
a small leafy urban oasis above a sub-
way track. 

“It’s not just about bringing people
into our house. It’s about getting our
house out in the world, and sharing what
music can do.” On a balmy Friday
evening, Roth Costanzo and a string
duet-Quan Ge on violin and Cong Wu on
viola-drew a socially distanced crowd to
their show that began with Mozart’s
Allegro in G Major and wrapped with the
classic New York ballad “Somewhere”
from “West Side Story.” Unlike at its tradi-
tional classical music concerts, the
Philharmonic encourages its pop-up
audiences to dance, applaud and inter-
act between songs.

Roth Costanzo played the role of MC,
speaking to the crowd between each
song from the bed of the pickup, at one
point giving a shoutout to the vendor sell-
ing sheets and towels next to the
makeshift stage.  Drivers slowed to roll
down their windows and pedestrians
took cell phone videos, as dozens of
audience members-including children
and dogs-stopped to take in the tunes

that featured a string arrangement of
Alicia Keys’ “Empire State of Mind.” “I
love you!” applauded one onlooker,
Lorri, whose eyes welled with tears as
Roth Costanzo finished a moving rendi-
tion of the somber “Lachrimae Pavane.”
“It touched me,” Lorri told AFP after-
wards, calling the surprise concert
“heaven-sent.”

‘Share the energy’ 
Like many musicians, members of the

Philharmonic took their shows online
when the spread of Covid-19 shut their
doors in March. And while virtual con-
certs offered a stop-gap solution, they
are simply “not the same,” said Cong.
“Music is about communication,” he
said. “We need the stage.” Outdoors, he
continued, “it’s nice to feel the energy
from people-we play, we share the ener-
gy, and we have energy back from the
audience.” The Philharmonic isn’t pub-
licly announcing when and where each
concert will occur, to avoid large crowds

from amassing.  The organization is plan-
ning three performances a day on
Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays into at
least mid-October, aiming to eventually
cover all five city boroughs.

In each audience is the co-president
of the League of Women Voters, who
acts as a groupie of sorts, following the
performers and helping those gathering
to register to vote. After Friday evening’s
mini concert wrapped at the park, where
Brooklyn’s Academy of Music towers
across the street, Roth Costanzo called it
“gratifying” to be back out performing
live. “There was a moment at the end
when the violins finished playing, and
there was a perfect stillness, silence like
you’d have in a concert hall,” he said. “I
can feel people connecting-it’s not just
me to them and them to me-it’s them to
each other as well.” “That’s so important
in our world right now.”— AFP

(From left) Iranian composer Ramin Kousha, Iranian director Majid Majidi, Iranian actress Shamila Shirzad and Iranian actor Javad
Ezzati attend a photocall for the film “Khorshid” (Sun Children) presented in competition on the fifth day of the 77th Venice Film Festival,
at Venice Lido. — AFP photos

Jiri Menzel

Countertenor/producer Anthony Roth
Constanzo of the New York Philharmonic
sings with the ‘bandwagon’s pop-up concert
series’ at Betty Carter Park, in the Brooklyn
Borough of New York City. — AFP photos

Lorri, 51, listens as musicians of the New
York Philharmonic play with their ‘bandwag-
on’s pop-up concert series’ at Betty Carter
Park.

Violinist Quan Ge (left) and violist Cong Wu of
the New York Philharmonic play with their
‘bandwagon’s pop-up concert series’.

Countertenor/producer Anthony Roth
Constanzo (center) and violist Cong Wu of the
New York Philharmonic perform with the
‘bandwagon’s pop-up concert series’ at Betty
Carter Park.

People watch musicians of the New York Philharmonic play with their ‘bandwagon’s pop-up concert series’ at Betty Carter Park.


