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Shell-shocked friends and colleagues
of Halyna Hutchins gathered Sunday
to pay tribute to the cinematographer

who was killed when Alec Baldwin fired a
prop gun on a movie set. Anguish and
anger were on display as Hollywood held
vigil for Hutchins, as questions grew over
how such a tragedy could have happened,
despite rigorous safeguards. “I had the
pleasure of working with Halyna,” said
actress Sharon Leal. “She was a wonderful
woman and just, we’re all just so shocked.”

Hutchins, 42, was struck in the chest
when Baldwin fired a prop gun he had
been told was safe on the set of low-budget
western “Rust” in New Mexico on
Thursday. She was declared dead in hospi-
tal hours later. Director Joel Souza, 48, who
was crouching behind her as they lined up
a shot, was also hit. He was treated by doc-
tors and sent home.

Police are still investigating the shooting,
and have executed a search warrant at the
set, where, among other things, they were
looking to see if the rehearsal had been
caught on film. Baldwin has been inter-
viewed by detectives in Santa Fe, and has
said he is co-operating fully with the probe.
Attention has also focused on the film’s
assistant director, Dave Halls, who handed
the weapon to the actor, and on the armor-
er, 24-year-old Hannah Gutierrez-Reed.

No one has been charged in connection
with what police describe as an “ongoing

investigation”, and no arrests have been
made. But as scores of Hollywood insiders
gathered in a Los Angeles suburb on
Sunday, there was palpable anger about
what went wrong. “The low budget produc-
tions oftentimes they want to make it look
bigger than they really are,” said director
Gustavo Sampaio, who worked with
Hutchins four years ago. “So they cut cor-
ners and they put safety in the backseat
when it really should be at the forefront of
everything that’s done on a set.” That senti-
ment was echoed by producer Sabrina
Oertle. “I can tell you that as a producer,
someone dropped the ball. Somebody
decided to go with the bottom line, meaning
keep your budget... cheap.”

‘No excuse’ 
Calls were growing for a ban on live

firearms on movie sets, with a petition on
change.org gathering more than 22,000
signatures by Sunday evening. “There is no
excuse for something like this to happen in
the 21st century,” says the text of the peti-
tion launched by Bandar Albuliwi, a screen-
writer and director. Dave Cortese, a
Democrat elected to the California Senate,
said Saturday he would be pushing a bill
banning live ammunition on movie sets in
California

“There is an urgent need to address
alarming work abuses and safety violations
occurring on the set of theatrical produc-
tions, including unnecessary high-risk con-
ditions such as the use of live firearms.”
The hit Los Angeles police drama “The
Rookie” decided the day after the shooting
to ban all live ammunition from its set,
effective immediately, according to industry
publication The Hollywood Reporter.

But some industry professionals said the
use of weapons on film was not the prob-
lem. Movie armorer SL Huang, writing on
Twitter, said she had worked on hundreds
of film sets without incident, thanks to the
stringent safety protocols and the built-in
redundancies. “A tragedy happening in this
particular way defies everything I know
about how we treat guns on film sets,” she
wrote. “My colleagues and I have been try-
ing to figure out how this could happen
when following our basic safety procedures
and we keep ending at a loss. “Which
implies... that very basic, very standard
safety procedures may not have been fol-
lowed. And that nobody shut the production
down when they weren’t.”

The Los Angeles Times reported this
week there had been crew disquiet about
safety and working conditions. The paper,
citing crew members who had been on set,
said three prop weapons had unexpectedly
discharged prior to Thursday’s tragedy. The
production company has not responded to
AFP requests for comment. — AFP

In the loft of a trendy Moscow bar, stand-
up comedian Pavel Dedishchev walks up
to a microphone under a spotlight. “I

have seven coronavirus antibodies, they all
know each other, it’s like a family living
inside me,” he tells the audience of around
50 mostly young people. “Of course, I
know they are from the government.
Vladimir Vladimirovich (Putin) gave us all
seven antibodies before the election, right?
Twelve to the security services!” he says to
roaring laughter. Dedishchev was making
a sly reference to cash handouts that
President Putin gave out before last
month’s parliamentary elections-and that
the security services often get special
treatment in Russia.

During his 40-minute performance, the
bearded 30-year-old joked about corrup-
tion, the powerful Russian Orthodox
Church and the National Guard, a security
force that has been at the forefront of sup-
pressing protests. Stand-up comedy is
booming across Moscow and videos of
sketches often get more than a million
views on YouTube, with many Russians
hungry for humor that is not tightly con-
trolled, unlike the comedy that is shown on
television.

After a year that saw Putin’s main oppo-
nent Alexei Navalny jailed and a severe
crackdown on independent media, come-
dians say they, too, are feeling the pres-
sure. A Belarusian-Azerbaijani comedian
living in Moscow was arrested this summer
and deported over a joke, and stand-ups
told AFP they have recently spotted securi-
ty agents at their gigs. But many said they
intend to carry on making jokes, and that
their work resonates with so many
Russians precisely because of the coun-
try’s increasing lack of critical voices. “Of
course, the situation is bad. But either you
get upset, or you improve your repertoire,”
Dedishchev said.

‘Our most loyal audience’ 
In an interview before his performance,

Dedishchev said Moscow’s comedians
began earlier this year seeing what they
believe are security agents turning up to
their shows. “We all started noticing it. We
know they come and film things,” he said.

“We can’t tell them to go away. So we
accepted them as our most loyal audi-
ence,” he joked. Because of Russia’s
many restrictive laws-such as bans on
offending religious beliefs and spreading
so-called “gay propaganda”-comedians
often check with lawyers if their material
could get them into trouble.

Tomas Gaysanov, a former producer of
television comedies who now organises
stand-up nights, said it has become a trend
on social media to find old videos by come-
dians and threaten them. He said comedi-
ans are most often targeted after jokes
about nationalities. “We are a former
empire, this is still a sensitive issue,” said
Gaysanov, who is from the Caucasus
republic of Ingushetia. The deported
Belarusian-Azerbaijani comedian, Idrak

Mirzalizade, was accused of spreading
hatred against Russians for a joke about
how difficult it is to find an apartment in
Moscow as a non-Slav.

Comedian Ariana Lolayeva recently
posted a tearful apology after she received
social media hate for a joke about an
Ossetian pie-a traditional cheesy dish in
her native Caucasus region-in a sketch last
year. Comedians have faced such a back-
lash in recent weeks that one of them-Kirill
Sietlov-set up a channel on social media
platform Telegram documenting it. “I have
something to write about every week,”
Sietlov said. After a year in which authori-
ties have “cleared the field” of independent
media and places where Russians can talk
in public “without censorship”, he said
there is a growing demand for stand-up

and that is why it has become a target.

‘Letting off steam’ 
While on television there is almost no

political satire and no swearing, in
Moscow’s bars comedians can allow them-
selves more freedom. “It’s one of the few
places left where you can say what you
want,” Sietlov said. Vera Kotelnikova, one
of a growing number of women stand-up
artists in Russia, said she can still joke
about most things when performing in
cafes and bars. “It’s unlikely you will go to
prison,” she said, before quickly adding:
“Though that’s still an open question.” In a
male-dominated industry, the Siberian-born
26-year-old says she finds it harder to joke
about weighty issues as a woman. 

“Audiences have a less serious attitude

towards women comedians, they are con-
sidered more stupid,” she told AFP. She
called stand-up a “democratic genre” and
said she hopes it will survive in Russia.
Comedians AFP spoke to expect authori-
ties to continue putting pressure on them,
but not to shut down stand-up altogether.
“They want people to go let off some
steam somewhere and not take to the bar-
ricades,” said Dedishchev. On stage,
Dedishchev impersonated a Moscow
metro police officer trying to choose which
of the many passengers not wearing a
mask to fine. The officer settled on fining
the few passengers who were smiling. “If
you want to smile in this country, wear a
mask!”— AFP

In this file photo actor James Michael Tyler attends the Central Perk Pop-Up Celebrating The 20th
Anniversary Of “Friends”. — AFP photos

Actor James Michael Tyler who
played coffee shop manager
Gunther on the hit sitcom “Friends”

died Sunday at age 59, US media report-
ed. Tyler died at his home in Los Angeles
after battling prostate cancer that he was
first diagnosed with in 2018, according to
a representative.

“The world knew him as Gunther (the
seventh ‘Friend’), from the hit series
Friends, but Michael’s loved ones knew
him as an actor, musician, cancer-aware-
ness advocate, and loving husband,” rep-
resentative Toni Benson said in a state-

ment to US media. His “Friends” charac-
ter appeared in some 150 episodes
across all 10 seasons of the beloved
1990s sitcom, sarcastically managing
Central Perk-the cafe where the other
characters hung out-and pining after
Rachel, played by Jennifer Aniston.
“Michael loved live music, cheering on his
Clemson Tigers and would often find him-
self in fun and unplanned adventures. If
you met him once, you made a friend for
life,” Benson said.

Tyler appeared in a number of other
roles in series such as “Scrubs,” “Sabrina

the Teenage Witch” and “Modern Music.”
Warner Bros TV tweeted that it was
mourning the loss of “a beloved actor and
integral part of our FRIENDS family. Our
thoughts are with his family, friends, col-
leagues and fans.” Tyler announced on
NBC’s “Today” show in June that he had
been diagnosed with advanced prostate
cancer in September 2018, which had
spread to his bones. The cancer was dis-
covered during a routine physical. — AFP

In this file photo actor James Michael Tyler
attends the Central Perk Pop-Up Celebrating The
20th Anniversary Of “Friends” in New York City.

People attend candlelight vigil for cinematographer Halyna Hutchins, who was accidentally killed by
a prop gun fired by actor Alec Baldwin.— AFP photos

‘Dune,’ on big
and little screens, 
tops N America
box office

New sci-fi thriller “Dune,” a classic that
almost demanded big-screen treat-
ment, topped the North American

box office this weekend with a take esti-
mated at $40.1 million, industry watcher
Exhibitor Relations reported Sunday. Yet
that solid three-day showing for Denis
Villeneuve’s adaptation of the Frank
Herbert opus came even as studio Warner
Bros. released the film simultaneously for
small-screen streaming via HBO Max, an
increasingly common pandemic-era prac-
tice.

With an all-star cast led by Timothee
Chalamet, Rebecca Ferguson, Oscar
Isaac, Jason Momoa and Zendaya, the
film tells the tale of a family in the distant
future fighting for survival on a treacherous
desert planet. “Dune,” with a plainly rele-
vant environmental subtext, has taken in
$180 million overseas, and Villeneuve,

whose growing sci-fi catalogue includes
“Blade Runner 2049” and “Arrival,” hopes
to make this the first in a two-part saga. In
distant second was last weekend’s leader,
Universal’s horror flic “Halloween Kills,” at
$14.5 million. A follow-on to 2018’s
“Halloween,” it again stars Jamie Lee
Curtis, and the studio has said she will be
back for another sequel next year.

Third place went to United Artists’ latest
James Bond film, “No Time to Die,” at
$11.9 million. Daniel Craig stars, suppos-
edly for the final time, as 007 is dragged
out of retirement for one last-no really! —
assignment. In fourth was Sony superhero
film “Venom: Let There Be Carnage,” at
$9.1 million. Tom Hardy stars as a journal-
ist whose symbiotic link to an alien gives
him superpowers. And fifth went to a new
20th Century release, computer-animated
sci-fi comedy “Ron’s Gone Wrong,” at $7.3
million. Zach Galifianakis and Ed Helms
are among the voice actors telling the sto-
ry of a socially awkward middle-schooler in
the future who receives a defective but
good-hearted robot as a present.

Rounding out the top 10 were:
“The Addams Family 2” ($4.3 million)
“The Last Duel” ($2.1 million)
“Shang-Chi and the Legend of the Ten

Rings” ($2 million)
“The French Dispatch” ($1.3 million)
“Free Guy” ($258,000).—AFP

A girl pays respects near a photo of cinematog-
rapher Halyna Hutchins, who was accidentally
killed by a prop gun fired by actor Alec Baldwin,
at a memorial table during a candlelight vigil in
her memory in Burbank, California. 

Members of the audience react while Russian standup comedian Pavel Dedishchev performs on
stage in the loft of a Moscow bar. — AFP photos

Russian standup comedian Vera Kotelnikova
poses for a photo in Moscow.

Russian standup comedian Pavel Dedishchev performs on stage.


