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A picture taken on Sept 2, 2021 shows a work of Brazilian artist Jaider Esbell dur-
ing the press day ahead of the opening of the 34th Biennale of Sao Paulo at
Ibirapuera park in Sao Paulo. — AFP photos 

Work of Brazilian artist Juraci Dorea. Work of Peruvian artist Ximena Garrido-Lecca. Work of Brazilian artist Lygia Pape. Work of Angolan artist Paulo Kapela.

(From left) US actor Matt Damon, US actor Ben Affleck, British actress Jodie Comer and US director
Ridley Scott arrive for the screening of the film “The Last Duel” presented out of competition on
Friday during the 78th Venice Film Festival at Venice Lido. — AFP

Ameteorite salvaged from a 2018 fire
at Rio de Janeiro’s National
Museum symbolizes resistance to

the destruction of culture in times of dark-
ness - a spirit at the heart of this year’s
Sao Paulo Biennial of Contemporary Art.
Marking its 70th anniversary the exhibi-
tion, one of the most important of its kind
in the world, reflects a reaction to the
extreme right embodied in Brazil by
President Jair Bolsonaro, as well as to the
environmental crisis and the pandemic.

“Faz escuro mas eu canto” (“It’s dark
but I sing”): the curators salvaged this
verse by Thiago de Mello, a message of
hope written during Brazil’s military dicta-
torship from 1964 to 1985, to summarize
this Biennial of more than a thousand
works by 91 Brazilian and foreign artists,
including indigenous creators. The dark-
ness has become more tangible with
“new fires, hate speech (...), acts of
explicit racism, signs of institutional fragili-
ty and finally the pandemic,” said Paulo
Miyada, one of the curators, at the launch.
“The voices of artists become more
important in states of emergency like the
one we are living in,” he added.

After coming to power in 2019,

Bolsonaro eliminated the Ministry of
Culture and reduced it to a secretariat
within the tourism portfolio, with a slashed
budget and complaints about alleged cen-
sorship. Since then, the art world has
resisted. “The way to respond ... to dark
political times of far-right movements was
with a political approach,” Italian guest
curator Francesco Stocchi told AFP.

Past and present 
So the Biennial proposed a concept

of a circular history that goes back to the
country’s colonization and addresses the
present from a historical perspective,
establishing certain parallels. There is “a
clear awareness of the seriousness of
some current situations,” said curator
general Jacopo Crivelli Visconti. By way
of example, he cited the work of
Brazilian Regina Silveira, who depicts
disproportionate shadows as symbols of
the dictatorship, such as an army tank
similar to those recently used in Brasilia
in an unprecedented military parade in
which Bolsonaro, a former army captain,
participated.

Her compatriot Carmela Gross exhibits
a large silhouette covered with a canvas,

a sculpture she already exhibited at the
1969 Biennial during the military junta, a
context that the organizers say “perme-
ates her with a sense of threat and dan-
ger.” That perception was bolstered by
marches last Tuesday in which many
“Bolsonaristas” called for a military inter-
vention to stop the judiciary from investi-
gating Bolsonaro for, among other things,
spreading fake news. A phrase by the

philosopher Antonio Gramsci, embodied
in another of the exhibited works, invites
the visitor to reflect: “The old world dies.
The new takes time to appear. And in that
chiaroscuro the monsters arise”.

Ecological emergency 
Outside, two inflatable snake-shaped

sculptures on a lake in Ibirapuera Park
grab the attention of visitors. But Jaider

Esbell, an indigenous Makuxi and author
of the work called “Entities”, says that his
participation in the Biennial goes beyond
that and other of his exhibited works. “My
best work is politics, not those colorful
drawings, or the cobra in the lake; those
are elements to grab attention and spark
discussion on issues such as global
warming and ecological urgency,” Esbell
told AFP.

“It is a key moment because everyone
is fighting, but nobody is fighting for the
ecological emergency,” said the artist from
the Raposa Serra do Sol indigenous
reserve in the northern state of Roraima,
a land marked by territorial conflicts and
threatened by illegal mining. Under the
Bolsonaro administration, deforestation
and forest fires have set records in the
Amazon, a vital component for stabilizing
the global climate, and home to many
indigenous peoples. The exhibition, which
opened on Sept 4, will continue until Dec
5 and aims to attract, as in previous
years, around one million visitors. — AFP 

He’s best known to superhero fans
around the world as “Doctor
Strange”, a leading star of the mul-

ti-billion grossing Marvel films. But
Benedict Cumberbatch relished stepping
into the arthouse world of “The Power of
the Dog” - complete with a painstakingly
recreated 1920s Montana cowboy ranch -
for his latest Oscar-tipped film, he told the
Toronto film festival Friday. “To play
something as diverse as those two char-
acters are, apart from each other, is fan-
tastic,” said Cumberbatch. “I loved swap-
ping the cloak for a horse,” he added.

Doctor Strange’s trademark cloak will
be next seen in the Spider-Man movie
“No Way Home” in December, while
Cumberbatch is also starring in “Doctor
Strange in the Multiverse of Madness” in
March. But far away from the world of
blockbuster franchises, “The Power of the
Dog”-out in theaters in November, and on
Netflix from Dec 1 - is already seen as an
early frontrunner for next year’s Academy
Awards.

Based on a novel about a closeted
cowboy, it earned rave reviews at the
Venice and Telluride festivals before mov-
ing onto Toronto. Its selection in multiple
major festival lineups is itself an indicator
of likely success - last year’s best picture
“Nomadland” toured the major fall events
that went ahead. So is the presence of
director Jane Campion. The New
Zealander was only the second woman
ever nominated for the best directing
Oscar with 1993’s “The Piano,” and “The
Power of the Dog” is her first feature in
more than a decade.

“It’s quite far away from my normal
wheelhouse and I was just thrilled that
someone as mad as Jane wanted me to
do it!” said former “Sherlock” star
Cumberbatch, who learnt to ride horses
and rope steers, play the banjo and blow
a piercing cowboy whistle for the part. He
paid tribute to Campion as “this amazing-
ly strong woman, in a very male-dominat-

ed world - this person who has this
incredible weight of work.”

‘Intolerance’ 
The film is Campion’s first to feature a

male protagonist, something the director
has said she felt freed up to do after the
#MeToo movement paved the way for
more female-centered movies elsewhere
in Hollywood. Toxic masculinity, as well
as sexual repression, is a key theme of
the film with Cumberbatch’s sadistic, sin-
ister ranch owner Phil Burbank disguising
his own sexuality behind a constant bar-
rage of homophobic taunts and insults
toward others.

Burbank also terrorizes and pours
malicious scorn on the widow (Kirsten
Dunst) who has married his more con-
genial brother (Jesse Plemons) - driving
her to alcoholism - and her effeminate
son (Kodi Smit-McPhee.) “Phil’s tragedy
is he can’t be his authentic self, in the
time he’s in but also the culture he’s in,”
said Cumberbatch. “It is a tragedy of
intolerance in many ways.”

The second day of the Toronto
International Film Festival (TIFF) also
saw the North American premiere of time-
hopping psychological horror “Last Night
in Soho,” from British director Edgar
Wright. After the successes of films like
“Baby Driver,” Wright has continued to
pursue original projects including an
acclaimed recent documentary on eccen-
tric musical duo Sparks. He co-wrote
“Last Night in Soho,” and has so far
shown little interest in following the likes
of Cumberbatch into the superhero uni-
verse.

“I wouldn’t be so silly as to say I would
never do that,” he told AFP. “But right now
I feel very proud that, given the opportuni-
ty, I did another original movie after ‘Baby
Driver ’.” “I think when you have the
opportunity to do that, you should take it.”
TIFF, North America’s biggest film festi-
val, runs until Sept 18. — AFP 

Dueling knights, a
mullet and MeToo
in new Damon,
Affleck film

Whether a noblewoman lied about
being raped is the catalyst for a
bloody duel to the death between

medieval noblemen in Ridley Scott’s new
film starring Matt Damon and Ben Affleck.
“The Last Duel”, which is loosely based
on true events, is both an action film and
commentary on sexual politics, as it
searches for vestiges of contemporary
MeToo sensibility in 14th-century France,
where a woman accused her husband’s
friend and fellow courtier of rape.

The high-profile cast and writing team
of Damon, Affleck and Nicole Holofcener
did not spare the film some early negative
reviews, however. “An all-star cast and
some showstoppingly horrible hair can’t
save Ridley Scott’s medieval epic,” wrote
The Guardian, with Variety calling the film
a “medieval soap opera”. Speaking to
reporters ahead of the film’s premiere
Friday at the Venice Film Festival, Affleck
said he found the story of a young wife
who speaks out about the rape “important
and powerful”.

“I do consider myself a feminist and I
think this movie principally was really
exciting to me because of the character of

Marguerite, her extraordinary strength
and bravery,” Affleck said. “To have some-
body who has been done a great injustice
and goes to great lengths to seek justice
at great risk to themselves.”

Damon, sporting a mullet and looking
in need of a good scrub, plays Jean de
Carrouges, a knight who defends the
word of his wife - and his own honor -
through a bloody duel. If he has not lied
about the allegations levelled against his
friend, God will protect him, says the king.

Rattling armor 
“I will provide for you,” De Carrouges

utters early in the film as he gallops away
on his horse to war, one of the many bits
of stock dialogue that hammer home with
little nuance the evils of the patriarchy.
The film, wrote The Hollywood Reporter,
includes “a lot of pandering to contempo-
rary sensibilities, often skirting close to
didacticism as the script hits bullet points
about patriarchal privilege and victim-
blaming.”

Key scenes, most importantly the rape,
are shown three times, representing the
three diverging perspectives of De
Carrouges, his nemesis Jacques LeGris
(Adam Driver) and Marguerite (Jodie
Comer), and shedding light on the inability
of the male characters to see their actions
clearly. Affleck said he wanted to write a
movie that pointed to dominant Western
culture that “didn’t view women for many
centuries as human beings”. “And of
course many vestigial aspects of that per-
spective remain.”—AFP

(From left) Roger Frappier, Kodi Smit-McPhee and Benedict Cumberbatch attend “The Power Of The
Dog” Premiere during the 2021 Toronto International Film Festival at Princess of Wales Theatre on
Friday. —  AFP 

Work of Brazilian artist Daiara Tukano. Works of US photographer Mathew B Brady.

Works of Brazilian photographer Mauro Restiffe.


