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Armenians confront
Hollywood with

‘forgotten genocide’
As the world prepares to mark the Armenian geno-

cide, filmmakers and musicians are attempting to
raise awareness among an American public largely

ignorant of one of modern history’s darkest episodes. It is
101 years on Sunday since Turkey’s Ottoman government
began arresting minority community leaders and setting
in motion a campaign of systematic slaughter that had left
1.5 million Christian Armenians dead by the early 1920s.
Turned out of their homes and sent on death marches
through the Mesopotamian desert, they were stripped
naked and forced to walk until they died of thirst or col-
lapsed and were shot dead.

At the same time, the ruling “Young Turks” created
death squads to drown countless thousands in rivers,
throw them off cliffs, crucify them and burn them alive,
raping women and forcing them to join harems or serve as
slaves. The collective trauma has been transferred from
the original victims to every subsequent generation of
Armenians who have carried the unresolved suffering of
their ancestors to their new homes across Europe and the
United States. On Sunday thousands of Armenians are
expected to rally in Los Angeles-home to the largest dias-
pora community in the world-to demand that the Turkish
government finally recognize the massacres as a geno-
cide. Yet there is frustration among the campaigners that
ordinary Californians may not have even heard of the
events they refer to as “Medz Yeghern”-or “The Great
Crime.” French-Armenian filmmaker Robert Guediguian’s
“Don’t Don’t Tell Me The Boy Was Mad,” which gets its US
premiere yesterday at COLCOA, the world’s largest festival
of French film, staged annually in LA, aims to change that.

‘Unaware’ 
“I don’t think the rest of America is conscious of what

happened. But it’s not only America, it’s also Europe and a
lot of Western countries. They are ignorant of the story.
They are not aware,” he told AFP. “It’s only in places where
there is a big Armenian community where people have
their voices heard about this subject... Cinema can
absolutely educate people and make them aware of what
is happening in the world.” “Don’t Tell Me The Boy Was
Mad” is set around the Armenian diaspora in 1970s and
80s Marseille, France and follows a wave of bombings and
assassinations perpetrated by Armenian radicals against
Turkish targets across Europe in response to the genocide.

Guediguian based his story on “The Bomb,” an autobio-
graphical novel by Jose Antonio Gurriaran, who was semi-
paralyzed by an Armenian terrorist attack in Madrid but
became a leading advocate for international recognition
of what he called “the forgotten genocide.” Despite a his-
tory of support for laws formally recognizing the
Armenian genocide, US President Barack Obama-accused
of kowtowing to Turkish sensitivities-hasn’t used the term
to refer to the killings while in office.

“Barack Obama took the stand that most people in pol-
itics do. They come to the community and say ‘we will
absolutely recognize that your community or people have
been in a genocide.’ But then once they are elected and
become president they don’t,” said Guediguian. Many of
the stories of abuse related by characters in the film are
derived from the 62-year-old’s own family history, passed
down from his grandparents’ generation. “In the movie
Anoush tells the story of her mother who had been raped
several times before she made it to France. This story real-
ly happened, to my great aunt,” Guediguian told AFP.

Victims forever 
The director, who describes reaction to his movie as

“very warm,” is looking for a US distributor while in Los
Angeles for the nine-day COLCOA.  Meanwhile a second
film about the genocide, “Armenia, My Love,” had its pre-
miere in Pasadena, California last week, also opening at
several Los Angeles locations including Glendale, home to
around 80,000 of the 200,000-plus Armenians in Los
Angeles. Written and directed by Romanian American
Diana Angelson, who also stars, the film tells the story of a
family living in the occupied territory of the Armenian
homeland, now eastern Turkey, in 1915. —AFP

(From left) Harvey Keitel, Michael Phillips, Paul Schrader, Cybill Shepherd, Jodie Foster, Robert De Niro and Martin
Scorsese attend the “Taxi Driver” 40th anniversary screening during the 2016 Tribeca Film Festival at Beacon
Theatre on April 21, 2016 in New York City. — AFP

Owen Suskind had largely retreated
into silence in the years after his
autism began to manifest, around

age 3. Three painfully mute years later, and
after countless rapt hours spent watching
Disney animated movies, a word broke
through. “Juicervose!” His parents, Ron (a
Pulitzer Prize winning journalist) and
Cornelia, initially thought he was asking for
juice. But he wasn’t. He was repeating back
a line from “The Little Mermaid,” a scene he
often rewound to watch again, where
Ursula the sea witch sings “Poor
Unfortunate Souls.” She sings, “It won’t cost
you much, just your voice!” (“juicervose”)

It was just the first phrase from a Disney
film that Owen would go on to mimic, but
it was the first hint of his rediscovery of lan-
guage. For the Suskinds, it was a life line
back to their son. A few weeks later, Ron
picked up a puppet of Iago, the parrot
from “Aladdin,” and had his first conversa-
tion with his son in years - albeit one doing
his best Gilbert Gottfried impression. Roger
Ross Williams’ documentary “Life
Animated,” playing this week at the
Tribeca Film Festival, chronicles Owen’s
remarkable growth, aided by the colorful,
underdog sidekicks of Disney movies. The
film, inspired by Ron Suskind’s book “Life
Animated: A Story of Sidekicks, Heroes and
Autism,” is both about Owen’s impressive
maturity and the power of movies, of sto-
ries, to connect.

Cheering crowds
The film, which will open in theaters

July 8, has been a hit on the festival circuit
where 19-year-old Owen has bounded
down theater aisles, high-fiving cheering
crowds. Williams won the directing award
at the Sundance Film Festival, and the film
picked up the audience award at the Full

Frame Documentary Film Festival. Owen,
the most ardent of movie lovers, is now a
star himself. “I’ve never experienced any-
thing like I’m experiencing with this film,”
says Williams. “What I hope is that it not
only gives parents hope, but it inspires
everyone to realize the potential of people
living with autism. There are all these gifts
they have to offer to the world.” Speaking

by phone from Los Angeles, Owen cheer-
fully greeted this reporter. (In Los Angeles,
Owen visited the Disney Animation studios
and met animators whose credits he
knows thoroughly.)

“Hi Jake,” said Owen. “That’s also the
name of the hilarious, awesome, cool, wise-
cracking kangaroo rat from Disney’s ‘The
Rescuers Down Under.’” Owen had what’s
called “regressive autism,” which only
reveals itself once a child is a toddler. “Life
Animated” captures Owen at a universal

crossroads: He’s graduating from school,
moving out of his parent’s house, finding
(and losing) a girlfriend and getting a job at
(where else?) a movie theater. He speaks
knowingly about why Disney films so res-
onate for him. “I live in these characters and
they live in me,” he says. “It speaks to me. It
helps me with my own life, to find my place
in the world, to touch a lot of people.”

At Tribeca, “Life Animated” has particu-
lar meaning. This year’s festival has been
partly defined by the backlash provoked
by its programming of an anti-vaccination
documentary, “Vaxxed,” by a discredited
British doctor who maintains that vaccina-
tions can cause autism. (Among others, the
Centers for Disease Control emphatically
state that there’s no link between the two.)
“Life Animated” is a joyful antidote to that
episode, which culminated in Tribeca
pulling “Vaxxed.” —AP

Documentary turns Disney-loving 
autistic man into a star

This image released by the Tribeca Film Festival shows Owen Suskind in a
scene from the documentary, “Life, Animated,” being shown at the Tribeca
Film Festival. — AP


