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Robert De Niro famously gained 27 kilos (60
pounds) to play the boxer Jake LaMotta in
“Raging Bull” while Leonardo DiCaprio slept in

an animal carcass and ate raw bison liver in “The
Revenant”. But few actors have gone as far as to live
on the streets to research their role. That is what
Singaporean director K Rajagopal asked of the star of
“A Yellow Bird”, his film which touches on some of the
wealthy city-state’s most sensitive issues of race,
migration and sex. Rising television star Sivakumar
Palakrishnan spent his weekends living rough on the
streets of Singapore’s “Little India”, exploring a rarely
seen side of one of Asia’s most ordered societies.   

The delicately drawn arthouse movie, which pre-
mieres Wednesday at the Cannes film festival, follows
an ethnic Indian man-or a “black devil” as one of the
film’s Chinese characters calls him-trying to rebuild his
life and family after a spell in prison. “I made him go
out and live and sleep in the streets because he does-
n’t come from that side of the tracks,” director

Rajagopal said. “It was quite tough for him but he did
it. I wanted a fresh response, for him to feel what it
was really like to be homeless. That is why I like him so
much as an actor, he’s very open and intense.”

The film, which is showing in the Critics’ Week sec-
tion of the world’s top film festival, also touches on
the “simmering tensions beneath the skin” of
Singapore’s supposedly harmonious multiracial melt-
ing pot. The struggling ex-con Siva has to sleep on the
kitchen floor with his mother because she has rented
out the bedroom of her tiny apartment to mainland
Chinese migrants.

Taboos 
“This is not unusual,” the director said. “People rent

rooms to foreigners to make money to pay the rent. “It
is very, very common, particularly among poor
Indians. One of the great things about Singapore is
that we are given a government-subsidized home,
but 90 percent of us live in flats that are like pigeon-

holes.” It also touches on another taboo subject-inter-
racial relationships-throwing Siva together with a
young migrant Chinese mother (Huang Lu) who is
forced into prostitution.  “It’s really unnatural to see an
Indian and a Chinese person together like this in
Singapore, especially with someone from China, espe-
cially because he is so dark-skinned. It doesn’t really
happen.” 

Rajagopal admitted that many may be shocked by
his portrayal of his homeland. “I was going for the
underbelly, the marginal, because Singapore has a
reputation for being modern and ordered. But there is
this other side. It is a reality too.”

Racial tensions 
But perhaps the most sensitive subject the film

deals with is the place of the country’s Indian minority
of which Rajagopal is a part. “I am seen as a foreigner
in my own country. When I get into a tax office they
ask me, ‘Where are you from?’ I was born here. But any

Indian is not supposed to be Singaporean but for-
eign,” he said. “It affects your whole personal emotion-
al space. Both Indians and Chinese are of migrant
stock, and yet we are not very accepting of the new
influx. We say these new Chinese are not like the
Singaporean Chinese. I wanted to reflect that, which is
also now a global issue with migration.”

Rajagopal, 51, who has had a long career as actor
and documentary maker, said “many people in
Singapore will not agree with me on the whole racism
thing. They will say it is not there. Even the minorities
shy away” from the subject. He said all Singaporeans
take an oath at school to defend its multiethnic make-
up. “We stand by racial harmony, it is a pledge we all
take.” But despite that there is racism, the director
insisted. “It is not in your face, it is simmering under
the skin.” — AFP

Film about homeless ‘black devil’ shows other side of Singapore

Director K Rajagopal

It lacks the building blocks of characters and a plot for now,
but a Chinese-American studio hopes to turn the Tetris
video game into a blockbuster movie. Threshold Global

Studios is budgeting $80 million to strategically rotate, slide
and drop the famed 1980s stacking game into a sci-fi thriller.
The project is the first for the studio, a newly formed joint ven-
ture between Chinese entertainment investor Bruno Wu’s
Seven Star Works and producer Larry Kasanoff’s California-
based Threshold Entertainment Group, which produces live-
action movies.

“For our debut project, Threshold Global Studios will bring
one of the most beloved, cross-generational gaming brands in
the world to the big screen as an epic, sci-fi thriller,” Kasanoff
said in a statement. The video game requires players to
arrange and clear bricks that fall faster and faster into a rec-
tangular matrix at the bottom of the screen before they run
out of space. Tetris has survived the transition from desktop to
console to smartphone better than most other popular video
games from the 1980s, such as Pac-Man. Whether it will sur-
vive the transition to the big screen is less clear.

“The fact that I loved playing Tetris when I was an elemen-
tary student doesn’t mean I will see the film at all. Actually, the
idea of making it into a film sounds extremely silly,” said per-
sonal trainer Xu Jie, 30, interviewed in downtown Beijing yes-
terday. A hairdresser who only gave his surname, Ju, said that
although he played Tetris as a boy, that wouldn’t be enough to
entice him to watch the movie. “I don’t think I will go to the
cinema to see a film like that, because I don’t see any interest-
ing story there. It doesn’t sound appealing at all,” said Ju, 29. 

Tetris was invented in 1984 by Russian Alexey Pajitnov,
who drew inspiration from a puzzle board game. He named it
after the Greek word “tetra,” meaning “four,” and “tennis,” his
favorite sport. In China, the game translates as “Russian Cube
Block.” The Sino-US co-production fits into Hollywood’s own
strategy of teaming up with Chinese companies in the hope
of striking big with the fast-growing Chinese market, now the

world’s second-largest box office behind North America.
The joint venture “will make cross-cultural movies for the

global market,” the studio statement released Tuesday said.
Kasanoff added that the 32-year-old Tetris “is a perfect first
project for this strategy.” Shooting will begin next year and
there are plans to film in China and feature Chinese actors. The
movie, which wasn’t named in the studio’s statement, follows
in the mold of such computer game-inspired film productions
as “Resident Evil,” “Tomb Raider” and “Mortal Kombat.” Kasanoff
produced two “Mortal Kombat” movies. Wu is founder and
CEO of Sun Seven Stars Media Group, a private media and
entertainment investment company in China. — AP

Hoping for a blockbuster, studios 
plan movie on Tetris game

Acclaimed Philippine filmmaker Brillante Mendoza is back
at Cannes this year with another gritty take on his
homeland, this time exploring drugs, poverty and cor-

ruption through shopkeepers trying to make ends meet.
Mendoza, 55, is taking part in the world’s top movie festival for
the fourth time, having won the best director award in 2009 for
another tale of Manila’s dark underside.

His latest film, “Ma’ Rosa”, tells the story of a poor Manila
neighborhood stall holder who sells drugs on the side with her
husband to make ends meet. The couple get arrested, leaving
their four children to try and buy their parents’ freedom from
corrupt policemen. Mendoza was an advertising industry pro-
duction designer who only began making films in his mid-40s.
In the decade since he has made a dozen full-length features.

He is known for choosing controversial topics, crafting sto-
ries of ordinary people in scenarios that range from prostitu-
tion to homosexuality and corruption. Known by his nick-
name Dante, Mendoza set up his own film production outfit in
2005 “that aims to reinvent Filipino cinema by producing
meaningful and relevant films”.  His 2009 award-winner,
“Kinatay” (“The Execution of P”), graphically depicted the rape,
murder and dismemberment of a prostitute.

Mendoza refused to distribute the film commercially in the
Philippines after Cannes because it ran into trouble with con-
servative government censors who initially prevented its
showing at a Manila university. “I don’t think the majority
would appreciate this kind of film,” he said at the time. “By
their standards, it’s too dark, it’s not glossy, it doesn’t have
famous actors, the camera is a bit jerky.” However, his films are
highly appreciated in Europe, giving the continent’s audiences
a glimpse of contemporary Philippine society.

Mendoza’s first Cannes entry in 2008, “Serbis” (Service), told
the story of a family living in a porn movie theatre. His
“Taklub”, a fictionalized account of three survivors of the Super 

Typhoon Haiyan that devastated the Philippine city of
Tacloban and nearby areas in 2013, was also shown at Cannes
last year. “Thy Womb” won an award at the Venice film festival
in 2012, while another film, “Tirador” (Slingshot), also won an
award at  Berlin in 2007. His Cannes victory earned Mendoza a
knighthood from France. He was awarded the Chevalier dans
l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres (Knight of the Order of Arts and
Letters) in 2014, the first Filipino director to earn it. — AFP

Director Mendoza holds up 
mirror to Philippines’ dark side

A guest arrives yesterday
for the screening of the
film ‘Ma’Rosa’ at the 69th
Cannes Film Festival in
Cannes, southern France.
— AFP 

(From left) ) Filipino actor John Paul Duray, Filipino actress Maria Isabel Lopez, Filipino actor Jomari Angeles, Filipino
actress Jaclyn Jose, Filipino director Brillante Mendoza, Filipino actress Andi Eigenmann, Filipino actor Neil Ryan P Sese
and Filipino actress Ruby Ruiz pose as they arrive yesterday for the screening of the film ‘Ma’Rosa’ at the 69th Cannes
Film Festival in Cannes, southern France. — AFP

Brazilian director Kleber Mendonca Filho and the team
who worked on his new movie “Aquarius” staged a
protest at the Cannes film festival Tuesday in support of

unseated Brazilian president Dilma Rousseff. The actors held
up sheets of paper with the slogans “Stop the coup in Brazil”,
“Brazil is not a democracy anymore” and “54,501,118 votes set
on fire” after turning to face the photographers as they walked
up the red carpet for the screening of “Aquarius”.

One opened his tuxedo shirt to reveal a T-shirt showing an
image of “Super Dilma”.  The cast, which includes telenovela
superstar Sonia Braga, were cheered when they entered the
cinema to take their seats, where a few audience members
also unfurled a banner saying “Stop the coup in Brazil”. “One of
the things that worries me the most is the way Brazil is divid-
ed. I can’t remember Brazil ever being this divided,” Braga told
AFP before the film’s screening. “We have to start doing things

together again. We have to realize that, in any case, in two
years we will vote for a new president,” she added.

Rousseff later tweeted to the cast, saying “Thank you for
your support!” The left-wing leader was replaced by acting
President Michel Temer last week after months of street
protests calling for her to go. The Senate voted to open an
impeachment trial on charges that Rousseff illegally manipu-
lated the budget. But her ousting sparked more street demon-
strations and controversy over the absence of female minis-
ters in Temer’s interim government. “Aquarius”, a domestic dra-
ma which has been well received by critics, is one of 21 films
in the running for the Palme d’Or at the world’s most impor-
tant movie festival. — AFP

Brazil stars at Cannes stage
pro-Dilma protest on red carpet

Cast from the Brazilian film Aquarius hold placards protesting against the current political landscape in Brazil after
departing the screening of the film at the 69th international film festival, Cannes, southern France. — AP

The title shot of “Inversion” is an image of a metropoli-
tan landscape so thick with smog that the skyscrapers
seem to be melting right into the chalky-white air. It

looks like the establishing shot of downtown LA that we’ve
seen in a thousand films-only this isn’t Los Angeles,  it’s
Tehran. Iran’s capital city has yet to become a global icon of
toxic air pollution on the level of, say, Beijing, but Behnam
Behzadi’s new film suggests that it may be fast on its way
there. (The title refers to the state of “thermal inversion” that,
on bad days, pushes the poison in Tehran’s atmosphere to
maximum density.) It’s an oppressive situation the citizens of
Tehran simply live with, like lousy weather (or government
crackdowns), but in “Inversion,” the pollution sets off a chain
reaction of familial discord that closes in on the heroine,
Niloofar (Sahar Dowlatshahi), until it forces her to find a new
source of air.

Niloofar, a very pretty woman who has never married,
owns a tailoring shop that employs a dozen workers, and
early on she goes on a date with a pleasant, handsome,
middle-aged fellow (Ali Reza Aghakhani), and it’s clear the
two are smitten with each other. In her single-woman-in-
the-city way, she seems to be living the Iranian version of
the feminist dream. Her freedom, however, is illusory and
provisional. She shares an apartment with her mother,
Mahin (Shirin Yazdanbakhsh), who suffers from chronic pul-
monary disease and is therefore not even allowed to walk
through the city. But she’s stubborn and does anyway, and
after one too many polluted whiffs, she collapses and lands
in the hospital. 

Claustrophobic realization 
The doctor’s orders: She must leave Tehran, and perma-

nently. It’s decided that she’ll move up north and live in the
vacation villa owned by one of Niloofar’s siblings. It’s also
decided that Niloofar will abandon her beloved Tehran and
live there with her. But even as all this is happening, the
heroine starts to come to the claustrophobic realization that
her entire life is now being decided for her. Sahar
Dowlatshahi is a beautiful and dynamic actress with an
open, laughing face and darkly expressive doe eyes that
have a way of dominating every shot they’re in. 

Under her head scarf, her hair lays against her forehead
in a way that gives her a striking resemblance to Audrey
Hepburn-and this is one case where an actress’s impish radi-
ance serves a vital thematic function. The audience looks at
Niloofar and feels so connected to her eager vitality that we
want her to be everything that she can be. But she’s living in
a society where that desire must take a back seat...to just
about everything else. Niloofar plans to keep running her
business from out of town, but since she has agreed to leave
the city, her brother, the petty brute Farhad (Ali Mosaffa),
decides that he’ll pay off his debts by renting out her shop. 

Baby-steps transition
And with the support of his other, married sister and a

few additional relatives, he does. Just like that, the business
that Niloofar has nurtured for 10 years-and that has nur-
tured her-goes up in smoke. Starting in the ‘90s, the movies
that emerged from the new wave of Iranian cinema-films
such as Jafar Panahi’s “The Circle” (2001) — often told the

story of the subjugation of women in Iranian society.
“Inversion” depicts that same moral crisis in a moment of
eager, precarious, baby-steps transition, with Niloofar forced
to learn that as an unmarried woman seeking to go her own
way, her desires have almost no value. Overnight, she loses
everything, and since no one in her family appears to give a
damn, this is all expressed in the storm clouds that gather
across Sahar Dowlatshahi’s face.

Behzadi, who has made more than 20 films (including
shorts and television productions), works in a vintage
Iranian mode of what might be called the clandestine sus-
pense of the everyday. Nothing that happens in “Inversion” is
overtstated or even overtly dramatized, yet there’s an invisi-
ble tension that pulls us through the movie, and that’s our
investment in seeing how Niloofar can liberate herself from
seemingly random events that suddenly add up to a fate
that is pulling her down like quicksand. 

When she learns that her suitor is hiding the fact that he
has a young son, the oppression of her life begins to look
almost conspiratorial. How can she get herself back to a
state of what felt like freedom? The missing element in her
thinking, however, is her very own will; she must try to cre-
ate her own “inversion.” The film ends on a note of ambiguity
that may leave some audiences as puzzled as they are uplift-
ed. (The puzzlement derives from the fact that the uplift is
there..but not, perhaps, as much we might want it to be.) Yet
there’s a resonance to “Inversion” that comes from the
moment in Iran it captures, when women are more liberated
than they’ve ever been, but not to the point where they can
totally breathe free. — Reuters

‘Inversion’
Cannes Film Review

(From left) Iranian director Behnam Behzadi, Iranian
actress Sahar Dolatshahi and Iranian actor Ali
Mosaffa pose yesterday during a photocall for the
film ‘Inversion (Varoonegi)’ at the 69th Cannes Film
Festival in Cannes, southern France. — AFP

Photo shows the puzzle video game Tetris at Barcade in
the Brooklyn section of New York. — AP


