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K-pop video director
charged in S Korea’s scandal

New York’s cityscape reverberates with pound-
ing jackhammers and blaring car horns, but
it’s the cacophonous subway that perhaps

best epitomizes the bustling metropolis. A chorus of
voices sans instrumental accompaniment will soon
bring the transit system’s rhythms to Broadway, the
first time the famous theater district will host an a
cappella show. “In Transit” brings a rather unconven-
tional touch to the Broadway stage: in a world
known for its lively orchestras and consistent vibrato,
the musical strips back the traditional extravagance
to showcase the human voice.

“They sing, they dance, they act and they are the
band,” said Kathleen Marshall, the acclaimed director
and choreographer of the musical, which is currently
in previews and will premiere December 11. 

A quartet of songwriters scored the show, includ-
ing its co-creator Kristen Anderson-Lopez, who co-
wrote songs for the animated hit movie “Frozen”-

including “Let it Go,” for which she and her husband
won an Academy Award. “A cappella is this incredible
metaphor, because you have to be tuning in to the
other people and you have to be listening,” she told
the magazine Entertainment Weekly. “When we
jump onto the subway we’re one place and we’re
going someplace else. “Really life is all about being
between stations. That’s what we’re really trying to
say with this piece.”

A capella takes center stage 
More than 20 years ago “Avenue X” was the first

musical to feature a cappella, but it was staged Off-
Broadway-a circuit typified by smaller venues, more
experimental content and different financial stakes.
More recently the two “Pitch Perfect” films and the
television series “Glee,” which ran from 2009-2015,
have helped bring the a cappella style back to the
forefront.  More than a thousand a cappella groups

boast a presence at universities across the US, and
many participate in annual regional and national
competitions.

Bringing the genre to Broadway seemed a natural
next step. “In Transit,” which has been in the works
since 1999 — and had a stint Off-Broadway in 2010
— details the intertwined lives of 11 New Yorkers
navigating the city’s chaotic streets and tunnels. “It’s
about people finding themselves or trying to get to
that place in life where they say: ‘Yes, I’m here, I made
it somewhere,’” said James Snyder, who plays Nate, a
young man who has lost his job in finance. “I think
that’s something relatable whether you live in a
small town or in a big city like New York.”

Visualizing sound 
The actors had to modify their vocals to pull off

the show’s harmonies, working under the direction
of a cappella guru Deke Sharon. “This type of singing

is different from a regular Broadway sound,” said
David Abeles, who plays the character Dave.  He
explained that the performers sing in a straight tone
to blend their voices, thereby evoking more instru-
mental sounds. “Sometimes Deke would have us
miming the instrument that we’re supposed to be
playing,” he said. “This actually helps because you
visualize the sound.”

The vocal orchestration of “In Transit” replicates
the shouts of harried passengers, the whooshing
sound the subway makes as it approaches and the
low rumbling of the trains shuttling across the
labyrinthian underbelly and elevated platforms of
the city. In a musical focused on commuting, Abeles
said the core message is about savoring the journey.
“There’s a really touching story here about people’s
interactions,” he said.  “About lives in New York, about
living in the moment-rather than at the destination
you’re going for.” — AFP

NY subway inspires Broadway’s first a capella musical

Mifune: The Last Samurai, a dutiful and
diverting but rather bare-bones docu-
mentary portrait, opens with a series of

clips and photographs of Toshiro Mifune, the
scowling-eyed Japanese actor who became, in
effect, the world’s first action star. The first clip,
from “Rashomon,” looks even more transgressive
today than it did in 1950: It’s of Mifune’s scruffy
medieval bandit forcing himself at knifepoint on
a maiden he discovers in the woods. In the oth-
er clips, we see him leaping, glowering, slashing,
grunting, cackling maniacally, facing down
armies of sword fighters, and appearing just as
volatile when he’s the victim, twitching to and
fro like a gnarly demon as he evades a shower
of arrows. The montage ends with a photograph
of what looks like a different human being
entirely: It’s Mifune relaxing at home, elegant
and debonair, with a handsome warm smile and
eyes that crinkle just so, his black hair slicked
back in a way that makes him resemble a
Japanese Rock Hudson.

That image demonstrates something pro-
found about Mifune, and it also raises a fascinat-
ing question about him. What it tells you is that
the ferocious persona he presented in films like
“Seven Samurai” (1954) and “Yojimbo” (1961) —
the upstart lone-wolf swordsman, noble but a
little maniacal, dominating every situation with
an unruly energy that erupted from within-was a
fantastically calculated and artful creation. You
might say “Duh” (he was, after all, an actor), but
in the movies, Mifune unleashed himself with
such brutal spontaneity that he seemed a force
of nature, one who gathered his energy from the
earth itself. Even now, the notion that his charac-
ters were meticulously devised seems, on some
level, counterintuitive.

Thrashing balletic majesty
“The Last Samurai” allows the audience to

relive, film by film, the explosiveness of what
Mifune achieved, or (for younger viewers) to
introduce themselves to his thrashing balletic
majesty. That’s a serviceable thing, but the
movie, narrated with zombie Zen stoicism by
Keanu Reeves, only rarely goes beyond that.
Steven Okazaki, who directed and edited it,
takes you through a functional, slightly sketchy
version of Mifune’s life and career-his childhood
in China (where his Japanese parents were mis-
sionaries), his enlistment in the Japanese
Imperial Army during World War II, during which
he trained suicide bombers, and his attempt
after the war to make a living by becoming an
assistant cameraman. He fell into acting by acci-

dent, after someone sent his photo to a “New
Faces” contest, and he might have wound up as
just another Tokyo matinee idol. 

But it was his destiny, at Toho Studios, to
draw the attention of Akira Kurosawa in the late
‘40s, right at the moment when the already pow-
erful director, full of guilt at having worked on
films that supported the Japanese regime dur-
ing the war, was set on creating movies that
expressed his own rebellious impulses. The time
for bowing and scraping in Japan was done.
Mifune didn’t bow-he was more like a warrior
who blew up in your face. 

Kurosawa, by temperament, was an epic visu-
al classicist, but what he expressed was some-
thing modern and anarchic: the ecstasy of vio-
lence, the unknowability of truth, the inner
thrum of the samurai’s heart. “The Last Samurai”
shows you how Mifune became Kurosawa’s wild
artistic id as surely as Robert De Niro was Martin
Scorsese’s in the ‘70s. Kurosawa trusted Mifune
to be his collaborator, and rarely gave him direc-
tion. It was up to the actor to create his own
characters, which he did through mountains of
preparation, forging these rogues from the
inside out. In “The Last Samurai,” even his fight
choreographer, Kanzo Uni-a man who was killed
onscreen by Mifune more than 100 times-testi-
fies that during a scene, when Toshiro would
come at him with his bloodthirsty grimace and
eyeballs peeled, it was genuinely intimidating.

Caged animal
All of this opens the door to a question about

Mifune the film never answers: Where did his
drive and obsession-his inner fury as an actor-
come from? According to Scorsese, who is inter-
viewed in the documentary along with Steven
Spielberg, Mifune studied the movements of
lions, which resulted in his ability to conjure the
aura of a caged animal. But he was an untamed
human animal too: Once he got to be a star, he
indulged his passions, like cars and alcohol (which
he mixed to destructive effect). One of Mifune’s
two sons relates the story of how his father, when
drunk, would wave a sword around in the living
room, a sight he describes as “scary.” Mifune
would also motor past Kurosawa’s house to yell
things like “Damn you!” (the first and last we hear
of any conflict between them), and there’s a quick
mention of how he would pick fights with gang-
sters. As presented, though, these amount to
quaint comic wisps of bad behavior that give us
only the vaguest sense of who Mifune was or the
demons he grappled with.

“The Last Samurai” goes back to the silent era

of the Japanese chanbara film, with its kabuki-
inspired samurai, and to one astonishing clip of
a movie called “Chokon,” in which the white-
faced hero, looking as ghoulishly possessed as
Lon Chaney, revives his own spirit by literally
licking the blood of his enemies off his sword.
That’s the tradition that Mifune and Kurosawa
were taking off from, but Kurosawa was a revolu-
tionary of hellbent realism. On the set of “Seven
Samurai,” chastising an actor for a corny death
scene, the director said, “This is not just another
samurai film. It has to feel real.” And that’s how it
felt: For ‘50s audiences, it was as if the slashing
macabre tingle of it all was really happening. 

Insanely comic
In the astonishing climax to “Throne of Blood,”

a scene filmed without insurance, those were
real arrows being shot at Mifune’s head (the
archers were college students, some of whom
could barely aim), and Mifune was willing to
dodge them out of trust and actorly art and
maybe a little craziness. That’s why the scene still
exerts an awesome graphic power: No special
effects could rival this primitive dance of death.
Mifune was a one-man kamikaze burlesque
show, as elegantly savage as his future inheritor
Bruce Lee, as dextrous as Errol Flynn, as insanely
comic as Curly from the Three Stooges, with a
bombs-away ego all his own.

But you could also say that Mifune was, at
times, a solipsistic overactor who only rarely
connected with anyone on screen. I wish that
“The Last Samurai” spent time exploring his
restrained performance in “The Bad Sleep Well”
(1960), Kurosawa’s cold dissection of corporate
crime. The documentary summons a few haunt-
ing moments when it confronts the dissolution
of Mifune and Kurosawa’s partnership after they
had made 16 films together, a quiet breakup
that wound up wrecking Kurosawa’s career far
more than it did Mifune’s.

(Mifune was successful enough to turn down,
on the advice of his American agent, the role of
Obi-Wan Kenobi in “Star Wars.”). Yet what “The
Last Samurai” barely fills in is the vastness of
Mifune’s influence. 

He was a hurricane who blew away the land-
scape that had come before him. He was really
the first samurai of action cinema, the one who
cast his cross-cultural shadow over everything
from the evolution of the martial-arts genre to
Eastwood  and Bronson. He had a quality that
“The Last Samurai” evokes in clips yet leaves you
wanting to see explored in a far more memo-
rable way, and that was danger. — Reuters

FILM REVIEW

Chinese actress Zhou Dongyu, from right, actor Fan Wei and actress Ma Sichun hold
their award for Best Leading Actress and Actor at the 53rd Golden Horse Awards in
Taipei, Taiwan, Saturday. — AP photos

From left, Hong Kong director Derek Tsang, Taiwanese actress Bowie Tsang and Hong
Kong actor Eric Tsang arrive at the 53rd Golden Horse Awards in Taipei, Taiwan.

Mainland Chinese film “The Summer is
Gone” emerged as the winner at the
Golden Horse Awards on Saturday.

The film, set in Inner Mongolia in the 1990s,
was named as best picture in the annual
awards for best Chinese-language films. It
also picked up a best new performer award
for Kong Weiyi and the FIPRESCI prize award-
ed by a separate jury of critics. The Golden
Horse Film Festival ran Nov 4-24. The 53rd
annual awards were presented on Saturday
Nov 26 at a ceremony in Taipei’s Sun Yat-sen
Memorial Hall.

The event included a red carpet appear-
ance by Frances Juliette Binoche and per-
formances by Coco Lee and Singapore’s
Stephanie Sun. The awards jury was headed
by the veteran, socially-conscious Hong Kong
director Ann Hui. She told Taiwanese media
Saturday that the jury had gone through a
“life and death process” in deciding the
awards.

Other winners with two awards each were
“Detective Chinatown” (best action choreog-
raphy, best makeup/costume;) “Mad World”
(best new director: Wong Chun, and best sup-
porting actress;) “Trivisa” (best original screen-

play, best editing;) “Mr No Problem” (best
actor, best adapted screenplay;)
“Crosscurrent” (best cinematography, best
sound design;) and “I Am Not Madam Bovary”
(best director: Feng Xiaogang, and the audi-
ence choice award. In the best actress catego-
ry the award was shared between the two
nominees - Zhou Dongyu and Ma Sichun -
from “Soul Mate.”

Going into the ceremony, local Taiwanese
film “Godspeed” had nominations for eight
awards and was strongly favored to win in
several categories. On the night it picked up
only one, for art direction. Other disappoint-
ments for Taiwanese cinema included the
failure of “The Road To Mandalay” to turn any
of its six nominations into awards wins, and
the failure of its foreign-language Oscar con-
tender “Hang In There Kids” (aka “Lokah Laqi”)
to collect any awards on home soil. The
awards also paid tribute to  Abbas
Kiarostami, the iconic Iranian director who
died earlier this year. Earlier in the week
Singaporean director Boo Junfeng was
named as winner of the NETPAC prize, the
festival and awards’ only reward for a non-
Chinese-language film. — Reuters

‘The Summer is Gone’ tops
Golden Horse Awards

Chinese director Feng Xiaogang holds
his award for Best Director at the 53rd
Golden Horse Awards in Taipei, Taiwan.

Taiwanese actress Hsu Wei-ning arrives
at the 53rd Golden Horse Awards in
Taipei, Taiwan.

Taiwanese actor Kai Ko arrives at the
53rd Golden Horse Awards in Taipei.

Taiwanese actress Wu Ke-xi arrives at the
53rd Golden Horse Awards in Taipei,
Taiwan.

Aprominent K-pop music video director
was charged yesterday as part of a cor-
ruption scandal rocking South Korea and

engulfing President Park Geun-Hye.  Cha Eun-
Taek, who has worked with “Gangnam Style” star
Psy and boy band megastars Big Bang, used his
ties to a secret confidante of Park to win lucra-

tive projects from state agencies and private
firms, prosecutors say. That confidante-Choi
Soon-Sil-has been labeled Park’s eminence grise,
a shadowy figure who is believed to have lever-
aged her close relationship with the president to
extract more than $60 million from top firms,
including Samsung.

Prosecutors say Park herself ordered her for-
mer economic adviser to help Cha pressure
officials and private firms so that he would win
contracts.  Cha, 46, has been charged with
abuse of power, coercion and embezzlement
and becomes the latest public figure to be
embroiled in the snowballing scandal. Choi, 60,
is accused of meddling in a wide range of state
affairs including the country’s preparations for
the 2018 Winter Olympics. Prosecutors last
week formally charged her with abuse of power
and coercion, saying Park was a “co-culprit”
who had colluded with Choi to strongarm top
firms into giving cash to non-profit foundations
Choi controlled.

Park-now the first South Korean president to
become a criminal suspect while in office-has
rejected a series of requests from prosecutors to
answer their questions.  As a sitting president,
Park cannot be charged with a criminal offence
except insurrection or treason, but she can be
investigated and potentially charged once her
term is over. 

Park is faced with growing public calls to resign
and a push by lawmakers to impeach her, with her
job approval ratings diving to record lows of four
percent.  Hundreds of thousands have taken to
the streets in recent weeks to call for her ouster,
with organizers claiming the latest rally on
Saturday in Seoul drew 1.5 million people. — AFPK-pop music video director Cha Eun-taek


