
In 2012, freelance journalist Theo Padnos slipped
into Syria to cover its unfolding civil war and was
promptly kidnapped by members of an Al-Qaeda

branch. Convinced he was a CIA agent because he
spoke Arabic, the group held the Massachusetts
native for nearly two years before releasing him in
August 2014. Now, Padnos is retracing his journey in
“Theo Who Lived,” a documentary being screened
Sept 30 in Cambridge. Its theatrical premiere is in
New York City on Oct 7, followed by a wider release.

Padnos, 47, who has been living in Paris and
Vermont, tells the Associated Press he’s grateful to
have survived.

The ordeal not only changed his outlook on life
but also gave him perspective on the Syrian conflict
that he feels is important to share. Padnos is working
on a nonfiction book, a play and a novel drawing on
his experience. He wrote about his captivity for the
New York Times Magazine shortly after his release
and is trying to continue writing about the region as
a journalist.

Spiritual voyage
“I had a real spiritual voyage, which was terrifying

for me and my family at the time,” Padnos said from
his family’s vacation home in Vermont. “But looking
back, this is what life gave me and I’d like to take
what I learned and turn it into some positive benefit.”
The film follows Padnos as he returns to places in
Turkey and Israel that figured prominently in his 22-
month capture. The film crew never set foot in Syria.
Padnos reflects on his captivity on sets emulating his
tiny prison cell and the room he was subjected to tor-
ture and beatings.

Along the Turkey-Syria border, he recalls the
moment when his travelling companions instruct
him to dash across the field and hop the razor wire
fence separating them from Syria. It’s a moment
Padnos says he’d replay in his mind for months after.
The trio of men had claimed they were providing
supplies to the Free Syrian Army and offered to take
him across the border with them. But they were actu-
ally affiliated with Al-Qaeda. They staged a fake inter-

view, beat him and took him hostage shortly after
crossing the border. “This is where I threw my life
away. It’s like a precipice that I walked up to and I
actually jumped,” Padnos says in the film. “Now I’m
back in a safe place and I’m thinking why did I ever
jump?”

Narrow prison
Padnos also details a series of failed escapes,

including one in which cellmate and American pho-
tojournalist Matthew Schrier managed to sneak out
through a narrow prison window but Padnos could
not. Padnos’ mother, Nancy Curtis, who is inter-
viewed in the documentary, says she still has mixed
emotions about her son’s release. During the ordeal,
she became close to the parents of other Americans

kidnapped by extremists overseas. Many of them
were not as fortunate as her family, she says.

Curtis and other family members, working with
the US and Qatari  governments,  successfully
arranged for Padnos’ release just days after the
Islamic State beheaded New Hampshire journalist
James Foley in a video. The family maintains that no
ransom was paid. “I always clung to the hope that
he’d come home,” Curtis said. “But I also don’t feel
great joy and happiness. Probably anyone who has
had a solider in the war who came home but knows
others that didn’t have similar emotions.”

Director David Schisgall says Padnos’ story is a rare
eyewitness account of life inside a jihadi group by an
outsider with a deep understanding of the region’s
language and culture. Having spent years prior

studying Arabic and Islam in Yemen and Syria,
Padnos was able to build trust and friendships with
some of his captors. Near the end of his captivity, he
was given greater freedoms and even travelled per-
sonally with the then-high commander of Al-Nusra
Front, an Al-Qaeda affiliate in Syria. “The real intimacy
he developed with his captors was remarkable,”
Schisgall said. “It’s a very important message for
Americans to see these people fighting as complicat-
ed individuals who are both very dangerous but also
very human.” — AP
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Journalist recounts years as Syrian prisoner in documentary

Theo Padnos poses at the family’s house in remote Reading, Vt. — AP photos Theo Padnos walks in a field at the family’s house in remote Reading, Vt.

As a rape survivor, victim’s advocate and
an actress in “The Birth of a Nation,”
Gabrielle Union has found herself in an

impossible position. Union recently, along
with the much of the world, learned that her
film’s director, writer, producer and star, Nate
Parker, was accused and acquitted of rape 17
years ago. She collected her thoughts in a
nuanced opinion piece for the Los Angeles
Times Friday, writing that while she cannot
take the allegations lightly, the film also
addresses and raises important questions
about this very matter.

It’s also the latest high-profile complica-
tion for a film that just a month ago was pre-
sumed to be one of the year’s most vital - a
powerful awards contender and a possible
antidote for the #OscarsSoWhite Hollywood
diversity crisis. Yet the film, which fetched a
record acquisition price at the Sundance Film
Festival in January, is now in the shadow of
persistent controversy just weeks away from
its Oct. 7 release. In the film, about Nat
Turner’s 1831 slave rebellion, Union’s charac-
ter is raped, though it ’s not depicted on
screen. It’s why the actress took the part, she
writes. She wanted to give voice to women of
history, especially black women, who have for
so long been silenced on the matter. “I knew I
could walk out of our movie and speak to the
audience about what it feels like to be a sur-
vivor,” Union wrote.

Sexual assault
Union, who was raped at gunpoint in the

backroom of a Payless shoe store 24 years
ago, says she’s been “in a state of stomach-
churning confusion” since learning of Parker’s
1999 rape case. The rape allegation came
while Parker was a student and wrestler at
Penn State University. Parker was acquitted,
though his college roommate Jean Celestin
(who co-wrote “The Birth of a Nation) was ini-
tially found guilty of sexual assault. That con-
viction was later overturned when the accus-
er declined to testify for a trial. The case gar-
nered a lot of attention at Penn State. Parker
and Celestin allegedly harassed the accuser
on campus. The incident spawned a civil law-
suit by the woman against the college, with a
settlement of $17,500.

The recently renewed focus on the case
also brought to light the fact the accuser
committed suicide in 2012, which Parker, now
married with five daughters, learned about
from media reports. He wrote on his

Facebook page that he was “filled with pro-
found sorrow” and regretted that he didn’t
“show enough empathy.” Parker also recently
spoke to Ebony magazine about how he’s tak-
ing steps to grow and educate himself. It
remains unclear how all this might affect the
release of the film, its public perception or
even its awards chances. Distributor Fox
Searchlight is proceeding with the October
release and will still take the film, and Parker,
to the Toronto International Film Festival this
month. But things look very different from
just a month ago when Parker was happily
accepting a Sundance Vanguard Award and
taking meetings in the White House.

Implicit endorsement
Union’s op-ed “is certainly bad news for

Searchlight, in that it keeps the focus firmly
on this issue going into Toronto,” said David
Poland, the editor in chief of
MovieCityNews.com and a longtime industry
observer. “I can’t say that the film won’t do
business. It might. But half of what it might
have. And its awards prospects are on their
death bed.” Yet Poland says one positive is
that Union hasn’t quit on the film or its pro-
motion. “That’s an implicit endorsement of
Nate and the film, though with clear reserva-
tions,” he said. “That the rest of the cast will
stick with the film at TIFF is also critical for
Searchlight, which is holding on by its finger-
tips on this.”

Union, for her part, says that she has read
the 700 pages of court transcript from the
case and doesn’t know for sure what hap-
pened that night. Instead of speculating on
guilt or innocence, Union is using the plat-
form to advocate for education and conversa-
tion on the topic of rape, consent and aggres-
sion, something she is also trying to do at
home with her young son. “I believe that the
film is an opportunity to inform and educate
so that these situations cease to occur,” Union
wrote. “Sexual violence happens more often
than anyone can imagine. And if the stories
around this film do not prove and emphasize
this, then I don’t know what does. It is my
hope that we can use this as an opportunity
to look within.” Representatives for Fox
Searchlight and Parker did not immediately
respond to requests for comment. — AP

‘Birth of a Nation’ star, rape 

survivor faces complex issues

In this file photo, Gabrielle Union, from left, Nate Parker and Aja Naomi King present the
award for Dr Bobby Jones best gospel/inspirational award at the BET Awards at the
Microsoft Theater in Los Angeles. — AP

AKim Ki-duk film playing in Venice is hardly an
unprecedented event, but by now one ques-
tion is prompted by the appearance of any new

title from the famously prolific and divisive director:
which Kim Ki-duk will show up this time? Will it be the
melancholic, pictorialist humanist of 2003’s “Spring,
Summer, Fall, Winter... and Spring”? The blackly comic,
mischief-making mutilator of 2013’s “Moebius”? The
taciturn, ambiguous symbolist of 2005’s “The Bow”?
The PETA-unfriendly purveyor of 2000’s notorious “The
Isle” with its live frog-skinning? Or, given that his great-
est Venice success to date (the Golden Lion, the festi-
val’s highest honor) came with 2012’s controversial
endurance test “Pieta,” will that be the filmmaker who
returns: the abrasive, confrontational chronicler of vio-
lence, cruelty, revenge, and redemption amid deeply
perverse familial relationships? 

The answer, you may not be surprised to learn, is
none of the above. The Kim Ki-duk of “The Net” gives
us an indifferently crafted, surprisingly talky spy thriller
that earns considerable interest from the specificity of
its setting, but gradually squanders it over a too-long
runtime in which the same quandaries are mined so
thoroughly that it eventually numbs you to their
human cost.  Initially, however, there is the setup of
the film’s instantly compelling premise. Nam (Ryoo
Seung-bum) is a North Korean fisherman, who lives in
squalor but apparent contentment in a shack by the
water right at his famously repressive nation’s famous-
ly contentious border with South Korea. 

Geopolitical lines
One morning he goes out, in the tiny boat that

represents his whole fortune (as he tells the border
guard on duty), to pull the net in. But it gets caught up
in the boat’s engine, and the day’s strong tide, which
respects no imaginary geopolitical lines, pulls him
inexorably into South Korean waters. Seeing him stray
off course, the guards are immediately suspicious that
he might be defecting, but are too far away to be sure
that it’s not the accident it appears to be, and refrain at
the last moment from shooting him. Nam drifts
onward into a bank of rushes where he’s picked up by
South Korean border guards, who immediately sus-
pect him of being a spy. 

He is taken to Seoul for questioning-a journey
through which he insists on keeping his eyes closed,
so he will have nothing to report to his own authori-

ties when he gets back and faces their questions. His
predicament is clear, but it is considerably worsened
by the interrogator assigned to him (Kim Young-min)
being a paranoid bully with an historical hatred of
North Koreans that is more personal than ideological,
and an uncanny knack for seeing spies where there
are none, or indeed creating them out of previously
innocent men. In contrast, Nam is also assigned a
much kinder, younger agent, Oh Jin-woo (Lee Wong-
gun), as a guard. 

Fairly convinced
Oh and Nam bond, with the younger man believ-

ing in Nam’s innocence and coming into conflict with
his superiors for concluding that he should be sent
back home to his wife and daughter rather than
forced to defect. His bosses, even though they seem
fairly convinced that Nam is no spy, believe it’s their
moral duty to “liberate” as many people from “the dic-
tatorship” as possible, whether those people wish to
be so liberated or not.  It’s an interesting political point
that Kim is making: dogmatic belief, even in democra-
cy and the freedom represented by capitalism, is as
much a form of brainwashing as subservience to an
all-powerful, despotic Leader. The problem is, it’s the
same point he keeps on making, and in a flat, not par-
ticularly inspired visual style to boot (Kim acts as his
own cinematographer here, too). And so the film nev-
er truly capitalizes on the idea that each side in this

ongoing and intractable conflict is as bad as the other,
and the representatives of each are as corrupt and cru-
el as their counterparts across the border. And at the
center of it all, despite some strong, charismatic work
from Ryoo, Nam remains a frustratingly thin personali-
ty. Essentially the personification of the wronged, sim-
ple man longing for his family but trapped, as he says,
like a fish in a net, Nam becomes a Job-like figure
defined more by his travails and afflictions than by any
real sense of an interior life.

Desire for balance
Even when the film takes an unexpected turn

when Nam encounters a fellow North Korean who
actually is a spy, Nam’s innocence, to the point of
credulity-defying naivete, is maintained. And this is all
before he finally does fall back into the hands of the
North Korean authorities, which you know has to hap-
pen so that Kim can prove the ambivalence of his
equivocal thesis. This straight-down-the-line trajecto-
ry, this deterministic desire for balance, is sincerely
meant, but it’s also mystifyingly undynamic, especially
for a filmmaker so well-versed in the fine art of provo-
cation. For a time, in fact, those versed in the twistiness
and twistedness of Korean genre cinema in general,
and Kim’s splashy, diverse oeuvre in particular, might
suspect a very complex double-bluff in which Nam’s
innocence is being so clearly signposted just to throw
us off the scent of a major gotcha down the line.

But the film’s largely unkinked storyline yields no
such surprises, favoring instead a simplistic read on a
complex situation that ultimately does little more
than restate the problem to the point of white noise.
And that then makes “The Net’s” late-breaking bid for
tragic irony feel even more unearned: the only irony
here is that Kim Ki-duk seems so doggedly insistent
on creating political parallels and sharing ideological
blame equally that, like the regimes he critiques, he
loses any sense of the human beings caught in the
crossfire. — Reuters

‘The Net’
Venice Film Review 

Director Kim Ki-duk poses during
a photocall of the movie ‘’Geumul’
(The Net) presented out of compe-
tition at the 73rd Venice Film
Festival at Venice Lido. — AP

Is Italian cinema in a rut? On paper, Italy’s presence
at Venice this year begs that question. Though
there is plenty of cinema Italiano screening on the

Lido, it’s mostly low-budget fare by relatively obscure
directors, most of whom not known internationally,
and none outside the festival circuit. Take, for example,
“Spira Mirabilis” (pictured) the first of the three Italian
competition entries, which screened on Sunday.
“Spira” is a documentary made on a Euros 120,000
($133,000) budget by husband-and-wife team
Massimo D’Anolfi and Martina Parenti. Venice artistic
director Alberto Barbera calls “Spira,” which was shot in
Japan, Monument Valley in the US, and Milan, a vision-
ary work “destined for the international market.” But
Barbera and his team in past months have not been
impressed by the massive pile of 126 Italian movies
submitted for inclusion in Venice’s 2016 edition.

“The average quality was even lower than last year,”
Barbera noted in July after his lineup was announced.
“This year the big name Italian auteurs had either just
made a film, or still had to make it, or didn’t finish it in
time,” the Venice chief added. And “the quality of the
other [directors] is just so disappointing!,” he lamented.
Besides “Spira,” the other two Italian pics soon to
screen in the Venice 73 competition are teen pregnan-
cy comedy “Piuma,” by 42-year-old Italo-Brit writer and
director Roan Johnson, which was  made on a 600,000
Euro ($670,000) budget, and veteran auteur Giuseppe

Piccioni’s “Questi giorni” (“These Days”) a depiction of
contemporary student life in the Italian provinces.
Piccioni, who is 63, was previously in the Venice com-
petition in 2001 with Rome-set ensemble drama
“Light of My Eyes.”

Financing for films
A talking point on the Lido this year is why Italy

doesn’t seem to have any outstanding young directors
like, say, US helmer Damien Chazelle, who is 31, and
whose “La La Land” opened the fest with a bang. “The
business environment in Italy somehow has not been

the best over the past five to seven years for the emer-
gence of new talent, because a lot of the financing for
films has gone to comedies, most of which are exclu-
sively local,” said Marco Chimenz, a partner in promi-
nent indie shingle Cattleya. Chimenz notes that Paolo
Sorrentino-whose TV series “The Young Pope,” starring
Jude Law, is the real Italian standout at Venice-”made
several films before becoming really well known inter-
nationally and winning an Oscar for “The Great
Beauty.” And those films, produced by indie Indigo
Films, had substantial backing from Italian heavy-
weight Medusa.—Reuters

Is Italian cinema in a rut? Alberto Barbera, others weigh in

(From second left) Paola Malanga, scientist Shin Kubota, actress Marina Vlady, director and produc-
er Martina Parenti, director and producer Massimo D’Anolfi, Sabina Scharer and Felix Rohner
attend the photocall of the movie ‘Spira Mirabilis’ presented in competition at the 73rd Venice Film
Festival on September 4, 2016 at Venice Lido. — AFP


