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Fe a t u r e s

“Star Wars” may well be set long
ago in a galaxy far, far away but it
has become a battleground for a

very modern debate over race, gender and
sexuality that has sucked in fans and stars
alike. The new trilogy launched by Disney
in 2015 has seen women and characters of
color like Rey (Daisy Ridley) and Finn (John
Boyega) take center stage - angering a
vocal , toxic minority. Asian-American
actress Kelly Marie Tran, who became the
franchise’s first leading actress of color in
2017’s “The Last Jedi”, was hounded off
social media by racist and sexist abuse.

The saga-concluding “The Rise of
Skywalker”, out on Friday, sees black
British actress Naomi Ackie joining as
bow-wielding warrior Jannah. “Being part
of a team of people that looks a little dif-
ferent, that are from different places - in
whatever form that is, gender, race or
whatever - that itself is a legacy to be
proud of,” said Ridley. Her words summed
up the theme of tolerance, and rejection of
online abuse, that dominated a recent,
celeb-packed “Star Wars” news confer-
ence near Los Angeles.

But the filmmakers have also been fend-
ing off a backlash from the opposite flank,
as LGBTQ fans grow increasingly vocal
about the series’ lack of representation of
gay or trans characters. “‘Star Wars’ is the
epicenter. It was the franchise for millions of
people,” said pop culture writer Kayleigh
Donaldson. “I don’t think that we should

accept the absolute bare minimum of repre-
sentation from Disney,” she told AFP.

‘Full diversity or nothing’
Actor Billy Dee Williams, returning as

Lando Calrissian, briefly set the Internet
alight by revealing he uses male and female
pronouns when referring to himself  -
although he doesn’t identify as non-binary.
“So many of the positive reactions were
coming from younger ‘Star Wars’ fans,” said
Donaldson.  “We have a whole generation
of potential consumers, to use that horrible
term, whose basic level of expectation is
full diversity or nothing.”

Noting the chemistry between renegade
Stormtrooper Finn (Boyega) and roguish

pilot Poe (Oscar Isaac), many fans have
been clamoring for a “Star Wars” first: A
gay relationship. Isaac appeared reluctantly
to shoot down hopes for a storyline dubbed
“Finnpoe” in an interview this month.
“Personally, I kind of hoped and wished
that maybe that would’ve been taken fur-
ther in the other films, but I don’t have con-
trol,” he told trade publication Variety.

“It seemed like a natural progression,
but sadly enough it’s a time when people
are too afraid, I think, of... I don’t know
what.” While such a character arc may
have been too much for the traditionally
conservative Disney, director JJ Abrams
has hinted at some LGBTQ representation
in the film. 

‘Table scraps’ 
But progressive fans are reluctant to get

too excited. James Whitbrook, writing for
Gizmodo, bemoaned the offering of “table
scraps” of queer representation, pointing to
a fleeting cameo in Disney’s “Avengers:
Endgame” for the Marvel superhero films’
first gay character. Others have taken to
social media to call Disney “cowards”, or
accuse the firm of pandering to censors in
more conservative markets such as China.

Abrams said diversity and representing
the “underdog” was just as important as the
franchise’s trademark spectacular space bat-
tles. “There’s a movie that you know you’re
presenting to the world. And then there’s the
things you’re doing, not necessarily secretly,

but meaningfully,” he told journalists. That
meant “bringing people together and seeing
all oddballs represented,” he said.

Actress Ming-Na Wen, who moved to the
US from Hong Kong as a young girl and
appeared in “Star Wars” spin-off series “The
Mandalorian”, said the 1977 original “fed so
much into my core being”. “It lifted my spirits
in a way that no other film ever did when I
was a teenager,” Wen, 56, told AFP at the
world premiere of “The Rise of Skywalker” in
Los Angeles on Monday. “And I think every-
body has that kind of experience with it. You
know, it’s magical.” — AFP 

The last survivors of “Star Wars,” cre-
ated by George Lucas 42 years ago,
reunite on the big screen for a final

time Friday in the nostalgic conclusion to
the epic “Skywalker saga” - led by a
screen legend who has departed this
galaxy. “Star Wars: The Rise of Skywalker”
serves as a swansong to the genre-defin-
ing, nine-film series for stalwarts such as
Mark Hamill (Luke Skywalker), Anthony
Daniels (C-3PO), Billy Dee Williams
(Lando Calrissian) and, in particular, the
late Carrie Fisher (Princess Leia).

Thanks to some innovative repurposing
of footage shot during the previous Star
Wars installments, Fisher improbably
remains at the center of a movie released
three years after her death. “The idea of
continuing the story without Leia wasn’t a
possibility, and there was no way we were

going to do a digital Leia,” said director JJ
Abrams at a news conference near Los
Angeles. “And there was no way, of course,
we would ever recast it.”

But of the original cast, Leia’s return for
the new films was perhaps the most central
to the plot. Her idealistic, scrappy young
princess from the first films has become a
wise mentor to the new generation of
Resistance heroes such as Rey (Daisy
Ridley) - and the mother of the villainous
Kylo Ren (Adam Driver). Living cast mem-
bers - including her real-life daughter Billie
Lourd - shot scenes and dialogue that
could be meshed with those featuring
Fisher from the cutting-room floor.

“Ending these nine films, Carrie was
such a big part of all that,” said Kelly Marie
Tran, 30, who plays plucky Resistance
mechanic Rose Tico. “So for me personally
there was a lot of wanting to honor this
thing and do right by this thing - and I
think that she’s pretty effing incredible in
this movie!”

‘Custodian’ 
Fisher was not the only “Star Wars”

alumnus to die before “Rise of Skywalker.”
Peter Mayhew, the original Chewbacca,
was killed by a heart attack in April. But
due to his deteriorating health, Mayhew
had already passed the reins since 2015’s
“The Force Awakens”, to Joonas Suotamo,
a 6 foot 11 inch Finn. “When Peter passed
this last year I was heartbroken. But I like
to think that in this film, I attempted to do
him justice,” said Suotamo, who credits
Mayhew for giving “Chewie” his distinc-
tive, not-quite-human gait which is instant-
ly recognizable around the world. “Even if
they haven’t seen ‘Star Wars,’ they might
know who Chewbacca is, and that’s what
I’m a custodian of,” added Suotamo.

For Williams, coming back as the rakish
Lando felt almost like stepping into a new
role, so unexpected was the big-screen
return after 36 years since “Return of the
Jedi”. “I didn’t think that it would happen. I
just wrote it off,” he said. “But when I got

the call from JJ and when we met, I just sat
down and I just chuckled. I thought it was
just a wonderful gift.”

Likewise Daniels, who has appeared as
flustered droid C3PO in every “Star Wars”
movie, said the loss of his colleagues and
end of the films has given him pause to
reflect on the scale of what they accom-
plished. “It’s like having your nose up
against the planet, you can’t see how big
that planet is,” he said. “Finally I get to see
it almost from the other perspective... I’m
glad to have survived for this long!”

‘Still emotional’ 
New “Star Wars” trilogies with fresh

characters are planned, while the franchise
has been given a shot in the arm by the
success of Disney TV+ series “The
Mandalorian” - and its new breakout star
Baby Yoda. But this finale to the storyline
begun in 1977’s original depends on nos-

talgia and, daunting though it is, stepping
back into Chewbacca’s furry suit or a
decades-old role is an easier task than
shaping a movie around such an iconic and
unique character as Leia.

Abrams admits any solution to Fisher’s
death would have been imperfect, but
insists he is happy with the outcome - and
thinks somebody else would be too. “If we
had Carrie around, would we have done
some different things here and there? Of
course we would have. But we had an
opportunity to have Carrie in the movie,” he
said. “We were able to do something that
Carrie herself, I’d like to think, would be
happy with. “She is great in the movie, of
course. And it’s still emotional, and moving,
to think of her and how sad we all are that
she’s not sitting here with us today.”—AFP

The “Star Wars” trilogy of trilogies draws to a
close this week with the release of “The Rise
of Skywalker”. The final film in the Skywalker

saga draws a line under nine movies packed with a
diverse cast of characters - some more memorable
than others. Here is a brief refresher on the space
epic’s main heroes and villains:

Original trilogy cast 
Luke Skywalker: Orphaned farm boy who

became the greatest Jedi in the galaxy. Shunned the
force and became a hermit after his efforts to train
new Jedis ended in disaster. Gave his life to help the
Resistance escape at the end of 2017’s “The Last
Jedi.”

Leia Organa: Once a princess and Rebel
Alliance leader, she is the sister of Luke Skywalker
and mother of the villainous Kylo Ren. Now a gener-
al and head of the Resistance.

Han Solo: A smuggler who joined the Rebel
Alliance with his trusty spaceship, the Millennium
Falcon. Returned in 2015’s “The Force Awakens,”
now estranged from Leia, only to be murdered by
their son.

Chewbacca: A gentle but powerful furry
Wookiee who was Han Solo’s co-pilot and partner-
in-crime. 

Darth Vader: Masked villain and one of the most
recognizable figures in cinema history. Originally
known as Anakin Skywalker, he was father to Luke
and Leia. Died saving his son from the Emperor in
“Return of the Jedi” (1983). 

Lando Calrissian: A playboy gambler who ini-
tially betrayed his friend Han Solo before coming to
the aid of the Rebel Alliance, eventually becoming a
general.

C-3PO: Constantly flustered droid programmed
for etiquette and protocol, fluent in six million lan-
guages, and earnest foil to his mischievous mechani-
cal pal R2-D2.

R2-D2: Resourceful and eccentric droid known
for his whistles and beeps. 

Emperor Palpatine: Vader’s master, who ruled
the evil Empire before he was seemingly killed by
his trusted servant. But his voice appears in trailers
for “Rise of Skywalker”.

Sequel trilogy cast 
Rey: A scavenger who grew up on a spaceship

graveyard on the planet Jakku, but is powerful with
the Force. Speculation about her past has raged
since she first appeared in “The Force Awakens”
although she is coaxed into admitting in “The Last
Jedi” that, far from being of royal lineage, her par-
ents were insignificant “nobodies.”

Finn: A renegade stormtrooper who, shocked by
the First Order’s cruelty, defected to become a sol-
dier for the Resistance, where he befriended Rey.

Poe Dameron: Describes himself as “the best
freaking pilot in the galaxy.” Also joined the
Resistance, but frequently disobeys Leia’s orders
and led a failed mutiny before redeeming himself in
“The Last Jedi.”

Kylo Ren: Formerly known as Ben Solo, the son
of Leia and Han turned to the dark side after his Jedi
Master Luke, fearful of his power, momentarily
raised his light saber as if preparing to strike him.
Now a masked villain with a three-blade lightsaber
who resembles his grandfather Darth Vader. 

Supreme Leader Snoke: Sinister capofamiglia
of the First Order who was powerful with the dark
side of the Force, but struck down by his apprentice
in “The Last Jedi.”

BB-8: Small, spherical droid with a cheeky per-
sonality and skillset similar to R2-D2’s.

Rose Tico: a Resistance mechanic who initially
calls out Finn as a deserter (of sorts), but befriends
him and his allies in “The Last Jedi”. — AFP 
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JJ Abrams attends the Premiere of Disney’s “Star Wars: The Rise Of Skywalker” on Dec 16, 2019
in Hollywood, California. — AFP 

Finnish actor Joonas Suotamo arrives for the
world premiere of Disney’s “Star Wars: Rise of
Skywalker” at the TCL Chinese Theatre.

Mega-fan campaigns 
for Princess Leia 
star in Hollywood 

Dressed in white robes and sporting Princess Leia’s
distinctive spiral bun hairstyle, Kristin Grady walks
up and down Hollywood collecting signatures on

behalf of her idol. She believes the late actress Carrie
Fisher deserves her own star on the Walk of Fame - and
hopes this week’s new “Star Wars” film will boost her
campaign. The conclusion to nine films spanning four
decades, “The Rise of Skywalker” will be the last to fea-
ture Fisher, who appears posthumously in unused
footage from previous episodes.

Grady believes it may be Fisher’s last chance to take
her place alongside 2,600 stars bearing the names of
celebrities along Hollywood’s sidewalks - including those
of Mark Hamill (Luke Skywalker) and Harrison Ford (Han
Solo.) “It’s absurd,” said Grady. “The two male stars of
‘Star Wars’ have stars, yet the female star of ‘Star Wars’
does not have a star.” “So that turns into a feminist issue
for me and for 5,931 people,” she added, referring to the
number of signatures she has collected so far.

Millions of people visit the Walk of Fame every year to

spot their favorite actors’ and singers’ stars, and pose for
photographs. “It’s not just about getting Carrie the
recognition that she absolutely deserves,” says Grady.
“It’s about making systematic changes for women in
Hollywood, so brilliant women like Carrie Fisher are no
longer overlooked.”

Unfortunately the process is not so simple. Ana
Martinez, who organizes ceremonies for honorees on the
Walk of Fame, congratulated Grady’s “tenacity,” but clar-
ified that the collection of signatures is not going to help.
“They would have to nominate her with permission in
writing from the family, and submit the application after
the fifth anniversary of her passing,” Martinez told AFP.
Fisher died of a heart attack in 2016, so could only get a
star from 2021. “We don’t even know if she wanted one,”
added Martinez.

Representatives of Fisher’s daughter, actress Billie
Lourd, did not respond to AFP’s request for comment. A
star also requires a $50,000 payment toward the inau-
guration ceremony and maintenance, from the honoree,
their family or a movie studio. Still, Grady’s campaign is
not without support. After a petition to remove President
Donald Trump’s star was approved by the West
Hollywood City Council, Hamill tweeted in June: “I know
who should replace her.... #AStarForCarrie”.

Grady now carries a small banner with that hashtag,
and often encounters people who are shocked to learn
Fisher does not already have a star. “She was just such a
cool person, and she was such a good writer, and had
such a positive impact on our culture,” said Grady, who
barely scrapes a living on tourist tips but vows to keep
petitioning. “This isn’t just about ‘Star Wars.’” — AFP 

Star Wars fan Kristin Grady, wearing a Princess Leia costume,
started a petition for Carrie Fisher, who played Princess Leia, to
receive her posthumous Hollywood Walk of Fame Star outside
the world premiere of Disney’s “Star Wars: Rise of Skywalker” at
the TCL Chinese Theatre in Hollywood on Dec 16, 2019. — AFP 


