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Brazilian artist Rodrigo Camacho, 40, works on one of his art pieces made with bullets at his atelier, located at his home garage, in Rio de Janeiro,
Brazil. — AFP photos

Drag queens Scalene Onixxx and Athena Kills read to people gathered for Drag Queen Story Hour at Cellar Door Books in Riverside, California. — AFP photos

To see what China’s one-child poli-
cy has done to the most populous
country on Earth, you just have to

look around you, said acclaimed film-
maker Wang Xiaoshuai. “There is often
one child now to six grown-ups. You
have the four grandparents and two
parents for one child. It’s a bit unbal-
anced,” the director added with not a
little understatement. “So Long, My
Son”, which won its stars Yong Mei and
Wang Jingchun the best actor award at
the Berlin film festival earlier this year,
plunges audiences into the ocean of
pain and heartbreak the policy caused.

The tragic story of a couple whose
only son is drowned in an accident, is
an epic account of how families were
bent and buckled during the 36 years of
the world’s biggest demographic exper-
iment. “It made me realise to what
extent we as Chinese people lived
through something that was completely
out of the ordinary and unique in the
world,” Wang said just before the film
opened in France. 

“That is what pushed me to shoot
the film,” said the director, who made
his name in the West with “Beijing
Bicycle”, a prize-winner at Berlin back
in 2001. “Generally speaking people in
China don’t live for themselves, or put
themselves forward,” he said.

‘We don’t control our lives’   
“We are not in control of our own

lives” and everything can be changed
by the “smallest directive from on high”.
“People do things for the collective, for
the country. That is why every time
there is a new policy, even one which
has a huge impact on their lives, people
tend to bend to it.” When the one-child
policy was first adopted in 1979, “peo-
ple kind of understood” it was in the
country’s economic interests, Wang
said, with three-quarters of the popula-

tion said to support it. “Of course there
were people who fought against it but
after 30 years people had accepted it.”

Finally getting rid of it four years
ago was “a good thing”, Wang argued,
because “it allows people to be more
in charge of their own lives, to have
more freedom on what kind of family
they want to build.” But by the time it
was replaced by a two-child policy in
2016, the single child family “had
become anchored” in society, the new
norm reinforced by the rise of the mid-
dle classes. The “rush to make money”
has effectively sustained it.  “Even if
people can now have more children,
they opt not to have any more because
there is too much economic pressure,”
he said. Wang is one of the leading
film-makers of China’s “Sixth
Generation” that includes a wave of
talented directors like Zhang Yuan, Jia
Zhangke and Lou Ye.

Censorship worries
But like many he is worried about

where the industry is going, with a
ramping up of censorship since
President Xi Jinping came to power in
2012. One of the country’s most famous
directors, Zhang Yimou, the maker of
“Raise the Red Lantern”, was forced to
withdraw his latest film, “One Second”,
in February on the eve of the Berlin fes-
tival. Another Chinese movie, “Better
Days”, that had also been scheduled to
show in the German capital, failed to
get the go-ahead in time from Beijing.

“Summer of Changsha”-which to
Western eyes contained nothing to
scare the horses-was shown at the
Cannes film festival in May, but without
its makers. And on Wednesday the pre-
miere of the war epic “The Eight
Hundred”-billed as the Chinese
“Dunkirk” showing a heroic defeat to
the invading Japanese-was cancelled at
the last minute after being deemed
“inappropriate”. China recently intro-
duced regulations that require movies
to be given a “dragon seal” of approval
before films can be screened.

“The pulling recently of these films
raises questions,” Wang said. “Before
you had to get the go-ahead from the
censor concerning the content of the
film” to show it at festivals, “and then a
second one for it to be released”. “Now
the two have been put together. To have
permission withdrawn is extremely seri-
ous for a film,” he added.—AFP

“Idon’t know much about arms, I know art,”
says Rodrigo Camacho as he wields a
replica AK-47 assault rifle that he made

out of bullet casings in his Rio de Janeiro
garage. A fervent admirer of the police, military
and President Jair Bolsonaro, the heavily tat-
tooed Brazilian artist creates pictures and sculp-
tures out of ammunition casings discarded by
police during training or by sport shooters. “My
intention is to show that each one of these
pieces passed through the hands of a police
officer, a soldier, a sergeant, people who train to
defend us,” Camacho, 40, tells AFP. 

In his workshop-a brightly-lit garage next to
his two-story house, which he shares with his
wife and black Labrador called Prince-Camacho
stores thousands of used casings, fuses and pro-
jectiles in wooden boxes. With glue and the skill
of a former architecture student, Camacho
spends many hours transforming the bits of met-
al into effigies whose true form is only visible
from a distance. 

“Some people compare my work to trench
art (pieces sculpted by soldiers with remnants
of ammunition), but I just consider myself to be
a Brazilian artist who believes in his country,”
Camacho says in a gentle voice that belies his
tough image. It is a conviction literally etched on
his skin, with the musical score of the national
anthem tattooed around his left forearm.

His work features portraits of politicians of all
stripes-including far-right Bolsonaro and a left-
wing governor in the northeast-police and mili-
tary symbols, replicas of AK-47s and even a
chair made entirely from bullets that was
inspired by the popular “Game of Thrones” tele-
vision series and displayed at an international
arms fair in Rio earlier this year.  “I work with
controversial things and people,” Camacho
admits.

Tribute to real heroes   
Camacho began working with bullets and

casings 18 months ago after visiting the Rio
headquarters of BOPE, a special operations unit
of the military police which is often deployed in
the city’s crime-ridden neighborhoods. Before
then he had done carpentry and made rustic

decorations on request. “A deputy commander
friend in BOPE invited me to the headquarters
to make a bench out of pallets,” he says. “Seeing
the cartridges on the ground gave me the idea
of using them to make” the group’s logo.

The intimidating image-a skull pierced with a
dagger superimposed on two handguns-was
used to commemorate the 40th anniversary of
the elite unit. Camacho’s newfound fame only

increased when he gave Bolsonaro one of his
portraits of the president. Camacho pulls out his
cellphone to proudly show the video of the
moment he handed Bolsonaro the piece-the
president’s serious face in gold and black bullet
casings, framed by the outline of Brazil.

“The first time that I saw him, I looked him in
the eye and sensed his conviction. God willing,
he will change the country, not from one day to
the next but in three years,” Camacho says of
Bolsonaro, a former army captain who took
power in January on a promise to relax gun laws
and crack down on crime. Camacho is also an

unabashed admirer of Rio de Janeiro state
Governor Wilson Witzel, who has applauded the
deployment of snipers in the fight against drug
traffickers and even suggested he would like to
use missiles against criminals.

“Rio needs a strong arm,” says the artist, who
gifted a larger-than-life portrait to the contro-
versial governor. Following media coverage of
the Bolsonaro and Witzel portraits, Camacho

has been inundated with orders, mainly from
police and military units looking to decorate
their bases with pieces exalting their work. 

But as most of his work ends up being
unpaid-in many cases in exchange for the bullet
casings-Camacho is looking for sponsors, public
or private. His favorite piece, made for a seminar
on police deaths and injuries in Rio, shows the
silhouette of an officer on crutches saluting the
grave of a fallen colleague. “They are the real
heroes,” says Camacho.—AFP

Athena and Scalene, their long blonde hair flowing
down to their sequined leotards and rainbow
dresses, are reading to around 15 children at a

bookstore in Riverside, a quiet California town. The scene
would be unremarkable-except that they are both drag
queens. “We have a message, and the message is to
empower the youth to be good people and to accept
everybody for who they are, through storytelling,” says
Athena Kills, a 22-year-old student whose real name is
Jovani Morales.

The reading workshop is part of Drag Queen Story
Hour, an initiative launched in 2015 by a handful of
libraries and schools across the United States. Far from
the LGBTQ bastions of San Francisco or New York, which
this week is celebrating “World Pride” with great fanfare,
the small Cellar Door Books store joined the movement a
year ago. On this Saturday morning in Riverside, south-
east of Los Angeles, there is no politics or proselytizing,
no reference to gender or sexuality-just a tyrannosaurus,
a princess, a robot trying to understand love.

Athena and Scalene read a few classic children’s
books, throwing in some theatrical flair only to capture
and retain the attention of their young audience. “Just by
showing up and being here, that in itself is sending a mes-
sage, that you can be whoever you want to be,” says
Athena. However, the young man admits he has experi-
enced many difficulties along the way.

“Being a drag queen, and being gay in general, rejec-
tion is something I’ve lived with my whole life-sometimes
even from my own family,” Morales tells AFP. “So it’s
something I’ve always grown up with,” he adds, express-
ing regret that he never had a “role model” to look up to
at a young age.  

Clowns and ultra-conservatives
Athena started doing readings a year ago-this is his

fourth session. “The kids? They love it,” he says. “All these
things, a bunch of bright colors and stuff. What little kid
wouldn’t want to see that?” “We’re just like prettier
clowns!” he adds. The presence of drag queens at chil-
dren’s reading events does not make everyone laugh,

however. Drag Queen Story Hour is regularly targeted by
ultra-conservatives and extreme-right groups who try to
disrupt the sessions.

On television networks, such as the Fox News channel,
some commentators criticize the “unhealthy lifestyle” of
drag queens, raising the specter of AIDS and suggesting
they have ill intent. “Drag Queen Story Hour is really just

people reading books to kids ... there is no underlying
mission,” says Elisa Thomas, 26, a saleswoman at Cellar
Door Books who had the idea of organizing the readings.
Thomas, who is a lesbian, recruited her own drag queen
friends free of charge for the occasion.

The Riverside bookstore has not escaped internet hate
campaigns, and has had one Christian extremist storm
into a session.  Its owner has been subjected to anti-
Semitic insults and threats on social networks.

‘I love their outfits!’
But this unintended publicity has only attracted more

fans. One mother, Melissa, drove from an hour away with
her two daughters who “love drag queens, an inspiration
to them.” “I want to let them experience people showing
they can be what they want,” says Melissa. “We live in the
desert, you don’t have that around our place.” Her daugh-
ter Waverly, 10, agrees. “It’s just cool that they don’t let
people tell them what to do,” she says, adding: “I love
their outfits!”

Joshua, who is seven, was visiting the bookstore by
chance with his mother Rochelle at the time of the read-
ing, and both decided to stay out of curiosity. Intensely
focused during the session, the boy told AFP afterwards
he simply found it “funny.” “I really liked the story of the
T-Rex,” he says, not interested in talking about anything
else. “He loves stories,” his mother laughs. “It could have
been an astronaut or a policeman reading-I believe it
wouldn’t have been very different for him.”—AFP


