
Wednesday, March 27, 2019

Fe a t u r e s

Established 1961 22
L i f e s t y l e

He has never liked the Big Top, mainly due to the
caged animals and freaky clowns, but for leg-
endary director Tim Burton there is no denying the

romance of running away to join the circus. And even
more so if the adventure involves a flying elephant, says
the 61-year-old Californian, who is hitting red carpets
with his 26th feature, a remake of the 1941 Disney classic
“Dumbo.”

“The thing I liked about ‘Dumbo’ was just the idea —
the image of a flying elephant and a misfit — and all that
sort of stuff is very appealing to me,” he told AFP.

The visionary behind a slew of hits spanning four
decades, from Gothic animation to screwball comedy,
Burton recalls being something of a misfit himself — the
other kids at school called him “weirdo.” But like
“Dumbo,” Burton’s Achilles heel was his superpower. The
outsider persona gave him space to grow into one of
Hollywood’s most sought-after creatives when he might
just have been part of the crowd. 

The theme of alienation or disability as a source of
strength runs through much of his oeuvre, and his most
recognizable characters, from Beetlejuice and Batman at
the start of his career through Edward Scissorhands, Ed

Wood and Sweeny Todd, have been outsiders. “You can
have a misfit perceived as something and they use that as
a positive thing,” says Burton, pointing to Dumbo’s big,
floppy ears — a source of shame that becomes an
advantage.

The live action update follows the 1941 animated
Disney fable in some aspects — as in the original,
Burton’s pachyderm protagonist is mute — but the
human characters get a bigger role. And while Jon
Favreau’s 2017 “Beauty and the Beast” hewed close to
the 1991 animated version — notwithstanding some
extraneous backstory — “Dumbo” is a very different
creature from its wartime progenitor. “I felt liberated that
I didn’t have to follow too much, because it’s not really a
story, it’s a very simple fable,” Burton told AFP. Among
the new stuff, the movie manages to retain some of the
elements which gave the original its charm, such as the
heartbreaking scene in which Dumbo visits his caged
mother.

From ‘Batman’ to ‘Dumbo’ 
In this telling of “Dumbo,” which hits US theaters on

March 29, the elephant calf is born in the circus of ring-
master Max Medici (Danny DeVito) and placed in the
custody of Holt Farrier (Colin Farrell), a World War I vet-
eran and widower who has lost an arm in battle.

Farrier does not get along with his kids, who discover
what Dumbo can do when he holds a feather in his trunk.
Filmed at Pinewood Studios, the iconic home of “James
Bond” and “Star Wars” near London, the production’s
main hurdle was that its protagonist — a CGI animal
added in post-production — was never on set.

Burton, a cult filmmaker of Gothic sensibilities whose
mainstream plaudits have included a Golden Globe and
two Oscar nominations, says he didn’t see the final cut
until just weeks ago. “We had a stuffed animal. We had a
guy, Ed, who learned lots of elephant moves so he was
very valuable because he made it more interactive,” said
Burton. The filmmaker was never a fan of the circus as a
child but says he enjoys the fantasy of an itinerant life as
a traveling show runaway.

“I like the idea, that phrase you used to hear: ‘I’m
going to run away and join the circus.’ Right? Not literal-

ly, but the idea — like you’re going to go join a bunch of
other misfits from around the world ... I always liked that
concept,” he muses. “Dumbo” reunites Burton with
Michael Keaton — his Beetlejuice and The Caped
Crusader from the director’s two “Batman” films — who
plays the ruthless circus owner Vandevere. DeVito — the
evil Penguin in the sequel “Batman Returns” — is the
good guy here, a struggling ringmaster whose Big Top is
acquired by Vandevere.

‘Ups and Downs’ 
With his latest project, Burton comes full circle, book-

ending a career that started with a job at Disney as an
animator on “The Fox and the Hound” (1981). But the
relationship did not last long: the Mouse House sacked its
apprentice for wasting time and money on the short film
“Frankenweenie,” which was considered too dark for
children.

“I didn’t have the patience to be an animator,” says
Burton. Disney, he says, has hired and fired him more

times than he can count over the years. “So it’s like a fam-
ily history in a weird way,” he said. “It has its ups and
downs, like any family.” Burton says it is Disney’s mix of
monsters and magic — its refusal to shy away from diffi-
cult and sometimes taboo themes like death and divorce
— that makes it special. 

The studio, he says, doesn’t patronize its young
audiences, in an age when children are often assumed
to be too fragile to be confronted with life’s harsher
realities. He recalls seeing a screening of 1940’s
“Pinocchio” — a family movie that doesn’t pull its
punches — and being surprised by the tears and
shocked reaction of the modern audience to the pup-
pet’s death. “The world changed. The world has gotten
worse, but people are getting more protective. I don’t
quite understand myself,” he said. — AFP 

Filmmaking icon Tim Burton soars to new heights with ‘Dumbo’

In this file photo taken on March 11, 2019 US director Tim
Burton arrives for the world premiere of Disney’s “Dumbo”
at El Capitan theatre in Hollywood. — AFP photos

New Costner 
movie features 
men who chased 
Bonnie & Clyde

Anew film starring Kevin Costner and Woody
Harrelson takes a fresh angle on the bloody tale
of outlaw duo Bonnie and Clyde, focusing

instead on the two detectives who ended the lovers’
criminal rampage across the United States. In “The
Highwaymen”, directed by John Lee Hancock, Costner
plays former Texas Ranger Frank Hamer, one of a posse
of officers who shot the pair dead in a dawn ambush in
Louisiana in 1934. Harrelson plays his partner Maney
Gault.

“We’ve chosen this one story about Bonnie and
Clyde, and rather than tell their story, we’ve told the
story of the men who hunted them down and risked
their lives to bring a murder spree in America to an
end,” Costner told Reuters. The 1967 move “Bonnie &
Clyde” starred Warren Beatty and Faye Dunaway as the
gangster pair believed to have murdered 13 people,
robbed banks, and staged kidnaps and car thefts. But
the new flick takes a very different path, Costner said in
Madrid during a promotional tour.

“They were made heroic in the 1967 movie and that’s
too bad. But that’s how it was made. The men that
chased (them) were just average men doing their job,”
the veteran US actor said. “The Highwaymen” will pre-
miere on streaming service Netflix on March 29. Asked
whether movies that go straight to streaming services
have the same cache as those released in cinemas,
Costner noted that film and television producers were
increasingly experimenting with releasing their work
online. With their high-quality long-form programs,
Netflix and others are raising the bar for traditional TV
production, he said. “Television didn’t (have) a very big
hold over me until you started having extended stories,”
he added. — Reuters 

Film cameras start 
to roll again in 
Damascus studios

On a long-disused film set outside Damascus
featuring mud houses, palm trees, alleyways
and camels, actors in flowing robes are mak-

ing a television series that the producers say is part of
a gradual revival of their industry. Like most other sec-
tors of the economy in Syria, the film and television
business has been hit hard by a war that has killed half
a million people, forced millions from their homes and

laid waste to swathes of the country since 2011.
Any films or TV series made by Syrian production

houses during the war were rarely bought by the cus-
tomers in the Gulf and elsewhere that once made up
an important part of their market. Actors and directors
moved abroad. Studios lay silent. However, fighting
around Damascus ended last year after a series of
massive government offensives, reflecting a wider
increase in state control around the country, and
Syrian studios are starting to work again.

Ziad Al-Rayes, head of the television producers’
association in Syria, said it was again possible to film
comfortably and effectively. “Here you can find four
seasons. Here you have mountains, desert, valleys and
snow,” he said. It is cheaper to film in Syria than else-
where, he added. The television series being produced
outside Damascus is about a Sufi cleric called Muhiy
Al-Din bin Arabi, and is set in historic Mecca, the holi-
est city of Islam located in modern-day Saudi Arabia.

It is being made to air in the United Arab Emirates,
the producers said. Television series are also being
made for broadcast in Lebanon and in Syria’s two
closest allies Russia and Iran, the producers’ associa-
tion said. The film set was part of a large studio lot that
was unused for most of the war and shows signs of
disrepair. A nearby set in the same studio is made up
like an ancient Roman city. During the war many
famous Syrian actors left the country to work in other
Arab states. One well-known actor, 41-year-old Qays
al-Sheikh Najib, is now filming for the first time in
Syria for eight years, playing a photographer in a new
series called A Safe Distance, which looks at how the
Syrian war affected people. “Syrian actors always
tried to keep up their good level and they could main-
tain their level in the Arab world,” he said. — Reuters 

Renown for dating some of the world’s most beauti-
ful women, British 1960s film icon Terence Stamp
said he was as surprised as anyone to become a

gay icon after playing a transsexual woman in the film
“The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert”. In
the Australian LGBT+ movie, which this year celebrates
its 25th anniversary, Stamp played Bernadette, winning
plaudits for the sensitivity he brought to the role.

The Oscar-nominated actor, who held the title of the
world’s best-looking man in the 1960s, said that to be
approached by “gay guys on the street ... saying how
much they liked ‘Priscilla’ brings a light into my life”. “I
can’t think of anything that’s more attractive than light,”
Stamp told the Thomson Reuters Foundation before a
screening of the movie at the BFI Flare: London
LGBTQ+ Film Festival. Directed by Sydney-born
Stephan Elliott, “Priscilla” traces the adventures of two
drag queens and a transsexual woman as they cross the
Australian outback performing for enthusiastic crowds
while also facing homophobic locals.

The 1994 film was a global smash, garnering Golden
Globe and BAFTA best actor nominations for Stamp
and winning an Oscar for best costume design. Stamp
said he was initially wary of signing up for the film, not
because of its content, but due to a bruising encounter
with Australian paparazzi when he previously visited
the country with his then-girlfriend, model Jean
Shrimpton. But once filming had started, he was
hooked.

“I just didn’t believe I was up there in fishnets and
high heels actually doing it,” said 80-year-old Stamp,
now with a shock of white hair, at the British Film
Institute in London. Playing a transsexual woman set
his role apart from the two other leading parts played
by Hugo Weaving and Guy Pearce, said the actor who
has worked with directors ranging from Federico Fellini
to Steven Soderbergh.

“I was essentially different from Hugo and Guy; they
were playing dressing up queens and I wasn’t. (My
role) was more about what I felt emotionally,” Stamp
said. “I had to think about what it would be like to be
born into the wrong body and born into a body that
wasn’t the same as one’s emotions.” His androgynous
nature helped, he added. “It’s one of my strengths as
performer. I’ve got a kind of more developed feminine
side so it was a chance to knowingly explore that,”
Stamp said.

Nominated for a best supporting actor Oscar for the
1962 Peter Ustinov-directed “Billy Budd”, Stamp has
not steered away from touching upon issues of sexuali-
ty over the course of his almost 60-year film career. 

In 1968, he played a character in Italian director Pier
Paolo Pasolini’s “Theorem” who seduces every member

of an upper-middle-class Milanese family, including the
maid. Divorced from Australian Elizabeth O’Rourke in
2008, Stamp is currently working on a project with ris-
ing Hollywood star, Briton Edgar Wright, director of
2017 action film “Baby Driver”. Looking back over a
career that encompasses disparate films from
Hollywood mega-hit “Superman” to the Soderbergh-
directed “The Limey”, Stamp said he remained most
proud of “Billy Budd”. “(Partly because) it was the first,
but also to be cast by somebody like Ustinov was
something that gave me a great deal of self-confidence
in my film career,” Stamp said. “During the shooting, I
just thought, ‘Wow! This is it’.” —  Reuters 

John Lennon and 
Yoko Ono’s ‘Bed-In’ 
remembered at 50
In March 1969, newlyweds John Lennon and

Yoko Ono skipped a honeymoon and instead
staged a “bed-in” in Amsterdam to promote

world peace during the Vietnam War. Dressed
in white, the artistic duo received visitors and
held press conferences from bed in the presi-
dential suite atop Amsterdam’s Hilton Hotel from
March 23-29.

A photo exhibition and other events remem-
bering Ono and Lennon, the Beatles songwriter
who was shot and killed in New York in 1980,
are being held this week in the Dutch capital to
commemorate the events 50 years ago. Amid
flowers and self-made signs reading “Hair
Peace” and “Bed Peace”, the couple put forward
a simple strategy for achieving world harmony:
reject violence of all forms.

“If you believe violence will solve the prob-
lem, that’s up to you. I don’t,” John told one
reporter. “Nobody’s ever tried the peace thing.”
The incident was memorialized in “The Ballad of
John and Yoko”, released shortly before the
Beatles broke up: Drove from Paris to the
Amsterdam Hilton / Talking in our beds for a
week / The news people said, “Say what you
doing in bed?” / I said, “We’re only trying to
get us some peace.”

In 2012, Ono released for free “Bed Peace”,
a documentary about the Amsterdam bed-in
and a second bed-in the couple held several
months later in Montreal, Canada. At one point,
Ono dismisses a book of poems and mani-
festos handed to her by a self-styled “revolu-
tionary”. “I’m sorry, no matter how beautiful
your poem is, if you can’t share with people,
it’s crap,” she said.

To honor their memory, a white “Peace Tulip”
will be planted outside the hotel on Thursday.
Other commemoration events in Amsterdam
include a film evening, concert and tour of the
famous room #902. Fifty years later, world
peace has not yet arrived. Skeptics at the time
pointed out that not everybody can afford to
stay in bed all day or be as famous as John and
Yoko. “Stop asking if it’s going to work, do
something yourself,” an annoyed Lennon told
one reporter in the documentary. “Grow your
hair, wear a sign.” — Reuters 
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