
A
s a blackout plunged her desert dwelling into
darkness, Suwa Devi, a dancer belonging to
India’s Kalbeliya gypsy community, asked her

neighbour to turn on his jeep’s headlights so she
could continue teaching her Zoom class, outside.
The coronavirus pandemic has forced many people
to go online, but the largely nomadic, marginalized
Kalbeliya face bigger challenges than most, with
several living in mud huts or tents with patchy elec-
tricity and non-existent wifi. “In the beginning, I had
no idea how to make this work,” dancer Aasha
Sapera told AFP, describing her early forays into
hosting classes on Zoom. “We had so many internet
problems. Lessons would often get cancelled

because the connection was terrible,” said Sapera,
whose students span the globe from Japan to
Brazil.

Virus restrictions wiped out the 26-year-old single
mother’s livelihood as a performer in tourism-depen-
dent Rajasthan state. Like others in the community,
she has received no financial aid from the govern-
ment. The struggle to survive is not new to the
Kalbeliya. Although they have not faced persecution
and slaughter on the scale of Europe’s Sinti and
Roma gypsies, they have long been condemned to
living on the fringes of Indian society.

British colonial rulers designated the group as a
“criminal tribe” in the 1800s and they continue to be
stigmatized as thieves and prostitutes in independ-
ent India. A 1972 ban on snake charming-their tradi-
tional economic pursuit-pushed them to eke out a
living as dancers, with many learning the art from
their mothers and grandmothers, as Sapera did.

Sway like a snake 
The dance, which is meant to mimic the swaying

movements of a serpent, with performers usually
dressed in black, was classified as “intangible cul-
tural heritage” by UNESCO in 2010 and has attract-
ed a steady stream of global artists and researchers
to Rajasthan. Such access to international collabo-
rators played a key role in their evolution as digital
entrepreneurs, said Sapera, who is one of 11
dancers on Kalbeliya World, an online platform
offering classes for a $10 fee that goes directly to
the performers.

“They were very enthusiastic. They were also
intimidated”, said Belgian anthropologist Ayla
Joncheere, one of the co-founders of Kalbeliya
World, describing the dancers’ initial response to
the idea. Joncheere and the group’s other co-
founders Aakansha Maheshwari and Christina
Gomes set up a “buddy system”, partnering each
dancer with an overseas counterpart who could
help navigate the administrative and technological
challenges.

Since its launch in mid-May, some 600 students
from 20 countries including Chile, Morocco, France
and Finland have logged on to learn dance from the
Kalbeliya. The lessons, and the income they bring
in, have been a lifesaver for the women, many of
whom are the sole breadwinners for their large

extended families. The group’s success has
prompted other Kalbeliya dancers to follow in their
footsteps, but with mixed results.

‘Too difficult’ 
When Binu Sapera-members of the tribe often

use the same last name meaning snake-charmer in
Hindi-first ventured into the world of online classes,
she hosted a few lessons on Instagram, inviting stu-
dents to pay what they wanted. None of the people
who signed up contributed. “It was so upsetting. I
had spent so much money getting my mobile data
recharged so I could host those lessons, and it was
all for nothing,” she told AFP. A British backpacker
friend then helped her set up classes on Zoom,
where she now teaches a small pool of students
and earns around 11,000 rupees ($150) a month,
barely half of what she used to make before the
pandemic.

The loss of her livelihood coupled with a 20,000-
rupee debt has left the 23-year-old mother-of-two,
who lives in a mud hut with no electricity, deeply
ambivalent about the Kalbeliya’s future as rapid
change comes to India. “I desperately want my chil-
dren to study and pursue other jobs, away from

dance,” she said. “I used to love our way of life but
now I feel that it’s all just too difficult. You can’t
depend on it for anything.”

Female breadwinners 
Yet other Kalbeliya performers like Aasha Sapera

believe dance may well be the key to empowering
women and ending widespread discrimination
against the community. Dance gave Sapera the
confidence to leave an unhappy marriage-divorce is
a rarity in the conservative community-because she
could easily out-earn her musician husband and
raise their six-year-old daughter on her own.

Such financial freedom is a watershed for women
in a community that high-profile dancer Gulabo
Sapera says used to bury baby girls alive, reflecting
India’s longstanding gender bias in favor of men.
Gulabo, who has spoken of how she was rescued
from such a fate, is one of a handful of dancers to
enjoy international success-helping to further ease
the stigma.  Online classes, and the global reach
they offer, could expand those possibilities, with
Kalbeliya World planning to continue hosting les-
sons long after pandemic restrictions are relaxed.

With so much uncertainty still in the air, her
devotion to dance has kept Aasha Sapera going.
“Dance has given me an identity.... I never want it
to fade away,” she said. “I want my daughter to
finish school. But I also want her to learn how to
dance.”—AFP 
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In this picture Kalbeliya gypsy dancer Aasha Sapera practices before hosting online dance classes amid the COVID-19
coronavirus pandemic in Jodhpur. — AFP photos

Kalbeliya gypsy dancer Aasha Sapera practices before
hosting online dance classes amid the COVID-19 coron-
avirus pandemic at Jodhpur.

Kalbeliya gypsy dancer Aasha Sapera does her make-up
before hosting online dance classes amid the COVID-19
coronavirus pandemic in Jodhpur.

Kalbeliya gypsy dancer Aasha
Sapera hosts an online dance class
amid the COVID-19 coronavirus
pandemic in Jodhpur.

Venice Film Festival
seeks to dodge
coronavirus and 
controversy

W
hat if you threw a film festival and nobody
came? That, in essence, is the challenge
facing organizers of this year’s Venice

Film Festival, the glamorous annual competition
where stars, critics, photographers and industry
executives mingle on the bustling Lido, overlook-
ing sandy beaches and the blue Adriatic.
Provided, of course, it’s a normal year.

But in 2020, the world’s oldest film festival is
forced to walk a tightrope between preserving its
lustre as the premier launch pad for Academy
Award-winning films, while safely navigating the
coronavirus crisis and averting the controversy
over gender inequality that has dogged it in the
past. Opening Wednesday and continuing until
September 12, the prestigious event now in its
77th year will be the first international film festival
since the pandemic shuttered competitions
around the world. It has put in place a host of
safety measures-from limited seating to thermal
scanners, to a fan-free red carpet-to protect atten-
dees as Covid-19 cases continue to climb in Italy
and around the world.

In July, festival director Alberto Barbera
declared the event “saved” as he announced the

18 films among the approximately 60 presented
that would vie for the top award, the Golden Lion.
He promised that the festival would preserve the
“liveliness of contemporary cinema”. Despite its
scaled-down size with theatre capacity reduced
by about half, La Biennale di Venezia takes on
greater importance this year due to the cancella-
tion of rival film festivals across the globe, among
them the glitzy Cannes Film Festival on the Cote
d’Azur in France.

Unprecedented territory 
But just days ahead of the opening, organizers

are scrambling to navigate unprecedented territo-
ry amid uncertain attendance and last-minute
cancellations. Whereas Brad Pitt, Meryl Streep
and Scarlett Johansson provided the star firepow-
er at last year’s festival, ongoing travel restric-
tions-especially a travel ban from the United
States into Europe-mean that most Hollywood
elites will be no-shows, along with actors and
directors from China, India and South America.

Those arriving from outside Europe’s Schengen
zone will have to submit results of a Covid-19 test
just before their departure, with a second test car-
ried out in Venice, meaning that some attendees
may have to cancel. Earlier this week, the festival
announced that American actor Matt Dillon would
be a last-minute substitute on the jury for
Romanian director Crisit Puiu. No reason was giv-
en for Puiu’s absence, but industry trade maga-
zines noted he had given a speech earlier this
month in which he said it was “inhumane” to
watch movies with a mask on. Those confirmed as
attending include, among others, British actress
Tilda Swinton, Spanish director Pedro Almodovar,
US director Oliver Stone and Danish actor Mads
Mikkelsen.

More women directors 
The uncertain lineup of stars and dearth of top

names leaves Australian actress Cate Blanchett,
president of the jury, to take up the mantle of
celebrity-and social activism-at Venice. Blanchett
was the leader of the #MeToo women’s march up
the red carpet steps at Cannes two years ago that
sought to bring attention to the lack of parity and
diversity in cinema. The presence of Blanchett
helps raise such awareness while the festival
seeks to stanch criticism leveled in recent years
over the glaring lack of women directors in festi-
vals’ top lineups.

The Oscar-winning headliner told Variety mag-
azine on Thursday that this year’s eight women
directors in the main competition lineup of Venice
is “a direct response to the positive advances that
have been made this year”.  Others say it is too
early to tell whether a page has turned. “It’s all
about being consistent and diligent and believing
that women make movies as well as men, and
using that in the way you program,” said Melissa
Silverstein, founder and publisher of “Women and
Hollywood”, which advocates for gender diversity
and inclusion in film. Last year’s festival opened
under controversy after the inclusion in the lineup
of French-Polish director Roman Polanski, who
fled the United States after his 1977 conviction of
rape of a 13-year-old girl. There were also only
two female directors in the selection.—AFP

T
he Golden Lion, the top prize at the Venice Film
Festival set to kick off September 2, will be
awarded to one film among 18 contenders from

across the globe. Here are the films in the running:

‘Le Sorelle Macaluso’ (The Macaluso Sisters):
Italy
Five sisters in Palermo reminisce, quibble and
recount secrets as they reunite at a family funeral in
Emma Dante’s film.

‘The World to Come’: US 
In Mona Fastwold’s upstate 19th century New York,
Abigail (Katherine Waterston) tends a farm with her
husband (Casey Affleck) but falls in love with a
neighbour.

‘Nuevo Orden’ (New Order): Mexico/France 
A dystopian film from Michel Franco depicts social
and economic disparity in Mexico, as a well-to-do
family seeks to escape the chaos of daily life.

‘Amants’ (Lovers): France 
Nicole Garcia’s film tells the story of Lisa and
Simon, lovers who paths cross again three years
after Simon fled Paris.

‘Laila in Haifa’: Israel/France 
Five women’s stories interweave in the course of
one night at a Haifa club. As one of the few spaces
where Israelis and Palestinians can mingle, director
Amos Gitai turns the venue itself into a protagonist.

‘Dorogie Tovarischi!’ (Dear Comrades!): Russia 
Based on the true story of a 1962 labor strike in
Novocherkassk, USSR, in which 26 protesters were
shot by Soviet troops. Andrei Konchalosky’s film
retells events kept secret until the 1990s.

‘Spy No Tsuma’ (Wife of a Spy): Japan 
Against the backdrop of a looming World War II
and the invasion of Manchuria, a wife’s love for her
Kobe merchant husband is tested when another
woman enters the picture in Kiyoshi Kurosawa’s
film.

‘Khorshid’ (Sun Children): Iran 
Ali and his friends work small jobs and hustle to
support their families. Majid Majidi’s film explores
what happens when Ali learns of an underground
treasure. 

‘Pieces of a Woman’ : Canada/Hungary 
Martha and Sean (Vanessa Kirby and Shia
LaBeouf) are a Boston couple whose baby dies
during a home birth. Director Kornel Mundruczo
shows how grieving Martha navigates her relation-
ships with her husband and mother (Ellen Burstyn),
while facing the midwife (Molly Parker) in court.

‘Miss Marx’: Italy/Belgium 
Susanna Nicchiarelli tells the story of Eleanor, the
youngest daughter of Karl Marx, who battled for the
rights of workers and women and the abolition of
child labor.

‘Padrenostro’: Italy 
The life of 10-year-old Valerio is turned upside
down when he and his mother witness a terrorist
attack against his father. But director Claudio Noce
explores how a chance encounter with a rebellious
boy changes their lives.

‘Notturno’: Italy/France/Germany 
Shot over three years on the borders of Iraq,
Kurdistan, Syria and Lebanon, Gianfranco Rosi’s
documentary follows people trying to cobble
together an existence despite the violence around
them.  

‘Sniegu Juz Nigby Nie Bedzie’ (Never Gonna
Snow Again): Poland/Germany 
A mysterious masseur from Ukraine, Zhenia
becomes a guru for a spiritually barren gated com-
munity in this film by Malgorzata Szumowska and
Michal Englert.

‘The Disciple’: India 
Director Chaitanya Tamhane tells the story of
Sharad, chasing his dream of becoming an Indian
classical vocalist amid the chaos of life in the
sprawling metropolis of Mumbai. 

‘Und Morgen die Ganze Welt’ (And Tomorrow
the Entire World): Germany/France 
In Julia von Heinz’s film, Luisa and her anti-fascist
group question how far they’re willing to go to battle
hatred after a wave of racist attacks strikes
Germany.

‘Quo vadis, Aida?’: Bosnia-Herzegovina 
Based on true events in 1995 Bosnia. Aida is a
translator in Srebrenica working for United Nations
peacekeepers. When the Bosnian Serb army
invades, she and thousands of others seek safety
in the Dutch UN camp in Jasmila Zbanic’s film.

‘Nomadland’: US 
Director Chloe Zhao tells the story of Fern (Frances
McDormand), who sets off from her impoverished
Nevada town in her van to scratch out a living as a
modern-day nomad.

‘In Between Dying’: Azerbaijan/US 
Davud is a restless young man on a journey of self-
discovery through Hilal Baydarov’s film, keeping
ahead of men pursuing him. When his journey ends
at home, Davud finds the love he’s seeking-but is it
too late? —AFP 

This combination of pictures shows 6 of the 7 jury mem-
bers of the upcoming 77th Venice Film Festival, Jury
President Australian actress Cate Blanchett (top center) in
Rome, and (clockwise from top left) Jury members, French
actress Ludivine Sagnier in Rome, German director
Christian Petzold in Berlin, Austrian director Veronika Franz
in Venice, British director Joanna Hogg in Berlin and US
actor Matt Dillon in Cannes. Italian writer Nicola Lagioia is
missing from this combination of pictures.  — AFP 


