
WP4 nationalpost.com W E E K E N D P O S T
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Fifteen years ago, Bruno Billio
stumbled upon a spool of red
thread on Venice’s cobblestone
streets. Lying discarded on a
sidewalk, Billio snatched it up
and scampered around the city 
by night, wrapping door han-
dles, columns and palaces with
tightly wound spirals of thread.

Last week Billio brought his
guerrilla-style art back to Ven-
ice, entwining the city once
again with coils of fuchsia
thread.

This time, the thirtysome-
thing artist arrived by gilded
silver canoe with 21 other art-
ists in tow as part of the hodge-
podge artist collective called
Reverse Pedagogy. The nomad-
ic art residency, first foundedby
Paul Butler at the Banff Centre
last year and now under the
guidance of Toronto-based art-
ist DeanBaldwin, descendedon
Venice last Wednesday for the
53rdVeniceBiennale.

The merry band of artists,
from vastly different disci-
plines and predominantly
Canadian, had planned to
canoe into the city and pitch
tents in Palazzo Zen, a 16th-
century palace rented out
by the group. They’ll set up
camp (literally) for two weeks
as they unleash spontaneous
works of art on the city and
show Venice what it means to
be Canadian.

To Billio, that means a tall
silver teepee crowned with
twirling Queen Anne legs in-
stead of any ordinary tent.

“I’ll be pitching my teepee
all over the city. Sometimes I’ll
just leave it and walk away,” 
he said, adding that the tent
is made of emergency blan-
kets and his canoe and match-
ing oars are coated in silver
tape. Billio isn’t shy about the
kitschy qualities of the Can-
adiana he’ll be displaying.

“They present a stereotype
on the table and confront
it,” he said. “It’s all silver, it’s 
showing respect.” He argues 
that he’s being playful with a
stereotype of Canadians em-
bedded in the imaginations 
of those who don’t live here.
“They think of canoes and tee-
pees and snow and skiing and
cowboys and Indians,” he said.
“It’s almost fantastical. And it
goes both ways — we stereo-
type [other countries], too.”

Along with the collective’s 
grand entrance andplannedac-
tivities such as staging a tug of
war across theGrandCanal and
hosting a pancake breakfast,
Billio will reprise his bound-
installation threadwork.

“It’s a great way of occupy-
ing space and using colour,” he
said. “It’s a way of doing some-
thing in Venice and not upset-
ting anybody. It’s unexpected
and understandable, digestible.
People don’t look at string and

get upset.” He won’t know what 
theother members of thegroup
are doing until they arrive and
get settled, he says. And, even
then, spontaneous collabora-
tions may crop up between
group members, including
Jon Sasaki of last year’s Nuit 
Blanche mascot fame, Kelly 
Mark and Paulette Phillips.
“There’s no right or wrong,” Bil-
lio says. “Just do something!” 

Baldwin agrees, adding that 
throwing artists together to
experiment is part of the resi-
dency’s purpose. 

“It’s seeing what happens
when you stick everybody into
a situation where they’re not
going to just be alone in a stu-
dio, and what that collective en-
ergy produces,” Baldwin said.

And even after Billio and
the Canadians come home, his 
scraps of thread will ensure
Venice remembers him, at 
least for a while.

“For the city of Venice it
wasn’t graffiti. A lot of guer-
rilla art goes on there. The
thread’s so slight, so thin. Al-
most poetic in a way, like a
laser beam,” he said.

“Last time, threads were
blowing in the wind, people
had broken through them to
get to different places. Bits
and pieces are still there. It’s
something people still talk
about.”
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THREAD BEARER
Why Bruno Billio is wrapping Venice in string

J.P. MOCZULSKI FOR NATIONAL POST

Bruno Billio in Toronto, before his Reverse Pedagogy collective set sail for Venice.
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I f you’ve ever tried to get to
the name of a movie from a

vague description, you know it
can be tricky. “The one where
Denzel Washington plays a
cop” doesn’t narrow things
down much. “The film with
Tom Hanks as a bad guy” 
leaves you with precious little
to choose from. Most weeks,
the question: “What new film
stars an old guy who takes a
balloon ride?” would return
at most one reply. Right now it
gets you two.

Last week, Disney/Pixar 
took to the skies with Up, in
which the curmudgeonly Carl
Fredricksen (79-year-old Ed
Asner) ties helium balloons 
to his house to lift it off the
ground. Yesterday, Up was 
joinedby thenew releaseEmp-
ties, which also features an old
man and a lighter-than-air 
journey. Granted, you’d never 
confuse the two past the open-
ing credits. Up is computer-
generated animation that re-
quires the use of 3-D glasses;
Empties is a live-action film
from the Czech Republic, with
English subtitles.

They are both, however,
part of a groundswell of films 
that feature virile protagon-
ists in their golden years. This 
week alone saw two more be-
sides Empties. The best is the
Norwegian comedy O’Horten,
about a 67-year-old train en-
gineer who finds himself in
all manner of weird situations 
after his retirement.

Also opening this weekend
is My Life inRuins. Although it
stars 46-year-old Nia Vardalos 
as an Athens tour guide, it also
features Richard Dreyfuss as
an ageing American tourist
who steers her character away 
fromadalliance with a shallow
pancake executive and toward
the Greek love of her life, who
has been patiently waiting to
be noticed. Dreyfuss, as befits 
his sexy sexagenarian status,
also gets some action from
two love-starved Spanish di-
vorcees. Yes, both at once. Ap-
parently, in spite of what some
movies would have us believe,
60 is the new 20.

Other recent cinematic
elders include 72-year-old Red
West as the suicidally grumpy
old white guy in Goodbye Solo,
and the cast of the German
film Cloud 9, in which a sixty-
something grandmother takes 
an older man as her lover. And
don’t forget Brad Pitt’s Benja-
min Button, who was born old
and grew physically younger
even as his wisdom and ex-
perience deepened.

Old people in the movies 
generally fall into one of two
polar clichés: They’re either 
saintly dispensers of the wis-
dom of the aged, or they’re

swearing like sailors and rid-
ing skateboards. In contrast,
the recent field of seniors
shows some remarkable depth
of character.

Up’s Carl is unique in that 
he headlines a film aimed
squarely at kids. My four-
year-old, who saw the movie
last weekend, thought it was
funny when young Russell
dropped a GPS out the win-
dow of the flying house, but
he’s had many more questions 
about what motivates “the guy
with the glasses.” Pixar hasn’t 
previously had much use for 
old people (or, to be fair, any 
people) in most of its animat-
ed films; the only major char-
acter that springs to mind is 
Paul Newman’s past-his-prime
racer in Cars.

Carl not only anchors Up; 
he is the film’s most relatable
character for audiences of any 
age. It’s true that he and Rus-
sell each learn something from
the other (though it sounds
glib to put it so starkly), but
the old guy is also on his own
path of discovery. After all,
it takes gumption to pull up
stakes and move to South
America at such an advanced
age, even if you do take your
china cabinet, comfy chair and
kitchen sink with you.

Other senior cinema cit-
izens are equally, er, three-di-
mensional. Josef, the retired
literature professor in Emp-
ties, spends half his time fan-
tasizing about women and
the other half naively trying
to bring romantic happiness

to others, even setting up his
daughter, whose husband has
just left her, with a former col-
league who doesn’t realize the
two are related. To top it off,
he surprises his wife with a
trip in a hot-air balloon, a treat 
Up’s widower probably wishes
he’d thought of doing while his
spouse was still alive. Josef is 
clearly a man with a lusty ap-
preciation of life, even if it does
veer toward infidelity at times.

Old age in these movies 
brings with it a remarkable
sense of buoyancy, metaphor-
ic and otherwise. The engin-
eer in O’Horten shows a calm
bemusement through most of
his adventures, which include
an impromptu ski jump, while
Dreyfuss in My Life in Ruins
obviously never met a line he
couldn’t punch.

One of the top documentar-
ies last year was about a sen-
iors’ choir that performs some
rocking covers. The title was
Young @ Heart, but to look at 
the elders on the screens these
days is to see people who are
old at heart, and pretty com-
fortable with it. Rather than
suggest that old age is an im-
pairment to be borne or, if pos-
sible, fixed, the current crop
of films celebrates those who
qualify for the seniors’ dis-
count, and gives the rest of us
something to look forward to.
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Father’s Day
is just over two
weeks away and
you have no idea
how to celebrate
the old man?
How about an ar-
ray of fine Mike
Holmes products
and recognition
in his favourite
newspaper? 
We’re looking for
Pop Ten Lists:
Ten reasons
why your father
is uniquely the
best. Make us
laugh, make us
envious or tug on
our heartstrings,
and we might
publish your list
on June 20, just
in time to make
his Father’s Day.
Plus, you’ll be
in the running
for one of seven
Mike Holmes
prize packs.
Enter online at
nationalpost.
com/dad by June
16. (You can read
the rules here,
too.)

Here’s a sample
entry from Brad
Frenette, our
online features
editor:

10.My father is
not shy to tell
everyone how
great he is at be-
ing humble.
9. He brought me
out on Lake St.
Clair to teach me
to sail. The boat
capsized, but he
had me by the
back of the life
vest before we
hit the water.
8. Now that I’m
taller than he
is, we don’t see
eye to eye all the
time but I still
look up to him.
7. He made sure
his boyhood
baseball glove
made it from his
youth to mine.
And I made sure
I had it when I
tried out for the
majors.
6. He can both
take a punch and
accept a hug.
I’ve seen both.
5. In fact, I’ve
offered both, but
only ever got one
in return.
4. I’ve never seen
him drunk, I’ve
never seen him
ogle a woman
and I’ve never
seen him back
down from a
man.
3. He can get
away with saying
things like “real
men eat meat”
in a room full of
vegetarians.
2. I once watched
him stare down
a wild rhino at a
game reserve in
South Africa. And
I’ll tell you this:
That ungulate
didn’t even know
what hit him.
1. After my wife
and me, he was
the first person to
hold my daugh-
ter. He showed
me how to do it.
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It’s not quite as impressive as Up, but then Empties isn’t a cartoon.

Richard Dreyfuss
clearly never 
met a line he
couldn’t punch
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