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‘Cats’ choreographer
Gillian Lynne 
dies at 92

B
ritish choreographer Gillian Lynne, who was
best known for her work on the long-running
musicals “Cats” and “Phantom of the Opera, has
died aged 92, her husband said. Lynne died on

Sunday at the Princess Grace Hospital in London. “She
leaves behind a huge legacy & is adored by many,” her
husband, actor Peter Land, said on Twitter, paying trib-
ute to his “dearest wife & friend & love for 40 years”.
Composer Andrew Lloyd Webber wrote: “Farewell
dearest Gillie, three generations of the British musical
owe so much to you.”

Lynne trained as a ballerina, working at the Sadler’s
Wells Ballet and the Royal Ballet, before starting her
career in musicals. Lynne choreographed more than 50
productions on the West End and Broadway and was the
recipient of two Olivier Awards. She was made a Dame
by Queen Elizabeth II for her services to dance and
musical theatre in 2014. — AFP

Social realism and
a ‘new voice’ in
Nigerian cinema

Alow budget comedy set in the working class suburbs
of Nigeria’s capital, Ema Edosio’s debut film
“Kasala!” is a world away from the usual style and
glamour of Nollywood. Instead it almost oozes

sweat, dust and marijuana with the smell of rotting meat and
engine oil in what is effectively a love letter to Lagos that
reflects a growing interest in social realism. The film, whose
title means “problems” in local street slang, is set in the streets
of Ojuelegba, a working class suburb in Lagos’s densely pop-
ulated “mainland”.

Wandering through the neighbourhood, residents greet
this 34-year-old director like a local.  Even though Edosio
herself lives on the “islands”-the more well-to-do area of this
megacity of 20 million people-it is a reality she knows well
after growing up in a similar area with her eight siblings.
“Eighty percent of Lagos is like this but it’s... under-represent-
ed in the cultural scene,” she told AFP. “I want to be the voice
that puts their life to the screen.” The plot, which unfurls over
24 hours, involves four young friends who are out for a good
time and steal a car belonging to one of their uncles. But they
end up having to find 20,000 naira ($55, 47 euros) to fix it
when they have an accident.

TJ and his friends are typical teenagers but even a youthful
error of judgment can have serious consequences in a poor
neighborhood of Lagos.  The uncle is up to his eyes in debt
and risks being killed if he doesn’t sell the car. The film shows
young Africans stuck in poverty, debt and second-hand
clothes, dreaming of a better life just like their idol, Afropop
superstar Davido. Above all, it is a film about friendship in
which the resourcefulness of Africa’s big cities is ever-present.

‘Social cinema 
Gritty realism is exactly what attracted Abiodun Kassim,

who plays the poor, indebted uncle who is trying to make
ends meet at his filthy meat stall in the local market. “My char-
acter represents the backbone people of Nigeria. It’s the daily
life story of all these people who force their way through life,”
he said.  “These... are the majority, but people don’t talk about
them.” Since its release, “Kasala!” has won critical acclaim in
the Nigerian press.  “2018 has not been a very good year for
Nollywood,” wrote Oris Aigbokhaevbolo on the Bella Naija
website.  “But ‘Kasala!’ might yet save the year.”

Writing on the Lagos Film Society website, Dare Dan
hailed Edosio’s “razor-sharp sensitivity to what life is like in
these neighborhoods from the very first shot”. “Comedy, root-
ed in realism, is not something we often come across on
Nigerian screens,” he said.

‘Refreshing, authentic’ 
Yet no local cinema has agreed to show “Kasala!”

“Everywhere I am told that people want to see inspiring
movies,” said Edosio, which for most Nigerians means show-
ing wealthy people. “This kind of social cinema is struggling to
emerge,” said Serge Noukoue, the organizer of the annual
Nollywood Week film festival in Paris. “It’s not in the DNA of
Nollywood, which aims to entertain. “We’re still in the ‘high
life’ wave of Nigerian cinema-very sophisticated, in fashion-
able areas, women wearing lots of make-up... “ At the festival,
however, “Kasala!” was singled out as one of this year’s “must
watch” films. “It’s a refreshing, authentic film,” said Noukoue.
“Ema Edosio is a ‘new voice’ in the universe of Nollywood.
That’s a good and very positive thing.”

Counter-current -
Abba Makama, director of “Green White Green” (2016),

said he was “sick and tired” of “glossy and shiny” productions
using actors with British or US accents. He describes his film,
whose title refers to the colors of the Nigerian flag, as his
“mosaic of madness”. It was one of the first examples of a
small but growing movement of social realism to hit the cultur-
al scene in Africa’s most populous nation. The film has been
shown at about 20 festivals across the world, including in
Toronto, and is available on Netflix.

But again, it has never been shown on the big screen in
Nigeria, despite its huge success. “In the 2000s, there were
only about 20 cinemas in the whole country,” said Makama.
“Now, we have multiple portals, Africa Magic, YouTube, more
cinemas... However the movies are pretty much the same. We
do need an alternative cinema distribution platform.” Edosio
agrees, confident there is an audience for her films and those
of  others who are also swimming against the tide: it just
requires success to prove it to distributors. — AFP

The Big Bang Theory’s” Kaley Cuoco is married.
The 32-year-old posted a photo on Instagram of
her kissing equestrian Karl Cook in a stable on

Saturday. The caption read: “Legally KCSQUARED 6-
30-18.” Cuoco and her 27-year-old husband got
engaged in November 2017. He’s the son of Intuit co-
founder Scott Cook.

Her TV husband, Johnny Galecki, congratulated the
couple on Instagram. He wrote the service “brought
us all to tears.” — AP

‘Big Bang Theory’ 
star Kaley Cuoco 

marries equestrian

Photo shows Karl Cook, left, and Kaley Cuoco arrive at the
InStyle and Warner Bros Golden Globes after party. — AP

Inija Trinkuniene, chief of Lithuania’s Romuva Religion participates in fire rituals to the Lizdeika altar during the traditional Lithuanian summer solstice in Verkiai Park in
Vilnius. — AFP photos

People participate in traditional Lithuanian summer solstice in Verkiai Park.

People take part in fire rituals to the Lizdeika altar during the traditional
Lithuanian summer solstice.

People participate in a traditional Lithuanian summer solstice in Verkiai Park
in Vilnius.

People participate in a traditional Lithuanian summer solstice in Verkiai Park
in Vilnius.

Nigerian film director of the Nollywood film “Kasala”
Ema Edosio (left) and Nigerian actor Abiodun Kassim,
pose in the Oju Elegba neighborhood where the film was
shot in Lagos. — AFP

In this file photo taken on May 01, 2014
British dancer and choreographer Dame
Gillian Lynne is pictured. — AFP

D
ancing around a blazing fire with garlands
of wildflowers in their hair, members of
Lithuania’s Romuva neo-pagan community
mark the summer solstice, as the Baltic

state undergoes a revival of its pre-Christian beliefs.
Skipping to the steady beat of drums, other singing
revelers at the feast, known locally as Rasa, pass
under an arbor decorated with flowers before
throwing salt on an altar as an offering to ancient
Baltic gods.

“It’s a beautiful tradition... at this time of year,
everything’s in full bloom and we feel close to nature,”
says Virginija Miceliene, a 40-year-old florist attend-
ing the solstice celebrations in the lush Verkiai Park,
just north of Lithuania’s capital, Vilnius.

The last nation in Europe to be converted to
Christianity at the end of the 14th century, many
Lithuanians are still deeply attached to pagan cus-
toms.  Thousands celebrate Rasa each year and con-
troversial moves are afoot in parliament to accord
Romuva the legal status of a religion in the predomi-
nantly Catholic country. “Our religion is based on
historical sources, archaeological discoveries  and
traditional culture transmitted orally,” Romuva high
priestess Inija Trinkuniene tells AFP, as she presides
over Rasa rites.

Dressed in a white cowl and a dark green robe
covered by a flowing white cape embroidered with
traditional red and green geometric designs,
Trinkuniene looks as if she has stepped straight out of
the Middle Ages. “More and more people are discov-
ering our practices and find that they feel close to
them because it’s something very Lithuanian,” she

told AFP, surrounded by similarly-clad Romuva
believers both young and old. 

Soviet suppression 
A pantheistic religion based on the belief that the

natural world is divine, Romuva holds the god of light-
ning and thunder, or Perkunas, and Zeme, or Mother
Earth, as its top deities. Earth’s cycles mark out its feast
days. Suppressed by the Soviets after their occupation
of Lithuania in 1940, Romuva and its Rasa feast was
furtively revived in 1967 by ethnologist and dissident
Jonas Trinkunas as a way to express Lithuanian nation-
al identity.  But by 1973 the nascent movement was
driven deep underground after Soviet authorities
cracked down on its leaders.

Romuva has attracted thousands since 1990 when
Lithuania broke free from the crumbling Soviet Union.
However, the only official figures cite some 5,118 fol-
lowers and date back to the 2011 census. Parliament is
expected to formally recognize Romuva as a religious
community later this year, giving pagan marriages and
baptisms the same civil status as Christian, Jewish or
Muslim ceremonies. Ramunas Karbauskis, a farming
tycoon and leader of Lithuania’s governing Peasants
and Green Union party, is widely regarded as having
masterminded moves to accord Romuva legal status in
this Baltic eurozone state. Having won elections in
2016, his party’s popularity was driven in part by his
reputation for reviving ancient Baltic customs, most
notably in his tiny home village of Naisiai. He trans-
formed it from a derelict Soviet-era state farm into a
pastoral wonderland boasting public gardens dotted
with wooden statues of pagan-era Baltic gods.

‘Political decision’? 
The pagan renaissance is not without controversy

in this nation of 2.9 million where 77 percent of the
population identifies as Roman Catholic. Conservative
politicians have questioned the legitimacy of Romuva
as a religion, arguing that it lacks “historical continu-
ity” and “written tradition”. Philosopher Nerija
Putinaite argues that the move to recognize Romuva is
a “political decision related to the interests of the
(governing) party” and has warned that it could be
exploited to shape and control national identity.  

For sociologist Milda Alisauskiene, the Romuva
“religion is, in fact, a reconstruction... it is part of a
global phenomenon in reaction to globalization that
emphasizes the desire to preserve local traditions.”
Former conservative prime minister Andrius Kubilius is
also a critic. He points out that the vote giving Romuva
official religious status will likely come this autumn as
Pope Francis visits to mark 100 years of Lithuanian
independence.

For Migle Valaitiene, a 27-year-old housewife who
is a Romuva “vaidila” or sage, politics and questions of
national identity could not be further from her mind.
“Some people may see this movement as a kind of
patriotism, but it is a religion for me, and we empha-
size the importance of both the male and female
essence. “In the Christian religion, God created the
human being and God is a man,” says the young moth-
er, who discovered Romuva as a teen. — AFP

Lithuanians seek identity 
in their pagan roots


