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Cuba’s street vendors are bringing back the pre-
gon, the art of singing humorous, rhyming ditties
with double entendres about the goods they are

selling, with some modernizing the tradition by setting
their tunes to reggaeton. The pregon is a centuries-old
tradition that has inspired famous songs like “El
Manisero” (the peanut vendor), composed in the late
1920s by Cuban musician Moises Simons on son music,
the backbone of salsa. It faded out in Cuba after Fidel
Castro’s 1959 revolution did away with most free enter-
prise. With the tentative liberalization of the centralized
economy over the last few decades, however, it has
made a comeback.

Cubans can now get a permit to make and sell their
own goods on the street, from coconut ice cream to
juices. Vendors often opting for that option, rather than
opening a shop, which remains an onerous venture given
ongoing restrictions on private business. Others just ille-
gally sell wares from stores at a mark-up, hoping to
avoid authorities and a fine. Not all street vendors both-
er with the pregon. Some just shout out what they are
selling and their prices in a blunt manner on a loop, often
using loudspeakers that they strap to rickety carts or
bicycles, adding to the urban cacophony.

Cuba’s pregoneros however, like Lyssett Perez, who
hawks paper cones of roasted peanuts to tourists in Old

Havana, believe their ditties help them stand out. “Firstly,
it’s so people listen to me. Secondly, so they love me,”
said Perez. “For me the pregon means joy.” Perez has
opted for more traditional pregons. She dresses up in
colonial-style dresses with voluminous skirts and white
aprons in order to catch the eye of potential clients. “If
you want to have fun by the mouth, buy yourself a
peanut cornet,” she sings in a deep, melodious voice as
she meanders up and down Old Havana’s pebbled and
picturesque streets. Other pregoneros are updating the
genre. Gilberto Gonzalez raps about his wares to the
beat of reggeaton that blends reggae, Latin and elec-
tronic rhythms.

“Toilet paper, so the chorus goes, buy me my people,
to clean your bottom, hands in the air!” he raps in a
video captured by a passer-by that subsequently drew
tens of thousands of views on YouTube. The video
appeared just months after shortages of toilet paper in
Havana, adding to its humorous appeal. Cubans are
notorious for dealing with constant shortages of basic
goods by making fun of them. Such was its success that
one of Cuba’s top DJs, DJ Unic, did a remix that further
spread Gonzalez’s peculiar renown. Sporting a cap that
reads “Money on my Mind,” Gonzalez said he was just
trying to “make ends meet.” — Reuters

In Cuba, street vendors sing 
to sell, from salsa to reggaeton

Lyssett Perez, 46 (center), sells peanuts to tourists on the streets in Havana,
Cuba. — Reuters photos

Yurien Roja, 40, sells guava pie bars on the streets. Gilberto Rabell, 52, sings as he sells noodles on the streets in Havana, Cuba.

Ahard-to-watch telling of the 2008
attacks in Mumbai, India in Anthony
Maras’s “Hotel Mumbai” provoked tears

and cheers at its world premiere at the Toronto
film festival. It is an “anthem of resistance,” the
Australian director declared at a press confer-
ence. “You had a whole lot of people from
every conceivable background, racial, ethnic,
from different socioeconomic groups who
came together in the face of real adversity to
survive,” Maras said. The film received a stand-
ing ovation over the weekend for its searing,
vivid dramatization of the events at the opulent
Taj Mahal Palace Hotel, targeted by Lashkar-
e-Taiba militants. It was also praised by critics
for its empathetic portrayal of both the victims
and the perpetrators.

Armie Hammer, who plays an American
guest of the hotel, said: “The script was drip-
ping in humanity.” “You see the toll the attack
has on the guests and the staff of the hotel, but
you also see it, really for the first time that I
can think of, on the actual perpetrators,” he
said. Nazanin Boniadi, who played his wife in
the movie, had tears streaming down her face
on stage during a post-premiere question-
and-answer with the audience. Jason Isaacs,
cast as a Russian guest of the hotel, urged
watching it with others in a cinema, saying it
“connects you with other people and to recog-
nize your common humanity.”

The hotel siege was part of a coordinated
series of attacks in India’s most populous city
which left more than 160 dead and hundreds
wounded. The film includes television footage
of the attacks, as well as excerpts of interviews
by the filmmaker of the survivors. The hotel’s
executive chef Hemant Oberoi, who has been
credited for saving many lives during the
assault, was on hand for the premiere.  Anupam
Kher plays him in the film, which was his 501st
and, he said, the first to earn him praise as an
actor from his mother: “She said ‘I cried, I was
very moved by your acting.”

Screams recorded 
Maras was also granted access to tran-

scripts of intercepted calls between the 10
attackers and their handlers, as well as a video
confession from the trial of the only surviving
gunman. A lot of their dialogue in the film, he
said, was “verbatim.” “We couldn’t make up
anything to the extent of what we heard on
those chilling tapes,” he said. This included a
handler telling one of the attackers to leave his
phone on throughout the assault so that he
might hear the victims’ screams. For days, the
staff and guests of the hotel were on their own
as police were outgunned, using old rifles
against automatic weapons and grenades.

Maras said the hotel staff stuffed baking
trays and saucepans down their shirts to use as
shielding, and armed themselves with rolling
pins and kitchen knives to try to protect them-
selves and guests. “At a time when people are
becoming so divided over so many different

lines, to have this story where all these people
are coming together selflessly to help each
other... they were there for one another,” he
commented. “What’s remarkable is that despite
the fact they must all have been out of their
wits with terror they continued to act for each
other and help each other,” echoed Isaacs.

Dev Patel had just finished acting in his first
feature film “Slumdog Millionaire” when the
violence in Mumbai was splashed live across
television news channels around the world. “To
come back off this amazing journey (to India)
and enter my house in London and see my par-
ents looking at the television screen, watching
the city essentially burn, it was very difficult,”
he said. “It’s horrible what happened there.”
The hotel was completely restored by 2010,
and a monument was erected in the lobby to
commemorate the victims. The attacks, Patel
said, “are still very raw for a lot of people.”
“But they really wanted to put that in the past
and show that it didn’t cripple them.” — AFP

‘Hotel Mumbai’ recounts horrors,
courage in 2008 attack

(From left ) Anthony Maras, Dev Patel, Tilda Cobham-Hervey, John Collee, Nazanin Boniadi, Anupam
Kher, Armie Hammer and Jason Isaacs attend “Hotel Mumbai” Press Conference during 2018 Toronto
International Film Festival at TIFF Bell Lightbox in Toronto, Canada. — AFP

Canadian filmmaker Xavier Dolan
made his English-language
debut on Monday, premiering

“The Death and Life of John F
Donovan” at the Toronto film festival.
The much-anticipated film starring
Susan Sarandon, Natalie Portman, and
Kit Harington (“Game of Thrones”) had
been suddenly withdrawn from Cannes
earlier this year and concerns were
raised about the production after he
later cut Jessica Chastain’s scenes.
Reviews were mixed. On the red car-
pet in Toronto, Dolan did not speak to
the media, leaving his cast to field
questions in his stead. “He wasn’t aim-
ing to like have this big breakout, first
English movie, it’s just (that) the movie
he was making had to be in English,”
said Harington.

“It’s about the entertainment indus-
try, it’s about Hollywood. And he want-
ed to work with some actors that didn’t
speak French as well. So you know that

leaves him with doing an English lan-
guage movie.” The story unfolds with
television heartthrob Donovan dying
alone and unexpectedly after a series
of scandals.  Years later, fan Rupert
Turner, who as a child had corre-
sponded with Donovan, writes a mem-
oir about his five-year secret corre-
spondence with him.

Turner details the actor’s troubled
life, the compromises he made for
fame, but also his tenderness and
generosity toward the boy. The film
also stars Kathy Bates, Thandie
Newton (“Westworld”), Jacob
Tremblay (“Room”) and Ben
Schnetzer, also at TIFF this year in
“The Grizzlies.” The film’s world pre-
miere marks Dolan’s first presentation
at the Toronto film festival, where he
also appears in a supporting role in
the film “Boy Erased,” about a teen
forced to undergo so-called gay con-
version therapy. —AFP

Xavier Dolan slips in English 
language debut at Toronto film fest

(From left) Actors Emily Hampshire, Thandie Newton, filmmaker Xavier Dolan and
actors Kit Harington and Sarah Gadon from the film ‘The Death and Life of John F
Donovan” pose for a portrait during the 2018 Toronto International Film Festival at
Intercontinental Hotel.

Boycotted by radio shows for being too provoca-
tive but piling up hits on Ivory Coast’s social
media for nailing facts of life, the young rapper’s

latest song has a bite. Sex, money, social injustice-Bop
de Narr tackles head-on any aspect of society that
strikes him as in need of comment, but he does so with a
subversive turn of mind and rare humor. His very stage
name is provocative for those who remember late
French mercenary boss Bob Denard, the manager of
several coups in post-colonial Africa who died in 2007.
Feigning ignorance, the 24-year-old rapper says he was
known as “Bop” in his teens, while “Narr” is just an
abbreviation of the word “narration”, adopted in hom-
age to poetry slam gigs and performances.

In his hit “C’est Payant” (At A Price), he names a
number of “actresses”-models or former beauty pag-
eant winners and others-who are targets of allegations
that their careers are boosted by their dealings with
powerful men. “We all know that it comes at a price, I’m
simply telling the truth / As for he who wants to insult
me, I’m going to tell him, ‘You’re as stupid as a nightclub
that doesn’t open on Saturday’.” In “Vilain” (Ugly), De
Narr last year set his sights on wealthy men, particularly
famous football stars.  “Money, car, house, can a woman
tell you you’re ugly? / She’s going to be serious with
you even if your looks are a joke.”

Mocking the rich helps to express the frustration of
young Ivorians who are penniless and out of work at a
time of mass unemployment, when they can barely con-

sider setting up home and family. “I describe my envi-
ronment, I sing what there is around me. Sex and money
are two themes that are very prominent in Ivorian soci-
ety. Here, everything is based on money, showing off,
bling-bling! I denounce, I criticize,” says De Narr,
though he does not consider himself an activist. 

‘A hybrid artist’ 
“Bop de Narr is unique,” reckons manager, promoter

and studio producer Ickx Fontaine, the “grandfather” of
hip hop in Ivory Coast. “His style, his writing are singu-
lar. He frequently uses derision to make a social critique
(of) an Ivorian society that has a high level of corruption
and poverty,” he added. Sex makes a comeback in
“Comment On Soigne Ca” (How You Handle That),
which tackles conjugal infidelity and says that money
isn’t enough to make a happy couple if love is lacking.
“You’re not there and your lady’s cold / Your neigh-
bour’s ready to become her pullover,” De Narr teases in
another tirade, instantly recognisable from his way of
twisting language and his nasal intonation.

The rapper has a flair for Ivorian slang known as
Nouchi, playing with words to create original expres-
sions often destined to become part of the accepted
street vocabulary. “Bop de Narr, he goes all the way, he
takes risks. He’s a hybrid artist, he manages to make
songs that are both festive and denunciatory at once.
He’s the only one on the Ivorian scene,” declares Ozone,
presenter of a hip hop show on television.

The Ivorian club scene has lately been dominated by
the percussive Coupe-Decale dance music, initiated a
decade ago by Ivorian DJs active in Paris and popular in
their homeland. Apart from turntable wizardry, Coupe-
Decale-which essentially means “cut and run” in
Nouchi-adopted influences from zouglou, a style that
emerged as a youth phenomenon in the 1980s and
1990s, blending Caribbean forms from calypso to reg-
gae with African styles.

‘Punchlines are my weapons’ 
In Ivory Coast, hip hop and rap started out as joyous,

festive music. However, the forms evolved, becoming
tougher over a dozen years for a young generation
caught up in a prolonged political and military crisis
that split the country in two until Laurent Gbagbo, a
president who refused to accept defeat at the polls, was
arrested in April 2011. “Mockery is an escape route that
helps one bear a difficult life,” said Ickx Fontaine, with
regard to the sardonic edge Ivorian musicians bring to
social commentary. 

“Punchlines are my weapons,” says De Narr, who
makes a living from concerts and night club gigs. “My
audience sees me as courageous.” After a disappointing
experience with a record label, he is producing his own
work, but he hopes to sign with an international major
and “make progress under other skies where there is a
real music industry”. — AFP

Ivorian rap has rising star in sardonic Bop de Narr

Ivorian rapper Bop de Narr performs on stage during Festi
Primud 2018 urban culture festival in Abidjan. — AFP 


