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Ekaterina
Mandrichenko of

Russia sings during the
Karaoke World

Championships in
Tokyo. 

Val Monique of Panama (left)
and Shai Othman of Singapore
prepare backstage before per-
forming during the Karaoke
World Championships in
Tokyo. — AFP photos

Fe a t u r e s

In a figure-hugging sparkly dress, Val
Monique tears around the stage, whip-
ping up the crowd as she channels her

inner Tina Turner and belts out “Proud
Mary.” Monique is Panama’s representative
in the Karaoke World Championships, one
of 40 amateur warblers selected from
30,000 entrants for the competition, which
is being held this year for the first time in
its spiritual home of Japan. 

Accountants, teachers and economists
from as far afield as the Faroe Islands,
Guatemala and Brazil battled it out for the
prestigious title of the world’s best karaoke
singer in the competition run since 2003.
And like everyone around the world who
has ever grabbed the mic, for a brief time
under the spotlight, the contestants found
their 15 minutes of fame.

“Karaoke can make everyone feel for
one moment like a professional. Only
karaoke can give you those few minutes of
glory on the stage,” said Vladyslav
Karasevych, a contestant from Ukraine.
Resplendent in a black and white
“Harlequin” outfit and white hat, and

proudly waving a Ukrainian flag,
Karasevych introduced his compatriots,
including a woman dressed like “Hatsune
Miku”, a vocaloid character with long blue
ponytails and a miniskirt. “Karaoke makes
us happy. He is an economist, I am an
accountant, and she is a teacher, and we
today stand on the stage like professionals,
like stars,” he said.

Among the karaoke classics featured on
Thursday were Spandau Ballet’s “Gold”
sung by the Finnish entrant and “You’ll
Never Walk Alone”, interpreted by the
contestant from the Philippines. The crown
went to Jenny Ball from Britain, who sang
Queen’s “The Show Must Go On” in the
semi-finals and Jennifer Hudson’s “And I
Am Telling You” in the final. “Thank you so
much. Arigato!” she exclaimed after her
victorious performance on stage. “I don’t
know what to say!” Her prize: a portable
microphone and a medal. The show closed
with a chorus of the 1985 sing-along hit
“We Are The World” - an annual rendition.

‘Great legs’ 
The annual Karaoke World

Championships were first held in Finland in
2003, the brainchild of a Finnish company.
The final contestants were selected from
some 30,000 applicants across the globe,
according to Daiichikosho, a Japanese
karaoke company backing the event. The
selection process differs from country to
country, but in Japan the company asked
wannabe competitors to upload their
singing performances at karaoke parlors,
said Daiichikosho official Kikumi Onchi.

Around 2,200 people applied just for
Japan, considered the home of karaoke —
a word that means “empty orchestra” in
Japanese — and where the concept was
born around 50 years ago. “We listened to
each one of the songs, selected several
singers for regional competitions, and
picked the final four singers for the world
championships,” Onchi told AFP. One of

the lucky Japanese contestants, Yuji Ogata,
voiced delight at performing “at home”
after he belted out “ai no sanka”, the
Japanese version of the Edith Piaf classic
“L’hymne a l’amour” (“hymn to love”).

“I myself thought the world champi-
onships was a far-fetched dream, but
here it is happening in Tokyo, Japan,”
Ogata said.

Vladimir Brilov, a contestant from
Russia, said he was making the most of his
time in Japan, experiencing the unique
Japanese karaoke culture. “I was all alone
because I wanted to feel comfortable,”
Brilov said. “I was a superhero for myself
and that made me so pleased.” After the
show, Panama’s karaoke queen Monique

paid tribute to her inspiration Tina Turner,
an “amazing, powerful woman.”

“She is, I don’t know even how many
years old, and she is still dancing, still
singing. I wanted to have that same energy
she has on stage and show off great legs
like she shows off, even if she’s 70-80
years old,” she said of Turner, who turned
80 on Tuesday. “I’m so excited. Being on
stage was such a rush but adrenaline just
hits you as soon as you are there on the
stage. It was amazing,” she said. “I just
wanted to have fun and I think it was
worth it.” — AFP 

Love in the time
of Ebola: ‘Hell’s
Gate’ opens 
in Liberia

Anew Liberian film named “Hell’s Gate”
premieres Friday in the capital Monrovia,
about two lovers whose wedding plans

are upended when the deadly Ebola virus
strikes. An outbreak of the disease raged in
Liberia, Sierra Leone and Guinea in 2014-16,
killing more than 11,300 people across the
three countries. “There is a need to have a doc-
ument on what devastated our country during
the Ebola outbreak,” the film’s executive pro-
ducer Cosme Pulano said. Already decimated
by back-to-back civil wars from 1989 to 2003,
Liberia was the country the worst hit by the
West African Ebola crisis. More than 4,800
people died. 

Pulano said he hoped “Hell’s Gate” would
serve an educational purpose since the disease
“could return anytime.” West Africa is currently
free of Ebola but the Democratic Republic of
Congo has an ongoing outbreak. The much-
feared virus has killed 2,199 there since August
2018. Not everyone in Monrovia is keen on
revisiting the painful episode. “I am not going
there,” said Adams Zeogar, an Ebola survivor,
referring to the film. Although he agreed that
discussing Ebola was important, he said he
wanted to avoid reminders of “this horrible
past”.

Other people touched by the crisis were
more positive. “For me it’s a great experience,”
said Dahsaw Owusu, who plays the main char-
acter’s best friend in the film. The actor lost a
brother and an aunt to Ebola. The executive
producer, who is also an employee at Liberia’s
presidential affairs ministry, barely escaped
Ebola himself. At one point during the outbreak
he suffered strong headaches, he told AFP, and
family members avoided him suspecting he had
fallen sick.  

Pulano ignored advice to visit an Ebola clin-
ic after his sister argued that he would already
have died if he were infected. “Entering an
Ebola Treatment Unit was like entering hell,” he
said, explaining the title of the film.  “Hell’s
Gate”-which cost some $40,000 (36,300
euros) to produce-is entirely Liberian made. All
of the 169 cast and crew members are Liberian,
and Pulano wrote the script after interviewing
local doctors and Ebola victims. “There is a
need for us to tell our own story,” he said.
Fifteen percent of the profits will go toward
Ebola orphans, according to Pulano. — AFP 

Montaha Al-Ajeel
participates in   
international show 

Fashion Designer Montaha Al-Ajeel
participated in an international
show held in Bangkok, Thailand, as

part of the 9th celebration of Silky
Fashions that is held for one week with
the support of the Queen Mother. The
celebration, organized by Thailand
Tourism Authority, was attended by
Thailand’s Prime Minister Prayut Chan-
O-Cha, several ministers, senior officials,
diplomats and members of the royal
family. 43 designers from 71 countries
participated as they competed over
designs using Thai royal silk.

Ayear after Bollywood followed
Hollywood by naming male predators
accused of sexual harassment, many

women say they have suffered while alleged
perpetrators are back in the limelight. In the
US, #MeToo triggered the downfall of
powerbrokers including Harvey Weinstein,
Kevin Spacey, and Brett Ratner. Victims were
hailed as trailblazers for speaking out, and
millions of dollars were raised to support
their cases.

In Bollywood, women have faced a back-
lash, campaigners say. When singer Sona
Mohapatra accused composer Anu Malik of
sexual misconduct she was told to vacate her
judge’s seat on TV talent show, “Sa Re Ga
Ma Pa”. “I was marked as a troublemaker
and asked to leave. Overnight,” Mohapatra
said last month. Program producers Zee TV
denied her claims, telling AFP her departure
had “no connection” with #MeToo. The
maelstrom forced Malik, who also had a
molestation case filed against him in the
1990s, to stand down last year as a judge on
the Sony TV show “Indian Idol”.

He was later reinstated. But after cam-
paigners fought back, Malik, who has dis-
missed the allegations as “false and unveri-
fied”, announced his departure for a second
time last week. It was a rare victory for
#MeToo in Bollywood, where many high-
flyers accused of harassment and even rape
have revived their careers after lying low for
a few months. Director Vikas Bahl, whose
name was initially removed from the credits
of the hit movie “Super 30” following a sexu-
al misconduct complaint, was reinstated after
being cleared by an internal committee,
which reportedly did not involve the victim.

Filmmaker Subhash Kapoor, on trial for
molestation, was initially dropped from a
movie produced by Aamir Khan, one of
Bollywood’s most-feted actors. But the
superstar backtracked, saying only a court
could establish whether or not he is guilty - a
process likely to take years in India’s over-
burdened legal system. Veteran actor Alok
Nath, under investigation for rape, has sued
the complainant for defamation. His film
“Main Bhi” (“Me Too”), in which he plays a
judge overseeing sexual harassment cases, is
awaiting release.

‘Rehab without remorse’ 
“I imagine the advice many of the men

got was ‘just go underground for a year and
people will forget’,” said singer Shweta
Pandit, who was 15 when composer Malik,
then 40, allegedly asked her to kiss him in
exchange for work. A classically-trained
vocalist, Pandit told AFP the 2001 incident
made her “shut down” and become a recluse.
“I stopped trusting people,” she said, tearing
up. “Singing was the only way I could

express myself.” She never discussed the
incident until the #MeToo campaign jolted
her into speaking out last year. Since then,
she has faced online trolling and a backlash.
“Some men are like, ‘if we hire her, then she
might say something, better be careful.’ For
some people, the moment a woman speaks,
she is trouble,” she said.

“Many well-wishers had warned me
against saying anything but I have to stand
my ground.” Anusha Khan, a consultant who
conducts workshops against sexual harass-
ment in the entertainment industry, told AFP:
“Bollywood is still grappling with the fact
that this problem exists.” “The protection
system for predators is very strong.” As a
result, many accused men have resurrected
their careers with relative ease, she said. “It’s
rehab without remorse.”

‘Not backing down’ 
Even the case credited with kickstarting

India’s #MeToo movement has hit road-
blocks. Actress Tanushree Dutta first
accused Bollywood star Nana Patekar of
touching her inappropriately while filming a
song in 2008, when she was 24 and he was
57. At least two people - a journalist and an
assistant director - have publicly corroborat-
ed her version of events. The incident effec-
tively ended her career, the former Miss
India told AFP. 

Police refused even to register her harass-
ment complaint. “I lost friends, I lost work, I
went through periods of depression. “When
your work is taken away from you, you feel
like you have no reason to wake up some-
times,” she said. Dutta repeated the claims in
an interview a decade later, triggering an
outpouring by women across India.

Police agreed to accept her 2008 com-
plaint but closed the case in June, citing
insufficient evidence. Dutta accused them of
deliberately botching the investigation.
Patekar, who has repeatedly denied the alle-
gations, did not answer AFP interview
requests. For Dutta, who plans to appeal the
police decision, #MeToo is only a beginning.
“I never set out to be a revolutionary,” she
said. “But they already destroyed my career
so what have I got to lose? I am not backing
down.” — AFP 

Bollywood actress Tanushree Dutta attends the
‘MTV IWM Buzz Digital Awards’ ceremony in
Mumbai. A year after Bollywood followed
Hollywood by naming male predators accused
of sexual harassment, many women say they
have suffered while alleged perpetrators are
back in the limelight. — AFP 


