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When Adam Weiss arrived at a New York theater to see a
Broadway show, he was dismayed to learn he would have to
lock up his cell phone. The team behind “Freestyle Love

Supreme,” an improvisation comedy show co-created by Lin-Manuel
Miranda of “Hamilton” musical fame, requires audience members to keep
their mobiles in a locked pouch during the performance. “It’s a bit like
being without a part of myself,” the 39-year-old Weiss said. But once
the show began, worries over what he might miss online faded. “I actually
didn’t think about it, once it was gone,” he told AFP.

Weiss’s experience is part of a growing trend at concerts, theatrical
performances and even art exhibitions — attendees need to not only
stow their cell phones, but make them unusable. Pop icon Madonna and
comedian Dave Chappelle are among the performers who have latched
onto the commonly used Yondr system. Here’s how it works: upon arrival
at a theater or auditorium, personnel will place an audience member’s
silenced phone into a pouch that is then locked with magnetic closures.
The only way to open the bag is to visit an unlocking device in specified
phone use areas.  The goal is to reduce the unwelcome distractions for
both performers and spectators of cell phone use, get audiences to be
more engaged, and protect sets and content from leaking online. For
actor Andrew Bancroft, a “Freestyle Love Supreme” performer, the lack
of cell phone flashes has led to a more attentive audience and ultimately
a better show overall. “There’s this feeling nowadays - is there something
better that I’m missing?” he said of society’s smartphone addiction.
“You’re neither here nor there — you don’t fully get to be in one place.”

Considering the ephemeral nature of improv performances - which
can involve audience participation and a tendency to get vulnerable or
profane - the elimination of phone recordings allows actors to get real
and audiences to tune in, he said. “We want to have complete freedom
because that’s what makes it dangerous and exciting,” the 41-year-old
actor said. “It protects us in a way that allows us to really go there and
surprise people,” Bancroft said. “But I think that’s secondary to, why don’t
you sit with who you came with, and really have your eyes, ears and
hearts open to this present moment.”

‘Too many sensory inputs’ 
When he began pitching his idea in San Francisco, Yondr founder

Graham Dugoni initially met with resistance for his plan. But he remained
adamant that such a start-up, which he founded in 2014, was necessary
to “help people move into the digital age in a way that doesn’t erode all
meaning in people’s lives.”

“People need to have some reasonable expectation of privacy, even
in the public sphere,” he told AFP.  “It’s very important that the artist has
a safe space to perform in, that fans can enjoy getting swept up in some-
thing.” On a more philosophical level, Dugoni said “there’s a base feeling
that the easier everything gets in life, the meaning is getting hollowed
out.” Today, the 33-year-old CEO himself has renounced life with a
smartphone and communicates via an old-school flip phone, saying he
simply “had too many sensory inputs.”

‘Real addiction’ 
The New York Philharmonic is testing the Yondr system, and a lis-

tening installation at the Brooklyn Museum also requires phones to be
locked. Besides performances, Dugoni said Yondr has caught on at
schools to help students focus and even at weddings, where couples ban

mobiles to encourage guests “to just be there and not be whipping out
their phone every two seconds.”

“What we hear mostly is that it makes a difference in the energy of
the room,” he said. Meredith Weiss, who attended the “Freestyle Love
Supreme” show with her husband Adam, told AFP that being forced to
stash her phone was a welcome respite. The 39-year-old’s only concern
was that the babysitter might call. “I didn’t have time to give my sitter a
heads up that we weren’t going to have our phones,” she said. Bancroft
said he’s sold on the concept, whether he is a performer or a spectator.

“Every now and then, people will say they missed having their phones
- for us, that is kind of funny, but also signals that we have a real addiction
in our society,” he said. Bancroft laughed at the feeling many people seem
to have “to prove I was here; to snap a picture of Miranda and show that
I’m worth a little more than I am.” “I’m guilty of it too,” Bancroft said.
“I’m like, ‘Cool, I’ll post this later,’ and I typically don’t even do that.” “So
why did I waste even 15 seconds of this beautiful moment to get a video
I’ll never look at?”—AFP 

Yondr’ pouches are seen at an exhibition at the Brooklyn Mu-
seum in New York City. 

Disgraced Hollywood mogul Harvey Wein-
stein has reached a $25 million settlement
with dozens of women who accused him

of sexual misconduct, one of the women’s
lawyers told AFP on Wednesday. The once-pow-
erful producer of “Pulp Fiction” and “Sin City”,
whose case sparked the #MeToo movement
against sex crimes, faces a criminal trial next
month that could see him jailed for life.  The pay-
out from a separate civil case will be shared
among more than 30 actresses and former em-
ployees who have sued the 67-year-old for of-
fenses ranging from sexual harassment to rape.
Weinstein will not have to admit wrongdoing or
pay from his own pocket, celebrity news portal
TMZ said, with the bill instead being met by in-
surers for his bankrupt former movie studio, The
Weinstein Company. The deal will have to be

signed by all parties and get court approval to
resolve almost every misconduct lawsuit brought
against him since 2017 and insulate company di-
rectors from future liability. Weinstein’s accusers
include some of the world’s most famous ac-
tresses - including Angelina Jolie, Gwyneth Pal-
trow and Salma Hayek - although none is part of
the proceedings. “Boardwalk Empire” actress
Paz de la Huerta, who accused the producer of
raping her in 2010, is expected to be part of the
settlement, her lawyer Aaron Filler told AFP. The
criminal claims against him involve just two ac-
cusers, meaning the civil settlement represents
the only chance of justice for the many women
who have accused Weinstein of abuse. But sev-
eral accusers and their lawyers have denounced
the deal. “We plan to vigorously object to any
provision that tries to bind victims who want to

proceed with holding Harvey Weinstein account-
able for his actions,” said lawyer Douglas Wig-
dor, who is representing two women in claims
against the producer. Anti-sexual harassment
campaign group Time’s Up, created in the wake
of accusations against Weinstein, said it hoped
that the settlement brought Weinstein’s victims
“some small measure of long overdue justice”
but added the size of the payout was inadequate.
“If this is the best the survivors could get, the
system is broken,” the group tweeted. 

Bail doubled 
Weinstein faces a criminal trial in January on

charges of rape and forcibly performing oral sex
on a woman. Looking frail as he shuffled into a
pre-trial hearing in Manhattan with a walking
frame, he had his $1 million cash bail raised to $2

million in assets after prosecutors accused him
of mishandling his ankle monitor. Weinstein’s
legal team told the court he was scheduled to un-
dergo surgery on Thursday to relieve back pain
from an injury in an August car accident.

“He is in pain. He’s going to have surgery and
he will be back in court on January 6,” said at-
torney Donna Rotunno.  One of his accusers, 50-
year-old Katherine Kendall, told The New York
Times she was disappointed by the deal but had
agreed to sign on because she didn’t want other
women to miss out on the payout. “I don’t love it,
but I don’t know how to go after him. I don’t
know what I can really do,” said Kendall, who al-
leged that she was chased around by a naked
Weinstein in his New York apartment.— AFP 

Weinstein agrees to $25 million settlement with accusers

Turn off, tune in: 
Theater, concert 
fans forced to go 
phone-free

Mobile phones are locked
into ‘Yondr’ pouches before
people enter an exhibition at
the Brooklyn Museum in
New York City. Yondr creates
phone-free spaces for artists,
educators, organizations and
individuals. — AFP Photos


