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B
ollywood’s first female choreographer 
Saroj Khan, whose sizzling dance 
routines breathed life into hundreds 

of films, died Friday, triggering further 
heartbreak in an industry already reeling 
from a string of recent deaths. Khan chore-
ographed more than 2,000 numbers during 
a 40-year career that saw her work with 
superstars like Madhuri Dixit and Anil 
Kapoor to create dazzling song-and-dance 
routines that are a distinctive feature of 
Hindi films. A spokeswoman for Guru Nanak 
hospital in Mumbai told AFP that Khan, 71, 
was admitted to the facility on Thursday 
evening after complaining of respiratory 
problems. She “was declared dead at 
approximately 2:30 am” after suffering car-
diac arrest, the spokeswoman said. 

Born Nirmala Nagpal, she joined the 
industry as a child actor aged just three but 
soon took to dancing instead, starting out 
as a backup dancer before becoming an 
assistant choreographer at 13. She report-
edly changed her name to Saroj to avoid the 
censure of conservative relatives who did 
not approve of her career choice. 

She also fell in love with B. Sohanlal, her 
much older mentor who was a married 

father of four. Stung by his refusal to leave 
his first wife, Khan, who had converted to 
Islam, became a single mother to their two 
children while still in her teens and walked 
out of the relationship to start working on 
her own. 

 
‘Amazingly talented’  

She got her break in 1974 with “Geeta 
Mera Naam” (“Geeta Is My Name”), 
becoming the first female choreographer in 
Bollywood. She had no formal training in 
classical dance, but learnt on the job and hit 
the big time in the 1980s when her collabo-
rations with two of Bollywood’s top stars, 
Dixit and Sridevi, became chart-toppers. 
The 1988 number “Ek Do Teen” (“One Two 
Three”), choreographed by Khan, made 
Dixit a star overnight, and the actress was 
among the first to pay tribute to the woman 
she called her teacher. “I’m devastated by 
the loss of my friend and guru, Saroj Khan. 
Will always be grateful for her work in 
helping me reach my full potential in dance. 
The world has lost an amazingly talented 
person,” Dixit tweeted. 

Khan dominated Bollywood’s dance 
floors over the next decade, churning out 

hits such as 1987’s “Hawa Hawaii”, 1993’s 
“Choli ke Peeche” (“Behind the Blouse”) 
and 2002’s “Dola re Dola” (“I Swayed”). 
“You gave us and the industry, rhythm, 
style, grace of movement”, Bollywood leg-
end Amitabh Bachchan wrote on Instagram. 

“When she danced it was like watching a 
whole book! Everything that she wanted to 
say was there so clearly on her face and in 
her body language,” actress Kajol wrote. 
“She made dance look easy almost like any-
body can dance, a huge loss for the indus-
try,” tweeted superstar Akshay Kumar. 

She won three National Awards for her 
choreography in the Bollywood movies 
“Devdas” and “Jab We Met” (“When We 
Met”) and for the Tamil film “Sringaram: 
Dance of Love”. Actress Kareena Kapoor, 
who starred in “Jab We Met”, said Khan 
taught her “to enjoy dancing, smile and 
smile through the eyes”. “There can never 
be another,” she wrote on Instagram.   Her 
last film was 2019’s “Kalank” (“Blemish”) 
starring Dixit. She was also a popular pres-
ence on television, hosting an instructional 
dance show called “Nachle Ve” (“Dance”) 
from 2008 to 2011. In her introduction to 
the programme, she said: “Dance is my life. 
If there is no dance, there is no Saroj 
Khan.”—AFP 

Saroj Khan, choreographer of  
over 2,000 Bollywood songs, dies at 71 

In this file photo Indian Bollywood dance cho-
reographer Saroj Khan attends the 
Dadasaheb Phalke Excellence Awards 2019 in 
Mumbai. 

In this file photo Bollywood choreogra-
pher Saroj Khan (left) hugs actress 
Madhuri Dixit after receiving a special 
award for Best Choreographer in Last 20 
Years, during the 20th International Indian 
Film Academy (IIFA) Awards at NSCI Dome 
in Mumbai. – AFP photos

A
 Bollywood actor’s face tattooed on his arm, 
Sandeep Bacche’s devotion shocks few in 
India where stars enjoy semi-divine status. But 

even here the hallowed silver screen may be losing its 
shine to streaming services and pandemic fears. 
“Whenever things get better and theatres begin 
operations, I will watch three movies a day for sure 
just as a way to celebrate,” said the Mumbai rickshaw 
driver, who is recovering from the virus himself. But 
others may not join the party. With cinemas shut for 
months due to a coronavirus lockdown, and little 
prospect they will reopen soon, frustrated Bollywood 
producers have turned to the likes of Amazon, Netflix 
and Disney+ Hotstar to release films online. “Gulabo 
Sitabo”, starring Bollywood legend Amitabh 
Bachchan, premiered on Amazon Prime last month. 
Other Hindi movies have followed a similar route, as 
have the huge Telugu-, Tamil- and Malayalam-lan-
guage film industries. 

This has sparked fury from cinema operators. 
INOX Leisure Ltd, India’s second-largest multiplex 
operator, warned producers of possible “retributive 
measures”. “Movie stars are not made on the small 
screen but on the silver screen,” Siddharth Jain, 
INOX executive director, told AFP. But, noting the 
financial might of the competition, he said: “No busi-
ness model in the world can compete with free mon-
ey and Netflix is nothing but free money.” 
Shoojit Sircar, who directed “Gulabo Sitabo”, told 
AFP that “a digital release was a tough decision” but 
financial constraints pushed him to do it. “A lot of 
technicians are dependent on me,” Sircar said. 
“Cinema magic cannot be replaced by TV,  iPad or 
laptop experience. But I needed to move on.” 

 
Affordable entertainment  

India has the world’s most prolific film industry, 
churning out nearly 1,800 releases in 2018. Stars are 
worshipped like gods, with fans building temples and 
making pilgrimages to their homes. Going to the cin-
ema also remains a hugely popular and affordable 
pursuit, with 75 rupees ($1) buying three hours of 
entertainment in an air-conditioned movie theatre. 
Some of the higher-end multiplex cinemas have 
menus that include biryani being delivered to your 
recliner, and blankets to snuggle under if the air con-
ditioning is too cold. But with more than half of 
India’s population under 30, and many of them con-

suming entertainment on mobile phones, the likes of 
Netflix were starting to make inroads even before the 
coronavirus. 

Hotstar, the market leader now owned by Disney, 
boasted 300 million active monthly users in 2018 — 
offering some content for free and other shows only 
to subscribers.   The shutdown has only accelerated 
the shift. For years Mumbai-based teacher Nigel 
D’Souza, 27, was one of the holdouts, preferring to 
watch films in cinemas. But when India went into 
lockdown in late March, he bit the bullet and sub-
scribed to both Amazon Prime—aggressively priced 
in India at just 129 rupees per month—and Netflix. 
He is now hooked. “It was very cheap... as we don’t 
spend money on expensive popcorn or travel”, he 
said.    Furthermore, he found he “could binge-watch 
any number of movies... without worrying about the 
virus”. 

 
Virus measures  

Vijay Subramaniam, Amazon Prime’s director of 
content for India, insisted the company was not look-
ing to put cinemas out of business.     “Theatres play 
an important role in film distribution and we aren’t 
looking to change that,” he told AFP. But he added: 
“As technology continues to change that landscape, 
customers’ preferences of what to watch and where 
will continue to evolve.” 

Cinemas meanwhile are getting ready for the end 
of lockdown, which will come with strict rules that 
will further eat away at their profit margins. Some 
seats will have to be left empty and cinema halls will 
have to be thoroughly disinfected after every show. 
The lavish menus and blankets will probably have to 
go. But it is not all doom and gloom. “The cinema 
experience is ingrained in our blood... (it) will never 
go out of fashion,” Mumbai-based film trade analyst 
Girish Johar told AFP. 

For diehard fans like Bacche, the heady pleasures 
of the silver screen are simply too irresistible. Even in 
the coronavirus treatment facility, the 41-year-old 
still needed his daily fix of Bollywood, he said. He 
found it on the YouTube app on his phone, which he 
still uses—a sign that the pandemic’s impact on 
viewing habits may linger for a while longer.—AFP 

 

Johnny Depp libel 
case in UK can go 
ahead: judge 
 
 

A
 British news group on Thursday failed in its bid 
to have a libel case brought by Hollywood actor 
Johnny Depp thrown out, paving the way for a 

full court hearing. Depp, 57, is suing News Group 
Newspapers (NGN) over an April 2018 article in The 
Sun tabloid that claimed he had been violent to his for-
mer wife, the actress Amber Heard. He has strenuously 
denied the claims. NGN tried to have the case dis-
missed, arguing Depp was in breach of a court order 
because he had failed to disclose documents from a 
separate libel case in the United States. Judge Andrew 
Nicol on Monday agreed the “Pirates of the 

Caribbean” star had failed to hand over details of text 
messages, which allegedly referred to drugs. 

But on Thursday he said he would grant Depp’s 
application for “relief from sanctions”, which means 
the trial will go ahead next week. The text messages 
were sent in late February and early March 2015, 
shortly before what Heard, 34, claimed was a “three-
day ordeal of physical assaults” in Australia, the judge 
was told. Lawyers for the news group have argued the 
texts were “profoundly damaging to his (Depp’s) 
case.” The alleged incident in Australia is one of 14 
separate claims of domestic violence between early 
2013 and May 2016 that NGN is relying on in its 
defence. 

The judge has previously refused an application by 
Depp’s legal team to require Heard to disclose evi-
dence, including a secret recording of a conversation 
with the actor. He also asked for all communications 
between Heard and “Rocketman”, a contact saved in 
her phone who Depp claims is the SpaceX and Tesla 
founder Elon Musk, as well as with actor James Franco. 
Lawyer David Sherborne told the court Heard had 
affairs with Musk and Franco while she was going out 
with or married to Depp. 

He said it was relevant because it has been claimed 
Depp’s “supposed paranoia and mistaken belief that 
she was having affairs that caused him to be violent”. 
But judge Nicol dismissed the application. “The central 
issue for the defence of truth is whether Mr Depp 
assaulted Ms Heard,” he said. “Even if she had been 
unfaithful to him, that would be irrelevant on that cen-
tral issue.” The case, which was delayed because of the 
coronavirus outbreak, is due to start next Tuesday at 
the High Court of England and Wales in central 
London. Depp’s former partners, the French singer 
Vanessa Paradis, and the Hollywood actress Winona 
Ryder, are due to give evidence. The actor himself is 
also expected to attend, as is Heard.—AFP 

 

Children of French 
rocker Hallyday bury  
hatchet with widow 
over inheritance 
 

T
he two oldest children of French rock legend 
Johnny Hallyday have agreed to settle a long-
running legal battle over claims they were unlaw-

fully written out of their father’s will, depriving them of 
an inheritance worth millions of euros, lawyers said 
Friday. Laura Smet and David Hallyday filed lawsuits 
after Hallyday’s death from lung cancer in December 
2017, when it emerged that a will drawn up in 
California had disinherited them in favour of the 
singer’s widow and two Vietnamese girls the couple 
had adopted. 

Under French law, children are entitled to at least 
part of their parents’ estate, but Hallyday, despite 
being considered one of France’s cultural treasures, 
had lived in the United States with his wife Laeticia for 
years. “Laeticia wanted to reach an agreement with 
her husband’s oldest children,” the widow’s lawyer 
Gilles Gauer said in a statement. No details of the 
accord were disclosed, and neither Smet nor her 
lawyer responded to requests for comment. “We wel-
come this settlement,” David Hallyday’s lawyer Pierre-
Jean Douvier told AFP. “With this agreement we are 
dropping all legal action.”—AFP 

Meghan left 

‘unprotected’ by 

British royal family 
 

T
he Duchess of Sussex has claimed she was left 
“unprotected” by the royal family from “false and 
damaging” media articles when she was preg-

nant, according to leaked documents published on 
Thursday. The claims were made in submissions as 
part of her high-profile case against the Mail on 
Sunday, website Mail Online and its owner Associated 
Newspapers. The duchess, former American actress 
Meghan Markle, is claiming breach of privacy, data 
protection rights and copyright over the publication of 
extracts of correspondence to her estranged father, 
Thomas, after her wedding to Prince Harry. In the 
papers, she submitted she had become “the subject of 
a large number of false and damaging articles by the 
UK tabloid media, specifically by the defendant, which 
caused tremendous emotional distress and damage to 
her mental health”. 

The “institution” of the monarchy failed to protect 
her from the accusations and she was “prohibited 
from defending herself”, they added. The documents 
also refer to an article published in People, a US mag-
azine, where five unnamed friends claim they were 
“rightly concerned for her welfare” following the 
reports. The papers, widely cited in the British media 
on Thursday, add that Markle was not involved with 
the interview. They also claim that her May 2018 wed-
ding to Harry, grandson of Queen Elizabeth II, helped 
generate £1 billion $1.3 billion, 1.1 billion euros) in 
tourism revenue.—AFP 

 In this file photo US actor Johnny Depp arrives on the red 
carpet for the premiere of the film “Minamata” screened 
in the Berlinale Special Gala at the 70th Berlinale film 
festival in Berlin.—AFP 

Bollywood actors (top left to right) Abhishek Bachchan, Ajay Devgn Akshay Kumar and Varun Dhawan and (bottom L to 
R) Alia Bhatt, Disney India Chairman Uday Shankar and Akshay Kumar are seen on a screen during the live virtual 
press conference of the launch of ‘Multiplex’ on the video on demand platform Disney+Hotstar, in Mumbai. 

In this picture a security guard sits at the entrance of a 
closed movie theatre complex due to a COVID-19 coron-
avirus lockdown in Mumbai. 

In this picture empty poster display cases at a closed 
movie theatre complex due to a COVID-19 coronavirus 
lockdown in Mumbai. —AFP photos 

This file photo shows Laeticia Hallyday, (left), wife of late 
French singer Johnny Hallyday, and Johnny Hallyday’s 
daughter Laura Smet standing during the funeral cere-
mony for Johnny Hallyday at the Eglise de la Madeleine 
(La Madeleine Church) in Paris.—AFP  

In this file photo Britain’s Meghan, Duchess of Sussex 
looks on from a balcony as she attends the 
Remembrance Sunday ceremony at the Cenotaph on 
Whitehall in central London.—AFP  

The battle for Bollywood: Virus,  
streaming apps spark fears for cinemas 


