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H it fantasy TV show “Game of Thrones”
returned for its season six premiere
Sunday appearing to answer to one of

the most hotly-debated questions in modern
television history: “Is Jon Snow dead?”   As
well as revealing the fate of the brooding
Lord Commander of the Night’s Watch-which
AFP will not spoil for fans who have not yet
caught up-the writers hit viewers with a huge
curve ball that had them rushing to social
media to voice their shock.

On Twitter #GameOfThrones was the top
trending hashtag wor ldwide for  severa l
hours before and after the HBO premier at
9:00pm on the US east coast. Fans speculat-
ed whether the season opener’s title, “The
R e d  Wo m a n ,” i n d i c a t e d  t h a t  t h e  R e d
Priestess Melisandre, played by Carice van
H o u te n ,  wo u l d  h ave  a  h a n d  i n  b r i n gi n g
Snow back to life after he was stabbed by
his mutinous underlings. Instead, the title
was a reference to a big reveal in the final
moments of the episode.

“Almost  that  t ime!” t weeted Houston
Texans offensive tackle and “Thrones” fans
Duane Brown as the episode was about to
begin, before adding around an hour later:
“What. The. Hell?”  British conservative colum-
nist  and novel ist  James Del ingpole com-
plained that he was “slightly upset that there
was nothing in #GameofThrones episode one

that really upset me.”  “Back to the good ol’
Sunday night ritual of sitting quietly for an
hour  and then suddenly  ye l l ing  out
‘NOOOOOOOO,’” tweeted New York-based fan
Alex Lauer. “Game of Thrones” tells the story
of noble families vying for control of the Iron
Throne, all the while keeping one eye on the
“White Walkers” leading hordes of the undead
toward an invasion from the North.

Vengeance 
The multiple Emmy-winning show and AMC’s

“The Walking Dead” have been hailed by analysts
as examples of how cliffhangers can elevate
already hotly-anticipated TV episodes into global
media “events.” While “The Walking Dead” will still
be working off Robert Kirkman’s comic when it
returns in the autumn, season six of “Game of
Thrones” has moved beyond George R.R. Martin’s

“A Song of Ice and Fire” novels. “The Red Woman”
picked up where the season five finale left off,
with Sansa and Theon on the run from the
Boltons, Snow’s body not yet cold, and Daenerys
facing the Dothraki horde that picked her up at
the end of season five.

Everyone involved in the production had
insisted Snow is definitely, irreversibly dead but
conversation among fans has focused on how,
rather than whether, he will be resurrected.
Elsewhere in the fictional land of Westeros there
was plenty of blood, with Ellaria Sand and co-
conspirators killing Prince Doran and his heir
Trystane, while in King’s Landing, Cersei
mourned her murdered daughter, another victim
of the Sand Snakes.

Back at the Wall, Castle Black was in disarray
with members of the Night’s Watch still loyal
to Snow preparing bloody vengeance.  “Fans
may have worried that the show might suffer
by straying from Martin’s source material, but
judging by the confidence of the premiere,
those fears appear to be unfounded,” wrote
Laura Prudom of weekly entertainment maga-
zine Variety.

‘Swagger’ 
“Whether the producers feel liberated by the

chance to go off book a little more or by their
record Emmy haul, ‘Thrones’ certainly seems to
have found its swagger in this dense, decisive

hour.” With more than 20 million viewers per
episode, the show’s return had been touted as
the biggest TV drama event since JR Ewing, the
infamous antagonist in prime-time soap opera
“Dallas,” was gunned down in 1980. The first
episode was mistakenly made available online
for a few hours on Sunday, according to online
fan forums, with some threads blaming a
Canadian streaming website. Many dismissed
the leak as a hoax but a number of fans seeming-
ly managed to watch it and posted accurate plot
spoilers and screen grabs on a Reddit thread and
on the Internet Movie Database.

Three US cities-Atlanta, Boston and Denver-
held theater screenings at the same time as the
east coast broadcast, while the ATX Television
Festival in Austin, Texas, also screened the open-
er. In Britain, where “The Red Woman” show was
being shown simultaneously on Sky Atlantic —
2:00am local time-weekly listings magazine the
Radio Times ran a live blog starting two hours
ahead of the broadcast. “Does rather feel like Jon
is dead here-sorry guys,” it posted six minutes
after the show started.—AFP

‘Game of Thrones’ season six opener ends months of suspense

Brian Stokes Mitchell jokingly sings a
bluesy rendition of “Stairway to Heaven”
by the time he reaches his dressing

room on the fourth steep floor of the Music
Box Theatre on Broadway. “And she’s BUY-ing a
stairway to HEA-ven,” he warbled between
some huffs and puffs, still managing a wide
smile despite the challenging climb. At the top,
he’s a gracious host: “You want anything?
Food? Water? Oxygen?”

The flights are punishing once, much less
the estimated 10 times a day he and his fellow
actors must endure. “I think we may climb a
few Mount Everests by the time the show is
over,” he said, preparing to eat dinner. Mitchell,
58, finds himself in the same theater where he
made his Broadway debut in 1988, when his
dressing room was on the second floor. He’s up
with the stars now, and his new show explores
the groundbreaking 95-year-old musical
“Shuffle Along.”

‘Shuffle Along’
That musical was one of the first Broadway

shows starring, written and directed by
African-Americans. Director and writer George
C Wolfe has reframed the new one as a musical
about the making of a musical. Mitchell, who
plays co-book writer F.E. Miller, is part of an
astonishing collection of Broadway stars
including Audra McDonald, Billy Porter,
Brandon Victor Dixon and Joshua Henry, plus a
talented ensemble of young people.

“It is the most amazing company maybe
that I’ve ever worked with and I’ve worked
with some amazing companies,” said Mitchell.

“Like I say, there’s not a turd in the punch
bowl.” Then he laughs: “You sure you don’t
want some chicken?” The show is the first time
Mitchell has pulled on his tap shoes since he
appeared in “Jelly’s Last Jam” in the early 1990s,
having replaced Gregory Hines as Jelly Roll
Morton. Back then, Savion Glover was his co-
star; now he’s choreographing.

“I would lose 5 pounds in water weight
each time doing that show. After that show, I
retired my tap shoes. I said, ‘You know what?
I’m going to leave those to the people who
really, really do this well,’” he said. When he got
the call about the new “Shuffle Along,” Mitchell
worried what a quarter-century had done to
his abilities. He also wondered how his Achilles
tendon, which had popped 10 years ago,
would handle the new stress. “What I found
out is my feet are still pretty good but my brain
is slow. Especially watching these kids do it,” he
said. “I mean, I was never able to pick it up as
fast as they are, especially now.”

Supportive and generous
Mitchell won a Tony for “Kiss Me Kate” and

got nods for “Man of La Mancha,” “Ragtime”
and “King Hedley II.” He’s adored on Broadway
for his warmth and his stories, lending his tal-
ent to all kinds of causes and leading The
Actor’s Fund since 2004. Jonathan Kent, who
directed Mitchell in “Man of La Mancha,” said
he leaned on his star’s experience during the
white knuckle ride of helming his first
Broadway musical. “He was so wonderfully
supportive and generous. I think of him with
such admiration and fondness,” said Kent. “He’s
a supreme craftsman, too. I learnt so much
from working with him.” Mitchell took a step
back from Broadway while his son, Ellington -
with his wife, Allyson Tucker - was growing up.
He did concerts instead, giving him the free-
dom to make his own hours. Now his son is 12.

“He doesn’t need me quite in the same way
that he did. It was just time to do a Broadway
show. I put it out there in the universe. I said,
‘You know, I think it’s time to do another
Broadway show.’ And literally two weeks later is
when George called me. Ask and ye shall
receive.” So despite the hike up four flights of
stairs, Mitchell said he’s happier than he’s been
in a long time, in a company of professionals
telling a key story of Broadway’s past. “When I
did ‘Ragtime’ it was a company like that. There
was a sense that something very magical was
going on. If you’re lucky, you maybe get one
magical show in your life,” he said. “Well, here’s
another magical show.”—AP

Billy Paul, a jazz and soul singer best known
for the No. 1 hit ballad and “Philadelphia
Soul” classic “Me and Mrs Jones,” died

Sunday. Paul, whose career spanned for more than
60 years, died at his home in Blackwood, New
Jersey, his co-manager, Beverly Gay, told The
Associated Press. Paul, 80, had been diagnosed
recently with pancreatic cancer, Gay said. Known
by his beard and large glasses, Paul was one of
many singers who found success with the writing
and producing team of Kenneth Gamble and Leon
Huff, whose Philadelphia International Records also
released music by the O’Jays, Harold Melvin & the
Blue Notes, and Lou Rawls.

“Me and Mrs Jones” was an extramarital confes-
sion and a characteristic Gamble and Huff produc-
tion, setting Paul’s thick tenor against a lush and
sensuous arrangement. Many fans best remember
the moment when Paul’s otherwise subtle vocals
jump as they reach the title words, stretching out
“Me” and “And” into multiple syllables and repeat-
ing “Mrs Jones, Mrs Jones, Mrs Jones.” (Paul himself
was married to the same woman for decades).
Paul’s voice made him “one of the great artists to
come out of Philly and to be celebrated worldwide,”
Gamble and Huff said in a statement late Sunday.

“Our proudest moment with Billy was the
recording of the salacious smash ‘Me and Mrs.
Jones.’ In our view, it is one of the greatest love
songs ever recorded,” they said. The song was one
of the top singles of 1972 and brought Paul a
Grammy the following year for best male rhythm ‘n
blues performance, with runners-up including Ray
Charles and Curtis Mayfield. Paul remained identi-
fied with the song for the rest of his life. Paul con-
tinued to perform live until he fell ill and his man-
ager said he had been lining up numerous appear-
ances at the time of his death. Among his favorites
in concert was a cover of Prince’s “Purple Rain.”
(Prince died last Thursday).

Music shop
He was born Paul Williams but later agreed to

his manager’s suggestion that he change his name
to Billy Paul to avoid confusion with songwriter
Paul Williams and other musicians with the same
name. A Philadelphia native, he sang much his life,
performing with such jazz stars as Charlie Parker
and Dinah Washington and being featured on a
handful of singles while still in his teens. Paul was
drafted into the military in his early 20s, and found
himself on the same base in Germany with a cou-

ple of famous show business names, Elvis Presley
and Gary Crosby, Bing Crosby’s son.

“We said we’re going to start a band, so we
didn’t have to do any hard work in the service,” he
told bluesandsoul.com in 2015. “We tried to get
Elvis to join but he wanted to be a jeep driver. So
me and Gary Crosby, we started it and called our-
selves the Jazz Blues Symphony Band.” By the mid-
1960s, the Beatles had inspired him to incorporate
more rhythm ‘n blues into his singing and he had
found a new home for his recordings after meeting
Gamble at a Philadelphia music shop. His early

albums with Gamble and Huff, including “Ebony
Woman” and “Going East,” sold modestly, before
“Me and Mrs Jones” briefly made him a superstar.

Paul faced numerous obstacles following his
biggest hit. Radio stations resisted his more socially
conscious follow-up song, “Am I Black Enough for
You” and the Rev. Jesse Jackson was among those
who objected to the explicit “Let’s Make a Baby.”
Years later, Paul sued Gamble and Huff and other

industry officials over unpaid royalties and was
awarded $500,000 by a Los Angeles jury in 2003.
Paul is survived by his wife, Blanche Williams, with
whom he had two children. Although he endured
many difficult moments with Gamble and Huff, he
would look back on those years as a lost golden
age. “It was like a family full of music,” he told blue-
sandsoul.com. “It was like music round the clock,
you know. And I reminisce and I still wish those
days were here.” — AP

‘Me and Mrs Jones’ singer
Billy Paul dead at age 80

In this Feb 6, 2008, file photo, Leon A Huff, cofounder and vice chairman of Philadelphia
International Records, left, singer Billy Paul, center,  and Kenneth Gamble, arrive at ‘A Special
Evening of Conversation Insight and Music’ in Los Angeles. — AP

Brian Stokes Mitchell returns
to Broadway in ‘magical’ show

“The Jungle Book” remained king of the
box office in its second weekend in the-
aters, beating new opener “ The

Huntsman: Winter’s War” by around $40 million,
according to comScore estimates Sunday. Disney’s
live-action/CG spectacle is proving to be a true all-
audience success story. With a PG-rating and solid
word of mouth, it fell only 41 percent in weekend
two, earning $60.8 million and bumping its domes-
tic total to $191.5 million in just 10 days in theaters.

The spectacular and somewhat unexpected
hold of “The Jungle Book” overshadowed the debut
of “The Huntsman: Winter’s War,” which, despite its
high-wattage cast of Chris Hemsworth, Charlize
Theron, Emily Blunt and Jessica Chastain, had a
somewhat lackluster $20.1 million bow. The movie
cost $115 million to produce and is a follow-up to
the 2012 fairy tale fantasy “Snow White and the
Huntsman,” this time focused on Hemsworth’s char-
acter. The first film was budgeted at $170 million,
earned $56.2 million in its debut and went on to
gross $396.6 million worldwide.

There are a number of factors that may have
contributed to the uninspiring performance of the
sequel, one of which is the absence of original star
Kristen Stewart, comScore senior analyst Paul

Dergarabedian noted. “Snow White and the
Huntsman” launched in June 2012 - right in
between the releases of the final two “Twilight”
films. “She was a key reason for the opening of that
first film,” Dergarabedian said. “That was going to be
a tough act to follow.”

“The Huntsman” also failed to impress critics
and is hovering around 17 percent on Rotten
Tomatoes. Opening weekend audiences, however,
gave the film a more promising B+ CinemaScore. “I
would have liked more people to go see ours, but I
certainly wouldn’t call it a flop either,” said Nick
Carpou, Universal’s president of domestic distribu-
tion. “The final chapter of this one has not been
written, but with a B+ CinemaScore and the audi-
ence appeal that it has, I think there’s a chance
we’re going to play out a bit better than that word
(flop) would indicate.”

“Barbershop: The Next Cut” landed in third place
with $10.8 million in its second weekend in the-
aters. “Zootopia” and “The Boss” rounded out the
top five with $6.6 million and $6.1 million, respec-
tively. But this weekend, up 29.3 percent from last
year, is all about “The Jungle Book.” Dergarabedian
noted that it could actually help jumpstart the sum-
mer movie season too. The year is already up 9.2

percent, and now the big “Jungle Book” audiences
are being exposed to all of the trailers for the
upcoming season that kicks off with the launch of
“Captain America: Civil War” in the first week of May.

“Just like ‘Furious 7’ last year, ‘The Jungle Book’ is
providing a great lead-in for a really big summer
movie season,” Dergarabedian said. Estimated ticket
sales for Friday through Sunday at US and Canadian
theaters, according to comScore. Where available,
the latest international numbers for Friday through
Sunday are also included. 
1. “The Jungle Book,” $60.8 million 
2. “The Hunstman: Winter’s War,” $20.1 million. 
3. “Barbershop: The Next Cut,” $10.8 million.
4. “Zootopia,” $6.6 million.
5. “The Boss,” $6.1 million 
6. “Batman v Superman: Dawn of Justice,” $5.5 mil-

lion 
7. “Criminal,” $3.1 million.
8. “My Big Fat Greek Wedding 2,” $2.1 million.
9. “Compadres,” $1.4 million.
10. “A Hologram for the King,” $1.2 million. — AP

‘Huntsman’ sequel misfires; ‘Jungle Book’ reigns

In this image released by Disney, Mowgli, portrayed by Neel Sethi, right,
and Baloo the bear, voiced by Bill Murray, appear in a scene from, ‘The
Jungle Book.’ — AP

In this image released by Universal Pictures, Jessica Chastain, left, and
Charlize Theron appear in a scene from ‘Huntsman: Winter’s War.’ — APIvory Coast will host an all-night  concert trib-

ute this week to Congolese rumba star Papa
Wemba, who died after collapsing on stage

during a festival in Abidjan, organizers said yes-
terday. Family members led by the artist’s wid-
ow Marie Rose, known as Maman Amazone,
arrived in the Ivory Coast to prepare to repatri-
ate Papa Wemba’s body to his homeland, where
Culture Minister Banza Makalay described his
death as “a great loss for music”.

Papa Wemba, one of the biggest names in
African music for the past 40 years, died after
falling ill on Sunday during a performance at
the Urban Music Festival of Anoumabo
(FEMUA). He was 66. The festival organizers said
a “big artistic wake” would be held from
Wednesday evening to dawn in a tribute to the
larger than life musician known as the “king of
Congolese rumba” who fused Cuban and
African rhythms. “More than 100 national and
international singers and musicians will succeed
each other on stage from 9 pm until dawn,”
FEMA said in a statement.

The cause of Papa Wemba’s death is not yet
known, although he was said to have suffered
health problems for some years and a journal-
ist reportedly noticed he was unwell on
Sunday. The team of six people who flew in
Monday from the capital of the Democratic
Republic of Congo included the governor of
Papa Wemba’s native Sankuru region, Ulungu
Lukatu Berthold, as well as family, a festival
promoter told AFP.The small delegation was
due to make arrangements following the sud-
den death at a meeting also to be attended by
the DRC’s ambassador to Ivory Coast, who had
cut short a trip to Mali, Ivorian musician and
festival promoter Salif Traore, known as A’Salfo,
told AFP. —AFP

Ivory Coast to host all-night 
tribute to rumba king Papa Wemba

In this Oct 5, 2009, file photo, actor Brian
Stokes Mitchell attends the 2009 National
Arts Awards presented by Americans for
the Arts in New York. — AP

In this file photo dated Tuesday, Nov 17,
2004, Congolese pop star Papa Wemba is
hoisted by supporters as he leaves the
courthouse in Bobigny near Paris. — AP


