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Egyptian director Amr Salama pays homage to the late
Michael Jackson in his new film “Sheikh Jackson,” a tale
of how a young imam struggles to reconcile his desire to

be a better Muslim with his love for the King of Pop. The film-
which landed a spot as Egypt’s Oscar bid for best foreign film
Tuesday  — is based loosely on Salama’s own life as a former
orthodox Muslim whose obsession with the flamboyant pop-
star caused him a crisis of faith. It takes audiences back to the
day the Gloved One died on June 25, 2009, and shows them
how it sent a former devotee into a tailspin.

Jackson’s death stirs childhood memories in the film’s lead
character Khaled, making him question what it means to be a
man and being true to oneself. “This film is a turning of the
page on so many obstacles in the road (in my life) in terms of
identity and faith crises,” Salama said in an interview with AFP
ahead of the film’s Friday premiere at the Toronto film festival.
Although many older conservatives and orthodox Muslims in
the Middle East may have despised Jackson during his lifetime
as “a freak, the guy who changed his color,” Salama said he was
wonderstruck when he first listened to his music.

“He was a poor black kid who grew up to be one of the
most famous people in the world, his music crossed borders,”
he said. Salama recalled how the father of a friend who intro-
duced him to Jackson’s music “gave him (the friend) hell for

liking Michael Jackson.”  “My own father was also not happy
about me listening to Michael Jackson,” he added.  Ignoring
their disapproval, Salama said he read and learned everything
he could find about Jackson, who influenced his clothes, his
hair, and his world outlook (as suggested by song lyrics).
Those are Salama’s feet doing the moonwalk in the film. Later
in his twenties, however, “I became religious and over-
whelmed by the guilt of not being good enough in the eyes of
God,” he said.

‘Music of the devil’ 
The film stars Ahmed Malek as a young Khaled who wor-

ships Jackson, from his Thriller-era haircut and moon walk to
his Bad tour bondage pants. But he is eventually steered away
from the Man in the Mirror by a macho father who fears his
son becoming soft, and later by religious mentors who
encourage him to preach to “those who dance to the music of
the devil” to reject pop culture. An older Khaled, played by
Ahmad El-Fishawi, is torn up inside. “I don’t want to be a hyp-
ocrite,” he says in the film. “For Muslims, to not walk the talk is
a sin,” Salama explains.

The writer-director said he hoped to reveal devout
Muslims’ inner struggle, rather than criticize them as pre-
tenders. The character Khaled, he notes, “wants to be devoted

but he just can’t” because of his love of Jackson’s music. How
does one juggle these contradictions? “I don’t have an answer
for that,” Salama admits. “That’s the question that the film asks,
more than answers.” “I think we just need to accept our contra-
dictions and all ourselves,” he then offers.

Thriller in 3D 
Thirty-five years after Jackson released “Thriller,” which

went on to become the world’s bestselling album of all time,
the Toronto film festival is also screening a digitally remas-
tered version of John Landis’ original music video in 3D, as
well as the documentary “The Making of Michael Jackson’s
Thriller.” Landis himself oversaw the frame-by-frame restora-
tion of short film, with its legendary zombie dance sequence,
and featuring Jackson as a walking dead and a werewolf. The
original “Making Of” was conceived to help fund the produc-
tion of “Thriller” and was shot simultaneously and debuted
alongside the music video in 1983.

It took audiences behind the scenes, showing them the
movie making process from makeup to choreography to
filming at a time when such glimpses were rare. “I can’t tell
you how many filmmakers have told me that ‘The Making of
Thriller’ was their first window into how movies are made
and inspired them to become filmmakers themselves,”
Landis said. — AFP 

‘Sheikh Jackson’ moonwalks into Toronto film festival
Michael  Jackson

Top names in entertainment Tuesday
raised millions of dollars for survivors of
mega-storms Harvey and Irma, with

Stevie Wonder and Beyonce also urging
attention on climate change. Dubbed “Hand
in Hand,” the one-hour telethon was broad-
cast live on all US television networks with
mega-stars from George Clooney to Justin
Bieber to Julianne Moore answering phones
to take pledges. After an hour of performanc-
es in New York, Los Angeles, Nashville and
San Antonio, comic Billy Crystal said the
telethon raised $14.55 million with more
expected as calls came in.

Apple donated $5 million-with co-host
Stephen Colbert joking that the figure was
the price of the company’s new iPhone
unveiled earlier Tuesday-and chemical giant
Merck announced $1 million, although it was
not clear if the amounts were part of the

total. Stevie Wonder opened the evening with
a rendition of Bill Withers’ “Lean on Me”
backed by a gospel choir as urged “love”
rather than divisions. “We should begin to
love and value our planet, and anyone who
believes that there is no such thing as global
warming must be blind or unintelligent. Lord,
please save us all,” said Wonder, who himself
is literally blind.

Beyonce-in a video message that marks
her most visible appearance since giving
birth to twins in June-said the disasters
caused more sorrow “during a time when it’s
impossible to watch the news without seeing
violence or racism in this country.” “Natural
disasters don’t discriminate, they don’t see if
you’re an immigrant, black or white, Hispanic
or Asian, Jewish or Muslim, wealthy or poor,”
the Houston-born pop superstar said. “The
effects of climate change are playing out
around the world every day,” she said, men-
tioning as well deadly monsoon floods in
India.

While no celebrities overtly attacked
President Donald Trump, he has pulled the
United States out of the Paris accord on cli-
mate change, which experts say is contribut-
ing to worsening storms, and last week
announced an end to protections for undocu-
mented immigrants who arrived as children.
Actor Robert De Niro recalled the benefit con-
cert 16 years ago after the September 11
attacks, saying that such unifying events
showed the “enduring values that truly define
us as a people.” Puerto Rican singer Luis Fonsi-
behind the global sensation “Despacito”
joined pop star Tori Kelly for a bilingual rendi-
tion of Leonard Cohen’s meditative classic
“Hallelujah.” Other musical highlights includ-
ed a country-tinged cover of The Beatles’
“With a Little Help from My Friends” led by
Darius Rucker and Demi Lovato. — AFP

Beyonce

Edouard Kunz knows timekeeping is important
but the former Swiss watch precision
mechanic admits that James Bond’s Oriental

Desert Express in remote eastern Morocco never
runs on schedule. The train, made famous in the
2015 Bond movie “Spectre”, trundles tourists
between the town of Oujda and the former mining
city of Bouarfa along a 350-kilometre-long (215-
mile) stretch of desert. “It takes between eight and
12 hours to make the trip, sometimes even more,”
says Kunz, 70, who is known as Edi, blaming sand-
storms for frequent delays.

His passion for trains put him in the driver’s seat
more than 10 years ago when he persuaded
Morocco’s National Office of Railways to let him run
a tourist train on a disused railway line. The track
that runs near the border with Algeria was original-
ly built nearly 100 years ago when Morocco was a
French protectorate. It was part of an ambitious
project, the Mediterranean-Niger railway, to link
the sea to inland Africa. However, the project was
short-lived and, in time, the mines and factories in
Bouarfa shut down, until the desert region with its
lunar landscapes was rediscovered by Kunz and the
location scouts for “Spectre”.

Exterior shots of the train making its way
through the desert darkness were used in the Bond

movie, a star-studded spy thriller with Daniel Craig
reprising the role of 007. One of the most striking
sequences in the film depicts a romantic dinner
between Bond and a character played by French
actress Lea Seydoux that is interrupted by the vil-
lain Mr Hinx, played by wrestler Dave Bautista. The
resulting fight between Bond and Hinx in a train
carriage has been praised by some critics as one of
the best scenes in the whole movie.

Cradle in the desert 
The tourist train that Kunz hires from Morocco’s

national railway operator is not quite as luxurious
as the one featured in “Spectre”. Tourists can
choose from a first-class, air-conditioned carriage
and another that dates back to the 1960s, in which
they can open the windows to take in the scenery
and snap pictures. The train moves at a top speed
of 50 kilometers per hour (30 mph), but this can
often drop to 10 kph and sometimes the train has
to come to a complete halt because of sand on the
tracks.

When that happens, workers resort to shovels
to get rid of the sand before the train can proceed.

“Some people buy BMWs but I bought myself a
train,” Kunz says, with a chuckle, recalling how he
struggled to make a profit with his desert train

project. In a good year, he says, he makes five to six
trips between Oujda and Bouarfa. On the route to
Bouarfa, the first dozen or so kilometres are
through a fertile plain, and then the train passes
through the Tiouli tunnel. After that it is mostly
desert.

Along the way, passengers see abandoned train
stations-and the more unusual sight of a former
Roman Catholic church turned into a judo club,
near a mosque. Kunz is hoping to transform one of
the abandoned stations into a restaurant, but for
the time being dinner is served in the train. The
chef, Aziz, prepares local specialties-spicy tajine
stews and mint tea-for the tourists. “This train is
important. It creates jobs and helps promote our
country,” Aziz says. One of the passengers on the
Oriental Desert Express is Mona, a young Moroccan
based in Paris. “It is a welcome change of scenery.
It’s nothing but an infinite desert behind us and
ahead of us,” she says. “There’s an extraordinary
atmosphere on the train,” she adds, comparing its
slow progress through the Saharan sands to being
rocked in a cradle. — AFP

Morocco tourists make tracks 
on 007’s ‘desert express’

These pictures show the Oriental Desert Express train en route from Oujda to Bouarfa in northeastern Morocco. — AFP photos

When Michelle Pfeiffer first read Darren
Aronofsky’s script for “mother!” she had
an understandable initial reaction. “I

thought: What the hell is this?” recalls Pfeiffer.
Aronofsky’s film is not in any way typical, nor is
the kind of project you’d expect a long-absent
actress like Pfeiffer to join as her first big-screen
performance in five years. The film, intentionally
shrouded in mystery, is a wild and weird odyssey
by one of the movies’ expert conjurers of dark,
surreal dream worlds that suspend its viewers -
and often its performers, too - in a vividly atmos-
pheric state of paranoia.

“You don’t even know, really, how to talk
about it,” says Pfeiffer, as if throwing up her
hands, in a recent interview. But one of the many
mysteries worth pondering in Darren
Aronofsky’s allegorical thriller is a simple one:
Why don’t we see Pfeiffer more often? The good
news is that “mother!” represents the start of
what may be a kind of renaissance for the 59-
year-old actress, whose steely beauty and cool,
piercing intelligence remains just as devastating.
“I’m really excited to be back,” says Pfeiffer.
“Especially having worked with these exciting
actors and these directors who I so admire. The
most exciting for me is all of these really talented
people that I’m able to do movies with.”

Along with “mother!” which Paramount
Pictures will release Friday, Pfeiffer co-stars in
Kenneth Branagh’s upcoming, more old-fash-
ioned mystery “Murder on the Orient Express.”
She has joined the cast of the “Ant-Man” sequel
and earlier this year premiered the Sundance
Film Festival entry “Where is Kyra?” in which she
plays a woman struggling to survive in Brooklyn
on her ailing mother’s income. She also received
an Emmy nomination for her cocktail-drinking,
chain-smoking Ruth Madoff in Barry Levinson’s
HBO movie “The Wizard of Lies.”

It’s a flurry of activity for Pfeiffer, who says she
pulled back partially to focus on family. She and
her husband, the TV producer David E. Kelley,
who live in northern California, have two chil-
dren. Now an empty-nester, Pfeiffer has eagerly
returned to regular work. “She wasn’t on my
mind because she hadn’t worked for a while,”
says Aronofsky. “My casting director mentioned
that she was interested in working again. I was
immediately excited and interested by the idea

of it. It’s been a while so I wasn’t so sure where
she was at. But once we started to talk, it was
amazing.” Aronofsky (“Black Swan,” “Requiem for
a Dream”), long a fan of Pfeiffer, was impressed
by her still sharp skills.

Sweet and sensitive wife
“I just wanted to applaud her at different

times during the movie because she does things
that are so hard to do,” he says. “Like those things
where someone says something in the moment
and you’re supposed to react in the moment
with surprise or embarrassment and she was
doing it take after take.” Jennifer Lawrence stars
in the film as the sweet and sensitive wife to
Javier Bardem’s poet. They live in beautifully nat-
ural, labyrinthine house in the country, but they
are soon beset by visitors, beginning with a man
who shows up at the door (Ed Harris), who’s fol-
lowed by his wife (Pfeiffer) and then others. The
movie grows in intensity with the sensation of
invasion; Aronofsky conceived it as a kind of alle-
gory for an overrun Mother Earth.

“I have these dreams sometimes,” says Pfeiffer.
“I’m in some house and I have to be somewhere
or I have to do something and I can’t get out. I
can’t find my way out. I know there’s some disas-
ter looming ahead and I know it’s coming and
no one will listen to me. This is like a really, really
bad nightmare. It’s like your worst nightmare
and you can’t wake up from it.” After her Oscar-
nominated breakthrough role in 1989’s “The
Fabulous Baker Boys,” Pfeiffer became one of the
top actresses in Hollywood, stringing together a
varied filmography including “Dangerous Minds,”
“Batman Returns,” “The Age of Innocence” and
“What Lies Beneath.” That made her intimidating
to her younger co-star.

“It took me two days to get over her beauty,
and to go up to her and say hi,” Lawrence told
reporters at the Toronto International Film
Festival. “She’s very normal. She’s a mother. She’s
a very smart woman.” She is also a still-adventur-
ous actress who was willing to go well out of her
comfort zone for “mother!” Pfeiffer considers the
film “a real leap of faith” since she went in with
only a partial understanding of it, along with a
director whom she says would sometimes leave
the cast in the dark on the finer points of the
drama. “I went along with things I ordinarily
would never have gone along with, like having
the rehearsal process filmed,” says Pfeiffer. “And
honestly, it was thrilling. It’s exciting to, after as
many films as I’ve done over so many years, to
have a really new and unique experience.” This
story has been corrected to show that the title of
the 1989 film is “The Fabulous Baker Boys,” not
“The Famous Baker Boys.” — AP

Celebrities drum up hurricane

relief - and warn on climate

Russia’s culture minister has sought to
downplay the “hysteria” surrounding a
new film depicting the love affair

between Russia’s last czar and a ballerina,
amid arson attacks and threats against cine-
mas. Vladimir Medinsky wrote on Twitter yes-
terday that “Matilda” was just “an ordinary fea-
ture film.” The movie - which is yet to be
released - has sparked harsh criticism from
hard-line nationalists and some Orthodox
believers in Russia. Although most people
accept that the affair happened, they main-
tain its depiction in the movie has been dis-
torted and that the portrayal is vulgar.

Nicholas II  was murdered by the
Bolsheviks and canonized by the Orthodox
Church in 2000. In separate comments to the
TASS news agency yesterday, Medinsky said
that “there is nothing (in the film) insulting
either for the memory of Nicholas II or for the
history of the Russian monarchy.” He called on
Russians to “observe the law, common sense
and have respect for each other” and urged
law enforcement agencies to protect cinemas

and audiences. Russia’s largest cinema chain
announced on Tuesday that it had contacted
police about threats it had received over
“Matilda” and would not show the movie
because of safety fears.

While Medinsky said the decision by the
cinema chain operated by Formula Kino and
Cinema Park was the prerogative of its own-
ers, he said attempts to pressurize cinemas
were “pure lawlessness and censorship,” TASS
reported. Two cars were set on fire earlier this
week outside the office of the attorney for
director Alexei Uchitel and signs reading
“burn for Matilda” were reportedly found near
the scene. Last month, assailants tried to set
fire to Uchitel’s film studio. Uchitel has said
the audiences who have attended pre-release
viewings of Matilda have reacted positively to
the film, and has called on the state to ensure
the safety of cinemagoers. Matilda is set to be
released in Russia on Oct 26. — AP

Russia seeks to calm tensions
over czar love affair film

On this file photo provided by Rock Films studio German actor Lars Eidinger as the last
Russian Czar Nicholas II during the filming of Russian director Alexei Uchitel’s movie
“Matilda” in St Petersburg, Russia. — AP

File photo shows actress
Michelle Pfeiffer poses for pho-
tographers at the premiere of
the film “mother!” at the 74th
edition of the Venice Film
Festival in Venice, Italy. — AP

After a hiatus, Michelle Pfeiffer
returns in ‘mother!’


