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Anew Ukrainian feature film called “Cyborgs” has
become the first to depict the bloody war against
Russian-backed separatists, focusing on a battle for

a highly symbolic airport. The patriotic drama details the
clash for Donetsk airport, a gleaming international hub
rebuilt as the eastern industrial city prepared to host the
Euro 2012 football championship. After the ongoing con-
flict broke out in 2014, rebels seized control of Donetsk
and for more than eight months besieged government
forces defending the airport in fierce fighting that reduced
the terminals to a charred steel skeleton.  The Cyborgs
title refers to a nickname for soldiers holed up in the air-
port who withstood tank attacks and shelling despite lim-
ited logistical support from Kiev.

“Wow, how cool you are! You can’t be human, you’re
probably cyborgs!”, a unit commander exclaims at the
start of the film as his men opt to stay inside the ruined
airport despite facing deadly danger. The 45-year-old
director Akhtem Seitablayev told AFP the movie was
about “the armed men who protect our country and
thanks to whom I am able to get up every morning, kiss
my kids and indeed, make movies.” Since a December
release, it has earned 22.2 million hryvnias ($800,000,
640,000 euros) at the box office, becoming Ukraine’s top-
grossing film made with state funding.

Some screenings have taken place in Kiev-held towns
in the conflict zone in the east of the country, but it has not
been released in Russia. The film has yet to recoup the
total budget of 42 million hryvnias-half of which is state
funding that does not need to be reimbursed. Scenes show
volunteers-including school teachers, students, engineers
and even actors  — fighting alongside professional mili-
tary and struggling with a lack of water, food and ammuni-
tion. The 242-day siege of Donetsk airport has been com-
pared by Ukrainian media to the long drawn-out siege of
Stalingrad during World War II. The airport finally fell to
the rebels with 200 Ukrainian soldiers dead and separatist
losses estimated at up to 800.

Fighters as consultants 
Real-life Ukrainian fighters provided the inspiration for

some characters and acted as consultants during filming.
One of the leading roles, a unit commander with the nom de
guerre Serpen, or August in Ukrainian, is partly based on
Andriy Sharaskin, an actor who went to the frontline as a
volunteer. In one scene, Serpen and others make emotional
phone calls to their loved ones as they await a major attack.
“We really did say our goodbyes then. We called our rela-
tives to hear them for the last time,” Sharaskin said, recalling
a phone conversation with his daughter. Amid such human
tragedy, “Cyborgs” includes comic episodes as the soldiers
tell jokes against the backdrop of bloody battles.

“Did you call a taxi to the airport?” an officer asks
troops as they wait for an armed personnel carrier to take
them to the terminal-with slim chance of a return journey.

The director said he was moved to make the
film after hearing of many well-educated and successful
people who risked their lives to fight as volunteers. “Their
optimism and their clear understanding of why they went
there can contribute to the birth of a new Ukrainian politi-
cal nation,” said the director.

‘Not a civil war’ 
At the end of a packed viewing in Kiev, some specta-

tors could not hold back tears. “Unexpectedly, I liked the
film. We are used to the fact that war films are propagan-
distic, but this one is actually realistic,” viewer Kateryna
Esmanova told AFP. Following overwhelming evidence of
Moscow funneling in troops and arms, the film stresses
this is a war with Ukraine’s former Soviet master Russia,
rather than pro-Russian insurgents. Packed with dialogue

about the meaning of patriotism, “Cyborgs” appears to be
aimed at Ukrainian audiences, but producer Ivanna
Diadiura told AFP they wanted to show it at international
film festivals too.

The director said he believed the message would res-
onate with all audiences. “It seems to me that we managed
to structure the drama in such a way that anyone-even
someone who knows nothing about these events-will see
this is not a civil war,” Seitablayev said. “Our characters
speak both Ukrainian and Russian and this is a war about
a civilizational choice between a Soviet past and, I hope, a
European future.” The fighting in Ukraine has cost more
than 10,000 lives since April 2014. — AFP

‘Cyborgs’ war drama replays real-life Ukraine battle

People leave from a cinema featuring a poster for the Ukrainian blockbuster film ‘Cyborgs’ in
Kiev. — AFP photos

“Cyborgs” film’s producer Ivanna Diadiura speaks to AFP during an interview.

The daughter of French rock legend Johnny
Hallyday caused a sensation yesterday by
challenging his will after he left everything

to his fourth wife Laeticia, who was 32 years his
junior. Actress Laura Smet laid bare the tensions
inside France’s first family of showbiz, revealing
that she had long been forced to call and meet
her father in secret. Hallyday’s death in
December of lung cancer plunged France into
mourning, and brought hundreds of thousands of
his fans onto the streets of Paris for his funeral in
scenes not seen since the death of Edith Piaf.

Smet said she was “stupefied and hurt” after
learning that she and her brother David-the
singer’s only two biological children-had been
left nothing by the “French Elvis”. Instead all of
Hallyday’s wealth and the rights to the 110 million
records he sold will eventually go to Jade and
Joy, the girls he adopted in Vietnam with
Laeticia. Smet’s lawyers said her half-brother
David Hallyday was also contesting the “rewrit-
ten” will, which was made in California, where
Hallyday spent much of his later years.

Under French law, a wife does not automati-
cally inherit all of her husband’s estate, and gen-
erally must share it with his children. In an open
letter to AFP, Smet, 34, exploded the myth of the
“united front” that Hallyday’s extended family

managed to maintain for the huge “people’s trib-
ute” of his funeral, where French President
Emmanuel Macron called him a “national hero”.
She also strongly hinted that Laeticia, a 42-year-
old former model, prevented her from seeing her
father before he died aged 74.

“It is still killing me not to have been able to
say goodbye to you, Papa do you know that at
least?” Smet wrote. “So many questions without
answers. All those times when we had to hide to
see and call each other,” she added.  Yet “I found
out a couple of days ago that you have rewritten
your will to totally disinherit David and me,”
Smet wrote. 

Heart-rending letter 
“It was only a few weeks ago that we were

having a meal together and you said to me, ‘So
when are you going to have a child?’ “But what
can I tell that child about you, someone whom I
have admired so much?” she asked. In the heart-
rending letter Smet, whose mother is the actress
Nathalie Baye, said her father comes to her in
her dreams every night. “You are handsome, with
no tattoos, you are finally free...”  Hallyday began
getting tattoos in the 1990s around the time he
met Laeticia in Miami, marrying her just after
she turned 21 in 1996.

“I would have preferred if all this had stayed
within the family,” Smet wrote, “but unfortunate-
ly, in our family this is how it is.  “I am proud to
be your daughter. I love you Papa,” she added.
Smet’s lawyers earlier told AFP in a statement
that she was “stupefied and hurt to learn that her
father’s will leaves all his wealth and rights to his
wife Laetitia, using California law.” Smet-a tal-
ented actress who reportedly attempted suicide
after her father nearly died in 2010 — was left
without even “a souvenir-one of his guitars or
motorbikes, not even the sleeve of the song
‘Laura’,” they said. 

The mother of her half-brother David
Hallyday, 1960s pop star Sylvie Vartan, was the
singer’s first wife. Although Hallyday was never
taken seriously abroad, he was by far the best-
known rocker in France.  The fanatical biker’s
funeral cortege through Paris was escorted by
hundreds of leather-clad motorcyclists, and oth-
ers followed the coffin to his burial in the
Caribbean island of St Barts.  Born Jean-Philippe
Leo Smet, he took his stage name from an
American relative and mentor, Lee Halliday, who
introduced him to rock ‘n’ roll. — AFP

Row over French rocker Hallyday’s

will reveals family at war

In this file photo French rock singer Johnny Hallyday (left) poses with his wife
Laetitia Boudou, inside a new night-club, Amnesia, that Hallyday part-owns in
Paris with a glittering bash filled with friends and celebrities. — AFP photos

In this file photo (left), wife of late French singer Johnny Hallyday, David
Hallyday, son of Johnny Hallyday and daughter Laura Smet (center) stand dur-
ing the funeral ceremony for Johnny Hallyday outside the Eglise de la
Madeleine (La Madeleine Church) in Paris.

Ahundred years ago in World War
One, a group of American sol-
diers stormed Europe-not to the

boom of guns, but the swinging rhythm
of saxophones, drums and horns.

They came to fight in the mud
against the Germans in a war
approaching its end-but their arrival
also marked the start of a sweeter, cul-
tural conquest. A hundred years ago on
Monday, the 369th Infantry’s “Harlem
Hellfighters Band” gave what is said to
have been the first jazz concert on
European soil-in the northwestern
French city of Nantes.

“When the band had finished and
the people were roaring with laughter,
their faces wreathed in smiles, I was
forced to say that this is just what
France needed at this critical moment,”
wrote one of the band members, Noble
Sissle, in his memoirs.

Yesterday Nantes launches a series
of concerts, conferences and exhibi-
tions to mark the centenary of that leg-
endary gig. Among the guests of honor
at opening were three of the grandchil-
dren of the orchestra’s leader,
Lieutenant James Reese Europe-the
black American bandleader known as
the “king of jazz”.

Catching the jazz bug 
After that night at Nantes’s Theatre

Graslin, Europe would never sound the
same again. It “turned France upside
down”, according to local press reports
from the time. “The ‘Jazz germ’ had hit
them,” Sissle wrote, “and it seemed to
find the vital spot.” The 369th Infantry

was one of the four African American
regiments sent from the racially segre-
gated Unites States to fight under
French command. James Reese Europe
“was the first African American officer
to lead troops in a wartime attack,” said
Matthieu Jouan, head of the “100 Years
of Jazz” commemorations in Nantes.

The officer also put together the 40-
strong band which included “some of
the best of the time”, Jouan added.
When they were not fighting at the
front, they played to entertain the
troops and locals. “People went crazy
everywhere they toured to,” said Jouan.

Music from No Man’s Land 
The 369th Infantry received the

Croix de Guerre French military deco-
ration for bravery. France also awarded
the Legion d’Honneur to 171 members
of the regiment for liberating the village
of Sechault, where a monument to them
now stands. Lieutenant Europe com-
posed one of his best-known tunes,
“One Patrol in No Man’s Land”, while
lying injured in hospital. He returned
from the war a hero, only to die months
later in May 1919 at the age of 39 —
stabbed in the neck by one of his band-
mates. The headlines in the American
press read: “The king of jazz is dead,”
said Jouan. But the officer’s death coin-
cided, he added, with the rise of three
great musical stars: Duke Ellington,
Louis Armstrong and Sidney Bechet.
The jazz age had begun. — AFP

100 years ago today, jazz 
broke loose in Europe

A picture taken in February 1919 shows US 369th Infantry Regiment Jazz orchestra
aboard the SS Stockholm heading to the united States. — AFP photos

A picture taken in 1918 in Paris shows US 369th Infantry Regiment Jazz orchestra
conducted by James Reese performing for war wounded in front of the Hotel de Tunis.Some film critics are calling it the best

Marvel movie so far; others say it’s a cor-
rection after years of neglecting minority

talent in Hollywood. The predominantly black
cast of superhero movie “Black Panther” hope
its combination of African pride, beauty and
kick-*** adventure will also mark a cultural
shift in the movie industry and beyond. The
Disney movie, opening worldwide this week,
tells the story of T’Challa/Black Panther
(Chadwick Boseman), the new king of the
futuristic, wealth-laden African nation
Wakanda, who is challenged by factions within
his own country.

“Marvel has a way of really affecting popu-
lar culture,” said Lupita Nyong’o, who plays
the Wakandan warrior spy, Nakia. “Hopefully it
changes the general idea of what being an
African is. Too often times we see Africa as a
place that is wanting, and here it’s a place that
you want to go,” she said. The movie, directed
by Ryan Coogler and also featuring Michael B.
Jordan, Angela Bassett, Forest Whittaker and

Daniel Kaluuya, arrives to stellar reviews after
years of criticism about the under-representa-
tion of movies, actors and filmmakers of color
in Hollywood. Analysts expect it to rake in
some $150 million at the North American box
office on its opening weekend, and the film-
makers hope it will encourage studios to invest
in more mainstream, racially diverse films.

“It’s not often that you see two black men in
a movie playing a role of this importance. You

see it with white actors, (like) ‘Ocean’s Eleven’
where it’s Brad Pitt and Matt Damon and
George Clooney, and it’s like ‘why does that
never happen with us?’” Boseman said.
“Hopefully the success of this will make it be
commonplace.  It’ll make Hollywood stop say-
ing ‘well, your movies don’t travel,” he said.

“Black Panther” also offers a new type of
villain through Jordan’s Killmonger, an empa-
thetic former military black-ops agent, who
wants to distribute Wakanda’s wealth to arm
the world’s black population and help them
rise to power. Wakanda is depicted as a ver-
dant land with stunning waterfalls where
spacecraft designed like tribal masks soar over
a modern metropolis. “The aesthetic of it is so
pleasing, and so black and so Afro-centric and
African and modern and worldly and futuris-
tic,” said Bassett. “All this brilliance and excel-
lence... It’s extremely important. Especially for
our young people,” she said. — Reuters

Bold, black and beautiful, ‘Black 
Panther’ hopes for cultural shift 


