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A member of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) feeds cake to a woman with special needs to celebrate the 69th birthday of Indian
Prime Minister Narendra Modi at the Pingalwara Charitable Society in Amritsar yesterday. — AFP

Children practice breathing techniques with acting teacher Baburao Ladsaheb during a class at
the ‘Five Star Acting Dancing Fighting Classes’ in Mumbai’s Dharavi, one of Asia’s biggest slums. 

Acting teacher Baburao Ladsaheb performs for his students during a class at the ‘Five Star Acting
Dancing Fighting Classes’ in Mumbai’s Dharavi, one of Asia’s biggest slums.— AFP photos

Bollywood producers said yesterdayIndia’s media-
savvy Prime Minister Narendra Modi is to be the
subject of what looks set to be another flattering film

about his life. Earlier this year India’s election commission
found a previous film so hagiographic that in April it
ordered the release be delayed until after elections con-
cluded on May 19. The new movie, “Mann Bairagi: Jab Mai
Mujhse Mila” (Recluse Heart: When I Met Myself), was
announced by the production house of Sanjay Leela
Bhansali, one of India’s top filmmakers. “I am sure it will
connect and inspire our today’s youth deeply,” co-produc-
er Mahaveer Jain told the Hindustan Times daily.

The film delayed earlier this year by the election com-
mission, “PM Narendra Modi”, was panned by most critics
with one reviewer saying it should be used to “study how
cinema can be used for propaganda”. A similar fate befell
an online series, “Modi: Journey of a Common Man”, with
the election commission ordering that streaming be
stopped until voting ended. Modi also recounted his life
story from tea seller’s son to premier in a program with
British television adventurer Bear Grylls aired on the
Discovery Channel last month.

The announcement of the new movie, scheduled for

winter release, coincided with Modi’s 69th birthday which
was widely covered in India media-including his lunch
with his nonagenarian mother. A bakery in Modi’s home
state Gujarat on Monday said that it would celebrate by
baking a 700-feet (213-metre) long cake weighing a sup-
posed seven tonnes (15,430 pounds).  Modi is to be joined
by US President Donald Trump when he attends a
September 22 rally of Indian-Americans in Houston
dubbed “Howdy, Modi!”, the White House said Sunday.
While in the United States, Modi is also due to receive an
award from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation for the
progress India is making in improving sanitation.

However British-Asian actors Jameela Jamil and Riz
Ahmed had reportedly dropped out of the event in protest
at India’s move last month to strip the region of Kashmir of
its autonomy. Last week a group of Asian Americans
working in philanthropy published an open letter saying
the award would “signal the international community’s
willingness to overlook, and remain silent, in the face of
the Indian government’s brazen violation of human rights
principles”. — AFP

Korea brought the world K-Pop. India, the music of
Bollywood. Could the chaotic, fast-growing region
of Southeast Asia be a new hotbed for hip hop?

Vivendi’s Universal Music Group (UMG) is hoping so. The
unveiling of its Southeast Asia headquarters in Singapore
on Tuesday came with a performance from six newly-
signed rappers - whose bleached hair, gold jewelry and
baggy clothing jarred somewhat with the business hotel
backdrop. “We are making a bet on hip hop but I think it’s
a pretty safe one,” said Adam Granite, who oversees
UMG’s market development in Asia.

“Hip hop is often about struggle and the streets and
southeast Asia has some challenging components. You
have poverty in places ... some difficult living situations,
and where you see hip hop really resonate is when it can
be as authentic as possible.” Of the artists signed to

UMG’s flagship hip hop label Def Jam, Thai rapper
Daboyway is the most well-known locally with one million
followers on Instagram.

He said appetite for the genre in the region has been
“crazy” in recent years as listeners expand from long-
established U.S. acts to focus on home-grown talent. As
such, many of region’s artists sing in their mother tongue
to solidify their domestic support. But UMG’s Granite says
this is no longer as much of a barrier for international
audiences, as exemplified by Puerto Rican singer Luis
Fonsi’s 2017 hit ‘Despacito’ and ‘Gangnam Style’ by
Korea’s Psy in 2012.

The challenges for rap music in the region may be
closer to home. A genre which often tackles contentious
social issues can be challenging in countries where free
speech is curbed including Singapore and elsewhere in

the region. “We’ve all had situations where radio stations
say: we don’t think we can play this song,” said
Malaysian rapper Joe Flizzow.

“We try to be sensitive but at the same time being hip
hop artists you’ve got to keep it 100 (percent real)
because people see right through it if you are being
fake.” UMG’s new Singapore hub is designed to anchor
its business in the region, which now includes a Vietnam
office. Finding the next K-Pop would be icing on the
cake. “It (K-Pop) really is world class: the quality of the
artistry, of the songs, of the dancing, of the outfits,” said
Granite. “What we need to do is to elevate the game in
many of these other markets to get them on the scale that
they can compete.”— Reuters

Russian celebrities have launched a major
solidarity campaign in support of a young
actor who they say was wrongfully jailed

for a crime amid a crackdown on the opposition.
On Monday, a Moscow court sentenced 23-year-
old actor Pavel Ustinov to three and a half years in
prison for violence against police at an opposition
protest even though he claimed he was simply a
bystander. His conviction brought to six the num-
ber of people sentenced to jail time ranging from
two to four years for taking part in a recent wave
of anti-government demonstrations. 

But Ustinov’s sentencing sparked particular
outrage because the court refused to consider
video footage that showed police in an apparently
unprovoked attack on the actor.  The celebrities,
most of whom usually steer clear of politics and
have millions of followers on social media, said the
case tarnished the reputation of authorities. “I
think that this is a completely trumped-up case,”
film actor Alexander Pal said in a video posted on
Instagram. 

Pal, who helped kickstart the campaign, said
the video proved his innocence. Footage from the
scene showed police in full riot gear lunging at
Ustinov-who was standing with a phone in his
hand near a metro station-and beating him with
batons. Danila Kozlovsky, a Russian star who
appeared in the British TV series McMafia, said
the “monstrous injustice and cynicism with which
it’s being done can happen to everyone.” The
celebrities compared Ustinov’s case with that of
journalist Ivan Golunov detained in June on
trumped-up drug charges. 

He was freed after an unprecedented cam-
paign of solidarity, which saw three major news-
papers publish the same front page with the
headline “I am/we are Ivan Golunov”. In a similar
vein, dozens of celebrities and lesser known fig-
ures posted “I am/we are Pavel Ustinov” on their
Instagram accounts.  Supporters included actor
Alexander Petrov, who has 2.1 million followers on
Instagram, singer Andrei Makarevich and star
blogger Yury Dud.

‘Awful injustice’ 
In a video, Maxim Galkin, a Kremlin-friendly

impersonator and comedian, called the case
against Ustinov a “colossal overkill” that deals a
major blow to the reputation of courts, law
enforcement agencies and authorities. In com-
ments posted alongside the video, Galkin, who is
the husband of Soviet-era pop diva Alla
Pugachyova and has 6.4 million followers on
Instagram, added he was not interested in politics
but supported freedom. His post racked up more
than 780,000 views as of Tuesday afternoon.

Actors at several theatres also backed Ustinov
during curtain calls on Monday night.  “We
believe this to be an awful injustice,” director
Alexander Molochnikov said on stage after a per-
formance at the Chekhov Moscow Art Theatre.

Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov said Vladimir
Putin was aware of the case but could not interfere,
and that Ustinov had a right to appeal.
Investigators said Ustinov violated public order
during an unauthorised rally on August 3 and put
up resistance during his arrest. As a result, a police-
man sprained his shoulder.  Ustinov has insisted on
his innocence. Tens of thousands of people rallied
in Moscow this summer after authorities refused to
allow opposition candidates to stand for the city
parliament in September 8 elections.  While some
of those jailed were activists, others like Ustinov or
entrepreneur Danila Beglets were merely
bystanders who got caught up in the authorities’
crackdown, observers say.

Many welcomed the campaign, but some said
solidarity between actors was not enough. “Until
actors begin to take to the streets in support for
teachers and teachers in support of economists,
nothing will  change,” opposition politician
Dmitry Gudkov said. Earlier this month, a
Russian judge halted the embezzlement trial of
acclaimed theatre director Kirill Serebrennikov,
whose detention had attracted international
attention and calls for his release everywhere
from Hollywood to Cannes. — AFP

In a windowless attic in Dharavi in Mumbai, one of Asia’s
biggest slums, some are looking to become a Bollywood
star-or at least get a bit part. It is in this studio, accessi-

ble via a narrow ladder and rope, that larger-than-life
Baburao Ladsaheb offers what a hand-painted sign calls
“Five Star Acting Dancing Fighting Classes”. “I’ve been
running these classes for 35 years and have trained over
15,000 students,” says Ladsaheb, taking a break from
classes where he blows a whistle as his pupils learn the
steps to famous Bollywood dances.

The school is yet to produce the next Aamir Khan-
number four on the Forbes list of the world’s best-paid
actors-but he believes he has some potential stars in the
making. In any case Ladsaheb, who once made his own
movie which he wrote, directed and played all 12 roles,
generally has more modest aims for his pupils. These
include small acting or dancing roles, and film set jobs-as
well as stunt work and extras for dance sequences, a
Bollywood staple.

Ages five to 55 
He says his turning point came when some 30 of his

pupils featured in Danny Boyle’s hugely successful, 2008
Oscar-winning “Slumdog Millionaire”. “After ‘Slumdog’, I

became a casting guy and everyone would come to me
and ask for trained actors,” Ladsaheb said. “That’s where
my life changed. Now over 120 casting directors approach
me seeking actors. They ask me for men, women and chil-
dren and we supply them. From five years old to 55 years
old.”

Ladsaheb says extremely poor youngsters can attend
classes free of charge, but for those that can afford it, les-
sons range from 100 rupees (about $1.40) to 600 rupees
per month, depending on age. Ladsaheb, a skinny man
with an overgrown moustache, not only teaches, but also
helps with networking and getting auditions-a priceless
service in who-you-know Bollywood. One student is Raziq
Sheikh, 35, a driver on his second attempt to make it to the
silver screen.   “It was my childhood dream to become an
actor, but financial stress and lack of education delayed
my goals,” the father of two told AFP. 

Leila 
Besides small roles in Bollywood-which this week hosts

its glitzy annual awards show-the explosion of streaming
services in 1.3-billion-strong India is also providing work
for some of Ladsaheb’s clients. The likes of Netflix have
been pushing to team up with Indian production compa-

nies to make films and series for domestic and internation-
al viewers.

Netflix this month announced a long-term partnership
for Karan Johar, a director and producer of Bollywood
feel-good blockbusters. One Indian-made Netflix series,
“Leila” starring Huma Qureishi, featured 10-year-old
Manisha Maitree-a product of the Ladsaheb’s academy.
“I’ve been training here for the last two years and honing
my dancing and acting skills,” said Maitree, calling the
experience “amazing”. “My friends taunt me, saying ‘Hope
you don’t forget us once you become a star’.”— AFP

Acting teacher Baburao Ladsaheb shows off dance moves with a student during a class at the
‘Five Star Acting Dancing Fighting Classes’ in Mumbai’s Dharavi, one of Asia’s biggest slums.

A child holds his breath as he practices breathing techniques with their teacher Baburao
Ladsaheb during a class at the ‘Five Star Acting Dancing Fighting Classes’ in Mumbai’s Dharavi,
one of Asia’s biggest slums.

Acting teacher Baburao Ladsaheb performs for his students
during a class at the ‘Five Star Acting Dancing Fighting Classes’
in Mumbai’s Dharavi, one of Asia’s biggest slums.


