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A
n internet spin on talk radio, the
new social network Clubhouse
has become a sandbox for peo-

ple tinkering with ways to win fans and
make money with audio. Clubhouse, still
invite-only and accessible just through
apps on Apple mobile devices, lets
users drop into virtual rooms to join
hosted conversations on any of a gamut
of topics. Taz Zammit recounted being
in a Clubhouse “room” while a beloved
DJ made millions of dollars auctioning
off musical creations tuned to the hot
trend of authentication with “non fungi-
ble token” technology.

“It was super exciting for me to get to
experience such an amazing moment
with him and his family and friends,”
said the 26-year-old Australian, who is
also a DJ. “Those are the rooms that
you just cannot get out of. You’ve got to
stay there because it’s just too good.”
Launched nearly a year ago,
Clubhouse-which has already encoun-
tered a censorship hiccup in China-is
looking to establish itself as the stan-
dard-bearer for audio-only social media.
The concept is simple: once you’re invit-
ed to join, you can start or listen to con-
versations in digital “rooms,” ranging
from a talk by someone famous to a
chat within a small group. 

Clubhouse is already valued at $1
billion and boasts some 10 million users
a week. Its popularity has been boosted
by the pandemic and appearances by
attention-getting figures such as Tesla
founder Elon Musk and Facebook chief
Mark Zuckerberg. “You get a lot of dif-
ferent perspectives, different insights
and inputs, that are so real, and timely,”
said former television and radio person-
ality Judyth Jernudd, now a leadership
coach. “While it’s still in beta, some of

us are using it as a beta, too, for pro-
grams and shows we might want to
launch.”

Feeling intimate 
Unlike most major social media,

Clubhouse lets people rest screen-
weary eyes or tend to other tasks while
feeling engaged in intimate conversa-
tions. Fans are dabbling with ways to
weave Clubhouse into their lives with
uses like group study or work sessions
that are mostly silence. Facebook is
rumored to be working on an audio
offering, tentatively called Fireside.
Meanwhile, Twitter has been testing
“Spaces” live audio conversations as
alternatives to text tweets. 

Twitter head of research Nikkia
Reveillac said such a move could
broaden the appeal of the platform
because “some people want to engage
in conversations, but have found it diffi-
cult to find these spaces, no pun intend-

ed, where you can have more nuanced
empathetic conversations that are off-
timeline.”

Time to tip? 
Those able to draw followings or

stage online events hope to make mon-
ey. DigitalMarketing.org founder Gary
Henderson advocates using “creator
coins,” digital currency personalized
with an influencer’s moniker. “For exam-
ple, we’re doing some private
Clubhouse events,” Henderson said.
Clubhouse planned to test enabling gra-
tuities, ticket sales, or paid member-
ships. “They definitely need to start
thinking about ways for us to monetize
quickly,” said filmmaker Toni Thai, a
founder of an Audio Collective creators’
group at Clubhouse.

“I’ve had some really amazing rooms
so far and I don’t want to burn out all my
great ideas.” Thai sees Clubhouse one
day adding a sophisticated content rec-

ommendation system, like Netflix does
for television shows or Spotify does for
music, and perhaps adding podcasts.
Clubhouse is preparing to welcome all
comers, which will ramp up challenges
when it comes to keeping exchanges
civil in rooms. People running rooms
can find themselves faced with tough
decisions regarding what should or
shouldn’t be allowed.

Zammit recalled a Clubhouse con-
versation with an LGBT theme during
which a moderator cut someone off
because of what was being said. “The
room had a really great discussion after-
ward, about how we can’t just silence
people just because they have different
beliefs to us,” Zammit said. “But I also
felt for the moderator who had to make
that call because it was his room. And
he wanted to protect that space.”— AFP

Last call for
‘Keeping 
Up With The
Kardashians’

I
t’s a cultural abyss for some, an
addictive melodrama for others,
but no matter your view “Keeping

Up With The Kardashians”, which
premiered its 20th and final season
on Thursday, succeeded in sync-
ing reality television with social
media-and making the clan a for-
tune. Savvy businesswoman that
she is, Kim Kardashian, who is
among the show’s central figures,
and her mother Kris last year
decided to get on the streaming
train. Post-”KUWTK” the family has
announced a partnership with
Disney, for a new show on Hulu
and the nascent platform Star.

But first they’re wrapping the
show that made their name, which
remains on the cable channel E! —
though audiences have dropped
off dramatically since peaking dur-
ing season 4, in 2010. Since it
launched in 2007, sometimes air-
ing more than one season per
year, the wildly successful reality
television followed the Kardashians
in their daily life, always punctuat-
ed with family mini-dramas, and
salacious tensions between cou-
ples. And its final season promises
emotions on high-scripted or not-
what with the possible marriage of
Kourtney and Scott, the second
child of Khloe and Tristan, and allu-
sions to the separation of Kim and
Kanye West.

“Nobody is that dumb that they
would think this isn’t a well-
rehearsed program,” said Ellis
Cashmore, a sociology scholar
currently at Aston University.”Part
of the fun of it, that we are in on the
joke,” he said-adding that “the butt
of the joke is probably us, really.”
But despite the scripting the formu-
la lent the family credence: “Kim
and her family created authentic
personas on the show and their
social media accounts. Consumers
trust them and want to be like
them,” said Christine Kowalczyk, a
marketing professor at the
University of East Carolina. Kim
Kardashian drew much inspiration
from Paris Hilton, who was famous
for being famous in the early 2000s
and succeeded in monetizing her
celebrity. Like Kim a few years lat-
er, “she knew she couldn’t sing or
dance or act or write,” Cashmore
said. “And her attitude was, I can
still make money out of this.”

Moral decline? 
The daughter of the late Robert

Kardashian-the prominent lawyer
who defended O.J. Simpson dur-
ing his murder trial-Kim’s spotlight
on the show lent her power on
social media, which was taking off
as the show launched. The 40-
year-old has 210 million Instagram
followers, and per Kowalczyk “was
very innovative and transformative”
in her use of online networks. “Her
use of social media is not random,”
the marketing professor said. “She
uses the different platforms to cre-
ate and maintain her brand image.” 

The family lends another
“unique” element that attracts view-
ers, she said, who are eager for the
next set of endless twists and
turns.  Kardashian has turned the
brand she’s cultivated into a vast
fortune: according to Forbes, she’s
worth $780 million. Along with the
distribution contract with E!, which
sits at $30 million per year, she
launched a number of product
lines, notably her cosmetics brand
KKW Beauty. Last year she sold 20
percent of its capital to the makeup
giant Coty for $200 million. Add in
the fortune of her half-sister Kylie
Jenner-estimated at $700 million-
and the clan’s worth, which started
from little, is approaching $2 billion.

There’s still the controversial
legacy of the show to consider.
“The Kardashians capture the
unease of a society that is in many
ways affluent... but might be
decaying morally,” Cashmore said.
“And what I meant by that is that
we have become fascinated with
other people’s private lives.”—AFP

This image courtesy of Toni Thai shows the American filmmaker looking
at Clubhouse in New York. — AFP photos

This image shows the Australian influencer posing as she looks at the
invite-only social network Clubhouse where she hopes to launch her
own club soon.

In this file photo US actor Johnny Depp (center) gestures as he leaves
the High Court after the final day of his libel trial against News Group
Newspapers (NGN), in London. — AFP photos

Supporters of US actor Johnny Depp, one dressed as the character
Edward Scissorhands (left), pose for a photograph outside of the Royal
Courts of Justice in central London.

L
awyers hoping to overturn a high-
profile libel ruling against Jonny
Depp looked to cast doubt on tes-

timony given by his ex-wife Amber
Heard, as they sought permission to
appeal against last year’s UK court
decision. At the center of the argu-
ments made by lawyers for the “Pirates
of the Caribbean” star was the possibili-
ty that Heard, a 34-year-old actor, had
not donated her $7 million divorce set-
tlement to charity and this had preju-
diced the case against Depp.

Court of Appeal judges said they
would present a written ruling on the
actor’s appeal in the coming days.
Neither Depp nor Heard were at the
court.  Depp, 57, lost his battle in
November for damages over a 2018
article in the Sun newspaper that
branded him a “wife-beater” and was
ordered to pay News Group
Newspapers (NGN), which owns the
paper, £628,000 ($873,000, 733,000
euros) in legal costs from the trial.
Depp’s barrister Andrew Caldecot said
on Thursday the court had been misled
during the previous case by submis-
sions that Heard had donated the full
sum of her divorce settlement from the

actor to a Los Angeles hospital and the
American Civil Liberties Union.

Subpoenas in the US have shown only
a fraction of the $7 million had been paid,
Caldecot said, explaining the claims of
full payment had “tipped the scales
against Mr Depp from the very begin-
ning”. NGN lawyer Adam Wolanski dis-
missed the issue saying Heard said she
had “donated the money, not that she
had paid it” and that the two charities had
understood the fee would be paid in
instalments. Depp’s legal team also
argued that the previous judge had
placed too much emphasis on witness
testimony and not given weight to con-
temporary documents, but they were dis-
missed by NGN barrister Sasha Wass. “It
is not only that there was amply evidence
but there was ample supporting evi-
dence,” she said.

Severed fingertip 
After the November ruling, Depp said

he had been asked to step down from his
role in the “Fantastic Beasts” film fran-
chise based on the book by Harry Potter
author J.K. Rowling. The case, which laid
bare the actor’s battle with drink and
drugs, was dubbed “the biggest English

libel trial of the 21st century”. NGN relied
on the defence of truth, arguing it had a
valid basis for the 2018 story by detailing
14 alleged instances of Depp abusing
Heard. But Depp brought the action
because he said The Sun’s allegations
had done a “disservice” to the #MeToo
movement it was trying to support, his
lawyer David Sherborne said.

His client was “cited in the same
breath as disgraced film mogul Harvey
Weinstein”, he added. “That is why he
has come here-to clear his name.” The
16 days of proceedings in July, which
both Depp and Heard attended, exposed
the couple’s troubled and volatile rela-
tionship in excruciating detail. Depp
released a graphic photo showing a sev-
ered fingertip that he claimed Heard
caused by throwing a vodka bottle at him
during a violent row. Heard claimed
Depp injured his fingertip by smashing a
telephone into the wall during the argu-
ment. Another episode involved faeces
found in the couple’s marital bed, which
Depp said was left there as a sick joke by
either Heard or one of her friends.—AFP

W
ith Italy’s museums once again
closed, French street artist JR
has provided an art-starved

public in Florence with a museum open-
ing-literally. “La Ferita” (The Wound),
the artist’s latest work, is a black and
white mural depicting a gaping hole cut
into the side of Florence’s Palazzo
Strozzi, known for its contemporary art
exhibits. Beyond the rubble, the viewer
glimpses some of the Renaissance
city’s best-known works inside the
exposed galleries-Botticelli’s “The Birth
of Venus” and the twisting marble bod-
ies of Giambologna’s “Rape of the
Sabine Women”.

“It’s a message that’s coming at a
moment when we need an opening to
the museums,” JR told AFP on Friday as
the work was unveiled, adding that the
public art might bring some relief
“before the real museums open.” The
artist is known for plastering huge,
black-and-white photographs-usually
faces of unknown people in close-up-on
the sides of buildings and walls in
locales as diverse as the West Bank,
the favelas of Rio de Janeiro or the bor-
der between Mexico and the United
States.  The strict restrictions imposed
across much of the world one year ago
to deal with coronavirus did not sap
JR’s creativity, although he acknowl-
edged that “no one can be inspired by
the quarantine, that’s for sure.”  “Every
constraint for an artist is good in that it
pushes us to think, to invent and rethink,
and if that’s not the role of the artist than
what is?” he said, adding that he views
the pandemic as “an extra challenge”. 

With his latest work, which is free of
people, he hoped to “involve people in
the creative process”.  The best position
for viewing the work, which was com-
missioned by the Palazzo Strozzi
Foundation and takes up half of one
side of the 15th-16th century palace, is
not straight on but from across the
street, JR said, inviting viewers to find it
spontaneously by meandering around
the plaza.—AFP

‘Formal’ in-person
Oscars in hands of
veteran director

N
o Zoom speeches, no jeans, and
a returning veteran director: this
year’s pandemic-hit Oscars cere-

mony started to take shape Friday. The
show on April 25, which will conclude a
much-delayed Hollywood awards sea-
son, is taking place in Los Angeles with
extensive COVID-19 testing precautions
for nominees and their guests. The
Oscars will be directed for a sixth time
by Glenn Weiss, the Emmy-winning live-
show expert, and produced by a team
including “Contagion” director Steven
Soderbergh, the Academy of Motion
Picture Arts and Sciences said Friday.
“Our plan is that this year’s Oscars will
look like a movie, not a television show,
and Glenn has embraced this approach
and come up with ideas of his own on
how to achieve this,” Soderbergh and
his fellow producers said in a statement.

“We’re thrilled to have him as part of

the brain trust.” Academy President
David Rubin this week confirmed the
show would be held at downtown Los
Angeles’ cavernous Union Station, as
well as its traditional base at
Hollywood’s Dolby Theatre. A letter sent
to nominees, and confirmed to AFP
Friday by a source familiar with the con-
tents, informed those up for awards that
there would be no option to dial in
remotely if they win-a feature used at
last month’s poorly reviewed Golden
Globes. “We are going to great lengths
to provide a safe and enjoyable evening
for all of you in person, as well as for all
the millions of film fans around the world,

and we feel the virtual thing will diminish
those efforts,” wrote the producers.

Urging nominees to attend “an inti-
mate, in-person event” at Union Station,
the producers assured stars that there
will be “specially designed testing
cadences to ensure up-to-the-minute
results, including an on-site COVID
safety team with PCR testing capability.”
“Additional show elements” will come
from the Dolby Theatre, just a few miles
away in Hollywood. And in a seeming
nod to some of the relaxed dress choic-
es seen at the virtual Globes, Oscars
producers added that “formal is totally
cool if you want to go there, but casual
is really not.”

The details follow a largely in-person
Grammys that took place in Los
Angeles last weekend, which was
praised by many watchers even as
viewing figures continued to fall. This
year’s Oscars were delayed by eight
weeks to April 25 after COVID-19 shut-
tered movie theaters, upended
Hollywood’s release calendar and
placed live events on indefinite hold last
spring. — AFP

In this file photo the Oscar statue watches
over the 91st Oscars Nominees Luncheon at
the Beverly Hilton hotel in Beverly Hills. — AFP 

French artist JR jumps as he poses during the
unveiling of his visual installation “La Ferita”
(The Wound) on the facade of the Renaissance
Palazzo Strozzi in Florence. — AFP 


