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Members of a European troupe perform at the Expo 2020. Members of an Emirati troupe perform at the Al-Wasl dome in Expo
2020.

Visitors walk next to an anti-war sculpture of a pistol with the barrel
tied-up in a knot at the Expo 2020.

People visit the Expo 2020, less than a week before it comes to a close, in the Gulf emirate of Dubai. —AFP photos

Dubai will bid farewell to its extravagant Expo
2020 world fair on Thursday, leaving a multi-
billion dollar mini-city in the desert and

heightened expectations for future hosts. Six months
after the delayed opening of the $7 billion, purpose-
built site, the Middle East business hub will close the
shutters with performances from Christina Aguilera
and DJ Tiesto, and fireworks that will go on past 3:00
am local time. Millions of people have flocked to Expo
in its final days, pushing visit numbers over 23 million-
not far off the 25 million targeted, despite the ongoing
pandemic-and making it tough to find a taxi else-
where in the city.

In 30 degrees Celsius (86 Fahrenheit) heat, long
queues have formed at the most popular attractions,
including the falcon-themed United Arab Emirates
pavilion and the Saudi Arabia building, a slanted slab

that appears to hover in the air. Expo, housed on a
circular site twice the size of Monaco, has been a
point of pride for Dubai’s monarchical rulers and one
of a number of projects aimed at grabbing world
attention. Dubai, the commercial heart of the oil-rich
United Arab Emirates, is famously home to the world’s
tallest building, the 830-metre (2,723 feet) Burj
Khalifa. In February, it opened a Museum of the
Future-in the shape of a silver ellipse decorated with
Arabic calligraphy-that promotions insisted was “the
most beautiful building on earth”.

Inauspicious start 
Expo, which started with the 1851 Great Exhibition

in London and has showcased innovations such as the
telephone and microwave down the years, now moves
to Osaka in Japan which will hold the next edition on a

man-made island in 2025. “It’s clear that we have set a
new bar here-it’s something I believe (Osaka) will look
to aspire to,” said Dimitri Kerkentzes, secretary-gen-
eral of the Bureau International des Expositions,
according to UAE’s The National newspaper. The
event started inauspiciously, with a year’s pandemic
delay and a boycott appeal from the European parlia-
ment, which criticised the UAE’s human rights record
and “inhumane” practices towards immigrant laborers.

Three workers died and more than 70 suffered
serious injuries building Expo, officials later
revealed, insisting safety standards were “world-
class”. Lionel Messi, Cristiano Ronaldo and Novak
Djokovic were among the sports stars to visit, along
with Saudi Arabia’s de facto ruler and crown prince
Mohammed bin Salman and the leaders of France,
Brazil, Turkey and Morocco. The site, with its

canopied walkways and speakers playing soothing
music, is now envisaged as a car-free “15-minute
city”, with all parts accessible by foot or bicycle
within a quarter of an hour.

Eighty percent of the structures will remain,
including the self-powering ‘Sustainability’ pavilion
and a giant water feature that gives the impression of
water flowing upwards. District 2020, as the Expo
site will be known, is attempting to attract high-tech
and digital companies to become a centre for innova-
tion. “It was never an investment to host an Expo,” the
show’s director-general Reem Al Hashimy told AFP in
September. “It was an investment to create a new city
that is equal distance between Dubai and (UAE capi-
tal) Abu Dhabi and really the city of the future. “That
investment goes into a city to 2040, 2050 and
beyond.”—AFP

When the Brooklyn-based
Pakistani singer-songwriter
Arooj Aftab learned last fall

she was among the nominees for the
best new artist Grammy, it was a shock.
“I didn’t think that something like that
could happen,” the 37-year-old told
AFP before heading to Las Vegas for
Sunday’s gala, before adding: “I felt like
it’s something that should happen.”
Aftab will be attending the Grammys
for the first time, with two nominations
under her belt on the heels of her 2021
album “Vulture Prince.”

The Recording Academy in recent
years has made overdue attempts to
diversify the genres and backgrounds
of artists honored at its annual awards
show, now in its 64th edition. Most
notably, they’ve expanded the field in
the top four categories-best album,
record, song and new artist-from five,
then to eight and now 10 nominees,
which has resulted in one of the most
eclectic new artist crops in recent
memory.

“We’re all so cool-the group itself
is kind of like a win,” said Aftab, who
has been steadily gaining acclaim for
her work that fuses ancient Sufi tradi-
tions with inflections of folk, jazz and
pop. She said the category this year
“feels like it’s the most rightfully rep-
resentative.”

Aftab joins rapper Baby Keem,
country singer Jimmie Allen, British
rockers Glass Animals, experimental
pop act Japanese Breakfast, Australian
rapper The Kid Laroi, British singer
Arlo Parks, rapper Saweetie and singer-
songwriter Finneas-best known for the
creative partnership he shares with his
sister, Billie Eilish-in the best new artist
running. Of course, also in the category
is Olivia Rodrigo, the overnight pop

sensation who shattered streaming
records on her ascent to superstardom
and is widely tipped as a shoo-in to win
the coveted award.

And if the 19-year-old who’s already
a household name receives the trophy
as expected, whether the Academy is
really achieving its goal of promoting
diversity in its recognition of the year’s
best work remains an open question.

For Tarriona “Tank” Ball of the New
Orleans group Tank and the Bangas-
which received a new artist nomination
for the 2020 gala, when Eilish won the
category-just being included “carries
weight.” “I don’t feel like I lost to any-
one that night,” Ball told AFP. “We feel
like winners.”

‘A big deal’ 
Darius Van Arman-the founder of

Secretly Group, a conglomeration of
indie labels whose best new artist
nominees include 2012 winner Bon
Iver, Phoebe Bridgers and this year’s
Japanese Breakfast-warned against
letting industry awards “be the defi-
nition of success in the music mar-
ketplace.”

“There is no ranking of great art;
there’s no winner or loser in the game

of art. It’s all artists spending their
best talents to make extraordinary
pieces of expression that make the
world better.” That said, Van Arman
added that “awards shows do open
doors for some artists though, and
create career opportunities they
wouldn’t have otherwise.”

When she first learned of her
group’s nomination in 2019, Ball said
the initial reaction was “shock”-a feel-

ing she called common for “underdogs”
who perhaps never expected or
aspired to such an accolade. But then it
sinks in as “the cameras start coming,
and then the news hits you up, and they
find you wherever you’re at,” Ball con-
tinued. “And you’re just like, ‘Wait a
minute, this is a big deal.’”

Aftab, who also scooped a nod for
best global performance for her song
“Mohabbat,” said these days “wherever
I go... it’s just like, ‘Two-time Grammy
nominee, two-time Grammy nominee’!”
“It’s just, like, now attached to my
name,” she laughed. “And you know, it
is one of the biggest and most coveted,
even just nominations... in the world for
music.” “I think it is definitely doing
something to my career.”

‘Realistic’ expectations’ 
Van Arman nodded to “strides” he

said the Academy has made in recent
years to “be more inclusive of artists
whether they’re on major labels or
independent labels.” “Our companies
have felt that directly with Japanese
Breakfast and Phoebe Bridgers and
Bon Iver receiving best new artist
nods.” At the end of the day, Aftab said
it comes down to a question of aim.

“What is the ethos of the Grammys?
Is it to be so fair and to really represent
everybody?” she asked. “Or are they
just part of industry and ratings... and
giving the masses the thing that they
want, which is Olivia Rodrigo or Taylor
Swift?” “We just also have to be very
realistic about our expectations of
them, I think.” The first-time nominee
joked that at this point she’s focused on
“not grimacing in pain in heels.” “I’m
looking forward to having a good time,
meeting people,” Aftab said. “It’s going
to be lit.”—AFP

The Wanted singer
dies of brain 
tumor aged 33

Tom Parker, one of five members of British-
Irish boy band The Wanted, died on
Wednesday aged 33, less than two years

after revealing he was suffering from an inoper-
able brain tumor. The singer from northwest
England announced the diagnosis in October
2020 and, after undergoing treatment, joined
the rest of the band on a reunion tour in March.

But his actress wife Kelsey Hardwick
wrote on Instagram: “It is with the heaviest of
hearts that we confirm Tom passed away
peacefully earlier today with all of his family
by his side.” The remaining four bandmates
said: “He was our brother, words can’t
express the loss and sadness we feel. Always
and forever in our hearts.”

Parker and Hardwick have two small chil-
dren, including one born after his diagnosis.”I’m
going to be here,” he told OK! magazine at the
time. “I’m going to fight this.” Formed in 2009,
The Wanted had number-one singles in Britain
with “All Time Low” and “Glad You Came”, the
latter also reaching number three in the US
Billboard chart. —AFP
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In this file photo  US singer Olivia
Rodrigo arrives for the Academy
Museum of Motion Pictures opening
gala in Los Angeles, California.—AFP
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