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For much of the last century Belfast’s
dockyards dominated global ship-
building but now the harbor that built

Titanic is the launchpad for some of the
world’s biggest TV and film releases. A
string of major recent cinematic and
streaming projects made in the UK
province have earned it a growing interna-
tional reputation for television and cinema
production. Industry insiders say Northern

Ireland is increasingly likely to be known
globally as the backdrop to “Game of
Thrones” rather than for the decades of
sectarian violence that plagued it until the
signing of 1998 peace accords.

Since the seminal HBO series, which
ended in 2019, the region has provided
locations and studio space for Netflix film
“The School for Good and Evil” and the
historical action feature “The Northman”,
both released in 2022. Fantasy block-
buster “Dungeons and Dragons”, which is
due for released in March, was similarly

filmed there. Amazon Prime’s “Blade
Runner 2099” series, based on Ridley
Scott’s 1982 sci fi original, is due to start
filming in the province later this year.

Meanwhile, homegrown series and
films including Kenneth Branagh’s
“Belfast” and Lisa McGee’s TV comedy
“Derry Girls” have also won international
acclaim. Richard Williams, the chief exec-
utive of Northern Ireland Screen, which

promotes the industry’s growth, said suc-
cess is changing perceptions and helping
the province grow in confidence. “There’s
probably a higher percentage of people in
the world who only know about Northern
Ireland from ‘Game of Thrones’ than there
are that know about us because of our
challenged history,” Williams told AFP.
“Northern Ireland still needs to build up its
confidence.”

‘Cutting edge’ 
Belfast’s once-mighty shipyards, which

now house the Titanic Studios-among
Europe’s largest-and the newer Harbor
Studios, offered the huge spaces needed
by blockbuster filmmakers. “That was very
attractive to certain types of early films
that needed large-build spaces,” Williams
explained. He added that there were obvi-
ous parallels between film production and
the heavy industries that once dominated
the docks. “There is a huge amount of
craft involved. There’s a huge amount of
construction involved. Doing things on
time and on budget are just as important,”
he noted.

The UK government offers tax breaks
to the industry, which in return trains and
maintains a growing multi-skilled work-
force. Offering the latest studio technology
to production companies is seen as a key
plank in Northern Ireland’s economic
plans. In a sign of its ambitions, Belfast’s
Ulster University has partnered with the
harbor to deliver the next generation of
film and TV production through its new
Studio Ulster project.

The 25-million-pound ($31-million)
complex will include large-scale virtual
production stages with in-camera visual
effects, a motion capture stage, a 3D
scanning stage and a research and devel-
opment smart stage to support research.
Declan Keeney, director of the university’s
Ulster Screen Academy, noted it will help
quadruple the number of large-scale stu-
dios in Northern Ireland.

Comparing them to lighthouses that
“draw people to them”, they put the
province “at the very front end, the cutting
edge of technology for film and TV”. “We
have a thriving sector here of people,
enthusiastic people, who see the potential
to work in this space,” Keeney said.

The university and academy are
already a “talent pipeline” into the creative
industries, with 900 students studying 3D

skills, aspects of media production and
other related disciplines.

‘Screen tourism’ 
Northern Ireland’s small size and var-

ied locations have also proven a draw for
production companies, according to
Naomi Liston, the location manager for
“The Northman” and “Game of Thrones”.
“(What is) absolutely key about Northern
Ireland is that from our studio base we
can be up at the north coast, which is one
of the most famous beauty spots in the
UK and Europe, in under an hour,” she
told AFP. “That makes great production
sense. And that saves money-you’re not
travelling crews and having to accommo-
date them somewhere else.”

The TV and film success has spilled
into the tourism sector. At the height of
“Game of Thrones” popularity in 2018,

Northern Ireland’s tourism office said the
show accounted for 350,000 visitors. That
contributed over 50 million pounds to the
local economy, it estimated. Flip
Robinson, a former “Game of Thrones”
body double and extra, now runs guided
visits of locations from the show. “We
knew that it was going to bring tourists
and that was the great thing that we were
excited about, plus showcasing our amaz-
ing scenery that we’ve got here to the
world,” he said. Robinson, from County
Antrim, which includes Belfast and the
famous northeastern coast, hopes the
benefits of the film industry’s growing suc-
cess will ripple widely. “People are just all
delighted to get involved in it,” he said.
“I’m in the area of screen tourism, so it’s
fantastic.”—AFP

Shah Rukh Khan’s
‘Pathaan’ smashes
Indian box 
office records

Superstar Shah Rukh Khan’s new film
“Pathaan” has smashed Indian box
office records following its release

last week, bringing hope to Bollywood
after a spate of weak showings. “Pathaan”
recorded the highest-ever box office col-
lections for a Hindi film for its opening and
second day in India, and raked in 2.5 bil-
lion rupees ($30 million) in its first five
days, trade analyst Taran Adarsh tweeted
Sunday. Its international ticket sales
soared past one billion rupees ($13.7 mil-
lion) in just three days, according to Yash
Raj Films, which produced the movie.

It comes after glitzy Hindi-language
Bollywood films struggled at the box office
following the reopening of Indian cinemas
about a year ago after a pandemic hiatus.
“The unprecedented celebratory success
of ‘Pathaan’ I think speaks volumes about
where we are headed as the Hindi movie
industry,” movie theatre chain owner

Akshaye Rathi told AFP on Monday. “Here
we are back to the old school way of cele-
brating cinema in theatres as a community
viewing experience.”

The release of “Pathaan”, 57-year-old
Khan’s first movie in four years, had been
highly anticipated. Khan, popularly known
as “King Khan”, has a huge fan following
around the world. The film also features
Bollywood heart-throb Deepika Padukone
and action hero John Abraham. Videos
shared on social media showed fans in
Indian cinemas dancing and cheering dur-
ing the film.

In recent months, “Pathaan” and other
Bollywood films-particularly those starring
actors from India’s Muslim minority such
as Khan-have been criticized by Hindu
right-wingers on social media, with
activists calling for boycotts. Hardline
Hindu groups had called for “Pathaan” to
be banned because Padukone wore a saf-
fron-colored bikini-a colour associated with
their religion-in one of the film’s songs.
Last year, films from southern India, such
as Telugu-language “RRR”, dominated
box office takings.  “RRR” has also been
feted internationally, winning a Golden
Globe for best song and scoring an Oscar
nomination in the same category. — AFP

Hollywood star Ryan Reynolds has
hailed his involvement with non-
league side Wrexham as the “great-

est experience” of his life after he jetted in
to watch his team in the FA Cup.
Reynolds and fellow actor Rob
McElhenney took over the National
League side in 2020 and Reynolds spoke
of his affection for the club ahead of their
fourth-round match against Sheffield
United at the Racecourse Ground on
Sunday.

“Genuinely speaking it has been the
greatest experience of my entire life,”
Reynolds told the BBC on Sunday. “This
adventure has been unlike anything else.
I love it because it’s a project that’s going
to be multi-decades. “I met a supporter
the other day whose grandfather’s ashes
were scattered across the pitch. I look at
this place as like a church. “In Canada,
where I am from, people are obsessed
with this club. It’s been pretty remarkable.
We’ve sold something like 24,000 jerseys
and so many of them went to North
America. We can’t get them anymore. I
can’t get one.

“The part I find most gratifying is the
support from the community outside the
club. The fact Wrexham have become a

tourist destination for so many folks and
they are showing up here. There is some-
thing special about this town.” Wrexham,
in Wales, have been on an upwards tra-
jectory ever since the nigh-profile
takeover, reaching the National League
play-offs last season and finishing as FA
Trophy runners-up.

This weekend’s FA Cup tie is a break
from Wrexham’s main goal of winning
promotion back to the fourth tier after a
15-year absence. Phil Parkinson’s side sit
top of the fifth-tier National League, level
on points with Notts County. Sunday’s
game against second-tier Sheffield United
ended in a 3-3 draw, with Wrexham
denied a famous victory when the visitors
scored deep into stoppage time.

Reynolds celebrated the Welsh club’s
goals wildly but they now face a replay.
“When @RMcElhenney and I got into
this it all felt so impossible,” Reynolds
tweeted after the dramatic match.  “But
impossible is @Wrexham_AFC ‘s
favorite color. That was one of the most
exciting things I’ve EVER seen. Thank
you each and every Wrexham supporter
who came out and aimed your heart at
that pitch tonight.”— AFP

Barrett Strong,
singer and writer
of Motown 
hits, dies at 81
Barrett Strong, who sang Motown’s

first hit, “Money (That’s What I
Want),” and co-wrote R&B classics

sung by The Temptations and Marvin
Gaye, has died at 81, the Motown
Museum in Detroit said Sunday. “It is with
great sadness that we share the passing
of legendary (Motown) singer and song-
writer Barrett Strong,” the museum said
on Twitter. Strong won a Grammy Award
for best R&B song in 1972 for “Papa Was
A Rollin’ Stone”—sung by The
Temptations—with Motown Records pro-
ducer Norman Whitfield.

He also partnered with Whitfield on
some of Motown’s greatest hits, including
“I Heard It Through the Grapevine,” made
famous by Marvin Gaye and Gladys
Knight and the Pips; Edwin Starr’s “Where
I Lay My Hat (That’s My Home)”; and The
Temptations’ “Just My Imagination
(Running Away with Me).” Born in 1941 in
Mississippi and raised in Detroit, Strong’s
ethereal voice was noticed by singer
Jackie Wilson, who introduced him to
Motown founder Berry Gordy, the Motown
Museum said.

Strong released his first single, “Let’s
Rock,” in 1959 on Gordy’s Tamla
Records, and later that year wrote
“Money.” The song reached number two
on the US R&B charts and number 23 on
the Billboard Hot 100, and was later
ranked 288 on Rolling Stone magazine’s
“500 Greatest Songs of All Time.”

He left Motown in 1972 and continued
to release music for the labels Epic,
Capitol and others through the 1970s and
80s. In a statement issued Sunday, Gordy
said Strong was “not only a great singer
and piano player,” but he and Whitfield
“created an incredible body of work.”

“Their hit songs were revolutionary in
sound and captured the spirit of the
times,” Gordy said in the statement, as
reported by Billboard. “Barrett is an origi-
nal member of the Motown Family and will
be missed by all of us.” Billboard reported
that Strong died on Sunday in Detroit, but
no cause of death was given.

Folk singer Billy Bragg on Sunday
shared a tribute to Strong on Twitter,
alongside a video clip of The Temptations’
“Just My Imagination.”  “Last night - or
was it the night before? - the opening riff
of this tune was threaded through my
dreams,” he wrote. “3 mins and 48 secs of
perfection. —AFP

‘Avatar’ sequel now
ranks fourth all-time
in global sales

“Avatar: The Way of Water” con-
tinued to dominate the box-
office charts, taking in an esti-

mated $15.7 million this weekend in North
American theaters to make it the fourth-
leading global grosser of all time.  The
Disney/20thCentury sci-fi film, directed by
James Cameron, “has been #1 for 7
straight weeks... a feat that hasn’t been
accomplished” since Cameron issued the
original “Avatar” in 2009, industry watcher
Exhibitor Relations said on Twitter. Hefty
results from theaters around the world-
including $237 million in ticket sales in
China-helped boost “The Way of Water”

to fourth place globally all-time at $2.117
billion, unadjusted for inflation. 

That means Cameron now has his
name on three of the four top grossers
ever: the original “Avatar,” “Titanic” and
“The Way of Water”  (“Avengers:
Endgame” from Disney and Marvel
sneaks in at second). In second place for

the North American weekend was
Universal’s family-friendly “Puss in Boots:
The Last Wish,” at $10.6 million for the
Friday-through-Sunday period. In third, up
two spots from last weekend, was Sony’s
feel-good “A Man Called Otto,” at $6.8 mil-
lion. Tom Hanks plays the title curmudg-
eon in the adaptation of Swedish novel “A

Man Called Ove.”
Scary-doll thriller “M3GAN” from

Universal and Blumhouse Productions
took in $6.4 million to place fourth. It has
an android doll, created as a companion
to a young orphan, turning steadily creepi-
er. And Yash Raj Films’ new action thriller
“Pathaan” placed fifth at $5.9 million, an
impressive North American total for a
Hindi-language film. It stars Shah Rukh
Khan, known as the “King of Bollywood,”
in a story about spies, rogue agents and a
deadly lab-generated virus.

Rounding out the top 10 were:
“Missing” ($5.7 million)
“Plane” ($3.9 million)
“Infinity Pool” ($2.7 million)
“Left Behind: Rise of the Antichrist”

($2.3 million)
“The Wandering Earth 2” ($1.4 mil-

lion)—AFP

US actor and Wrexham owner Ryan Reynolds (left) reacts during the English FA Cup fourth
round football match between Wrexham and Sheffield United at the Racecourse Ground
Stadium in Wrexham, north Wales. — AFP photos

Moviegoers pose for pictures in front of a poster of the Bollywood movie ‘Pathaan’ outside
a cinema hall in Prayagraj. — AFP photos 

Northern Ireland Screen CEO Richard Williams poses for a photograph outside Titanic
Studios, in the shadow of the Harland and Wolff shipyard, in Belfast in Northern Ireland.

Titanic Studios, in the shadow of the Harland and Wolff shipyard, are pictured in Belfast in
Northern Ireland.—AFP photos 
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