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How voice of alocal VJ turns 
global films into local theatre 
VJ Emmy weaves hu- 
mour with insight, slip- 
pingin commentary 
about greed during 
crime dramas, about, 
loyalty during family 
films, and about disci- 
pline during martial arts 
epics. 

BYEDGARRBATTE 

y the time dusk settles over the 
trading centre, the semi-tempo- 
rary video hall is already breath- 
ing. It is a structure of compro- 

‘mise—timber posts, iron sheets, a 
patched tarpaulin roof that flaps when 
thewind gathers courage. 
Inside,wooden benches are arranged 

in stubborn rows, their surfaces pol- 
ished by years of restless viewers. At 
thefront sa projector Theair smells of 
dust,warm bodies and roasted ground- 
nuts. 
At the front, halFit by the flicker of 

a white screen that has known bet- 
mrdays.sunds Musa. &tbanvnga.a.\m 
VI Emmy, microphone in hand, head- 
phones slightly crooked, eyes fixed 
on the moving images s though heis 
about tostep insidethem. 
“Mase; hesignals softly to the opera- 

tor.The original soundtrack dips.A si 
lencestretchd across the hall. Even the- 
'boda bodas roaring outside seem to re- 
treat.And then Emmy begins. 

Lessonsfrom entertainment 
On ahorror night,his voice tightens 

likeadrumskin.Ashadow creepsalong 
acorridor on screen,and he lowers his 
toneto a whisper that lides across the 
room. 
“Wulia... waliwo ekintu wano. (Lis- 

ten...there is something here®)" he 
‘murmurs Patrons lean forward. 
A teenage boy grips the edge of the 

bench.A woman whosells tomatoes by 
day covers her mouth with her kitenge. 
“The door in the film creaks open, and 
Emmy pauses just long enough for 
heartsto) 
When the ghost lunges, he releases 

a sharp cry that ricochets offthe iron 
sheetssending three boys jumping in- 
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lothulsle.hughtzrhxms outinstant- 
Iy breaking the fear. 

3 Emmy rides that wave effortlessly, 
tumningterrorinto theatre. 
“Abasaja, bwe mukola ebyobutama- 

nya, ebyo bye bibatuusa wano! (Gen- 
tlemen, foolish choices will land you 
herel)"he adds, drawing a moral from 
themayhem. 

Inthat dark hall horror becomes ales- 

son, and a lesson becomes entertain- 
ment. 
On action nights, the mood is entirely 
different. A Hollywood hero leaps from. 
a speeding truck, and Emmy’s voice 
‘roars with approval.“Mulabe omusajja 
wa maany!(Look at the real man!)he 
bellows. 
‘The hall erupts. Someone whistles. 

Another lets out a high ululation. Fists 
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‘pump n the ir as though the fight s 
unfoldingin thetrading centre tselt. 
Emmy mocks the villain's arrogance, 
praisesthe hero's esilience, sprinklesin’ 
streetwise humour that makes the au- 
diencelaugh even before the punchline 
lands. 
A Chinese kung fu master delivering 

swift kicks,an Indian superstar break: 
ing into song, an American detective 
solving a crime—through VJ Emmy’s 
Lugandacadence,theyall belong here. 
‘Whether the audience understands 

English or not becomes irrelevant. He 
does not merely translate words; he 

lates worlds. 2 

| Howhestartedout 
‘The journey to this microphone be- 
gan far from these iron sheets. He grew 
upin his grandather’s village after los- 
ingboth parentsata young age.In that 
compound filled with cousins and 
hores heirstleamed 1 observe peo- 
ple: 
i grandrahes e says, studied his 

dren carefully; 
He reflects: 'szbe he saw something 
inme,maybeleadership’ 
‘The village cinema, kibaanda (local 
cinema hall), was his frst portal into 
imagination. There, beneath dim bulbs 
‘and noisy generators, he watched films 
‘with wide eyes. 
‘When travelling VJs came to perform 

live translations,their rhythm and au- 
thority ignited something in him. They 
‘were not just narrators; they were per- 
formers, comedians, teachers and cul- 
tural interpretersrolled intoone. 
“Iwascaught with fire hesays ofthat 

‘moment. 
‘After his grandfather’s death, he 
moved to Kampala,carrying grief and 
ambition in equal measure. Survival 
‘came first. He painted cinema boards 
in Katwe, carefully lettering movie ti- 
tlesand showtimestoearnalittlemon- 
ey while staying close to the screens he 
Toved. 
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Hewalked long distances,from [y, 
1ato Natete, just to watch ex ym.m.., 
Vi perform. He studied their iy 
and pauses,and the way they b, 
pense. Then one evening, apportuny, 
arrived disguised asaberice 
‘Ascheduled VJ did not show up, g, 
my picked up the microphone i 
translated without pay, 
food, learning in real tir 

audience that did not care abon by 
nerves. 
Morethanjustcomicroliof 
“They cared about d 
ovmer noticed the sp i 
Teancd in. And anew V3 5as born, (. 
the years, VJ Emimy's craft has ofy.g 
beyond comic relief 
He weaves humour vith insizht 1, 

pingincommentary about greer] . 
ing crime dramas, about Ioyalty dry 
family ilms, and about discipline dy,y 
ingmartial arts epics. 

“It s not just watching,” he insisy; 
“Therearemessages behind those e, 
tional i 
In psychological thrillers, he poiny, 

outthe dangers of pride. In Tomance.. 
hereminds lovers that affection carrie. 
responsibili 
‘The audience laughs, yes, but ther ). 

sonod.In that halF dark halleducatior, 
arrives disguised as entertainment i{a 
isaware of the comparisons that ripp, . 
through Uganda's VJ communi 
debatesover voice and style. 
Some confuse him with others; I 
fans insist they can tell the differer.c. 
immediately Emmy avoids rivalry t 
‘What mattersto himis growth. 
Hestudies global filmmaking tren . 

talks passionately about workshop. 
andfestivalslike the International -y 
Festival Rotterdam which he recenl; 
attended, and dreams of stronger 
Iaboration within Uganda's ilm indus. 

Yet no matter how far his visio; 
stretches, he returns nightly to space; 
like this- semi-temporary halls vhe:. 
global cinemameets local tongue. 
‘As the film's credits roll and the pro- 
Jector light fades, patrons stretch and 
step out into the Kampala night, st 
chuckling over a joke or replaying 2 
frighteningmoment. 
‘Some linger to greet him. He smiles, 

wipes sweat from his brow; sets dowr, 
. the microphone. Tomorrow, another 

film will flicker on that screen. Anoth- 

er hero will need praise, another vil- 
lain ridicule,and another ghost a voice 
sharp enoughtochillthe spine. | 
And once again, in a hall held togeth- 
erbynails and hope or a bar, VI Emrmy 
will stand between worlds, translating 
notjust language but emotion, culture 
and consequence-reminding everyone 
that sometimes the most powerful cin- 
emaisinthe voice that carriesithome 
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