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A light art installation entitled ‘The World Machine’ is projected onto the facade of Durham Cathedral as part of Lumiere Durham light festival in Durham, northern England. The biennial Lumiere Durham festival brings together internation-
al light artists to create 29 installations across Durham city Centre.—AFP

They may be athletes, businessmen or
politicians but the minute they are
jailed, Romanian convicts often

morph into “men of letters” thanks to a law
allowing those who write a book while
inside to get out quicker.  The latest big
name to leave prison early was the former
Romania football great and Barcelona cap-
tain Gheorghe Popescu. Jailed in 2014 for
three years over a football corruption scan-
dal, he was released on November 4, large-
ly thanks to four books about the beautiful
game which he penned in his cell.

Under Romanian law, convicts can
claim 30 days off their sentence if they
publish a work of literature or science
while behind bars.  The legislation, which
was first enacted in 2006 then amended in
2013, has brought forth a growing number
of literary works from the jails of one of the
European Union’s poorest nations, where
corruption is rampant.  After humble
beginnings-around 10 books were pub-
lished between 2007 and 2010 — the liter-
ary production of Romania’s prisons has
exploded with no less than 157 new books
published between January 2014 and
June 2015, according to figures provided
to AFP by the National Prison
Administration (ANP). The rise coincides
with a two-year crackdown on corruption
targeting the powerful and the wealthy.
One of the big fish to fall in this is former
prime minister Victor Ponta, who resigned
on November 4 following a deadly night-
club fire in Bucharest which killed 55 and
left scores more badly wounded.  His trial
on charges of graft is due to start in the
coming weeks. 

Writing-down a sentence 
A prisoner who wants to make his mark

in the world of letters must first receive a
recommendation from a university profes-
sor who specializes in the area he wishes
to cover. Then his request must be
screened by a special committee inside
the prison.  “If his demand is accepted by
the prison committee, he will have access
to the prison library and to a computer
which is not connected to the Internet,”
the ANP explained.  The aspiring writer
must then find a publishing house willing
to print his opus-at the author’s expense. 

According to editors consulted by AFP,
the publication of several hundred copies
of a book costs around a thousand euros
(about $1,073), a modest expenditure for
those described by the press as “high-
end/luxury prisoners”. The prisons authori-

ty, however, said some of those who wrote
books did not end up benefiting from the
hoped-for shortening of their sentence.
But the press have raised questions about
the number of works approved by the
prison authorities, not all of which are
autobiographical and some of which have
a decidedly eclectic subject matter. 

George Copos, former head of Rapid
Bucarest football club, produced five liter-
ary works while in custody, noticeably
shortening his four-year sentence for fraud
and tax evasion. One of them, entitled
“Marital Alliances As Policy Among the
Romanian Princes of Wallachia and
Moldavia in the 14th-16th Century”,
earned him allegations of plagiarism from
a historian who had submitted his 2005
doctorate on the same theme. 

Gigi Becali, the eccentric and outspo-
ken owner of Romania’s top football club
Steaua Bucuresti, penned four works of lit-
erature, including one called “Mount
Athos, Home of Orthodoxy”. Sentenced in
2013 to four years on two counts of graft,
he was released in April.  A handwritten
letter from Becali-full of spelling mistakes-
to the head of the prison nevertheless
raised questions among sceptics bout who
actually wrote the book. 

A Romanian Balzac? 
But the record for speed writing behind

bars looks set to go to Ioan Niculae,
Romania’s richest man who was sentenced
in April to 30 months for illegal financing
of the 2009 presidential campaign. The bil-
lionaire businessman has penned five
works in less than five months.  “That
makes one book every 29 days. And
Balzac, well, have you ever counted how
many books he wrote?” responded his
lawyer Florin Surghie when pressed by
journalists.  Sorin Apostu, former mayor of
Romania’s second city Cluj who was sen-
tenced to four-and-a-half years for corrup-
tion, has likewise enriched specialist litera-
ture with an opus called: “The Production
of Meat Derivatives”. 

Fearing abuse of the system, Romania’s
Superior Council of Magistracy (CSM), a
judicial body separate from the executive
branch, has called for more restrictive leg-
islation.  “The big Romanian writers are
being dwarfed in comparison to the clas-
sics being penned nowadays, from prison,”
remarked a wry editorial in the Adevarul
daily.  For now, many of these works
remain absent from libraries and book-
shops.—AFP

Romanian football player Gheorghe Popescu (center) high’s his family as he was
released from the Jilava penitentiary in Jilava village, near Bucharest.—AFP

When Romanian inmates pick
up the pen to earn freedom

They are not in the room rubbing shoulders
with traditional wealthy buyers, instead
choosing to remain in the shadows, mak-

ing their multi-million bids by telephone. Asian
millionaires and billionaires have this week dis-
cretely stolen the show at a range of auctions,
dishing out record sums for works of art and pre-
cious gemstones put on the block. Auction
houses Christie’s and Sotheby’s say the spectac-
ular sales are part of a wider trend in which their
business is increasingly turning towards Asia.

Christie’s Asia chief Francois Curiel told AFP
that the auction house had quadrupled its Asia-
based staff since 2010 to 220 to keep up with
the demand. “When I arrived in Hong Kong in
2010, our Asian clients represented five percent
of our sales on a global scale. In 2014, they rep-
resented 31 percent,” he said. The same is true of
competing auction house Sotheby’s, where
Asian clients today account for about a third of
global high-end jewelry sales, Asian director
Patti Wong told AFP. “Asian participants make up
a hugely important part of our global client
base,” she said, adding that over the past decade
“we’ve seen tremendous growth” from Asia.

This past week, Asian clients have certainly
taken centre-stage. The first spectacular hammer
blow fell Tuesday evening at a Christie’s art auc-
tion in New York, when a former Chinese taxi
driver turned billionaire financier, Liu Yiqian
bought a famed Modigliani nude for more than
$170 million. The 51-year-old tycoon, who made
his fortune in real estate and finance in the
1990s, has made a string of purchases for his two
museums in China’s commercial hub Shanghai.

‘Sweet Josephine’ 
The same day, Hong Kong property tycoon

Joseph Lau dished out $28.5 million for a huge
16.08-carat pink diamond at a Christie’s jewel

auction in Geneva, and immediately renamed it
“Sweet Josephine”, after his seven-year-old
daughter.  According to the auction house, that
marks a world record for a pink diamond in the
highest color category, “fancy vivid”. Lau, 64, was
not satisfied though. On Wednesday, he struck
again, snapping up a 12.03-carat blue diamond
dubbed “Blue Moon” for a record $48.4 million,
this time at Sotheby’s in Geneva.

David Bennett, head of Sotheby’s internation-
al jewelry division, said the “Blue Moon” sale
broke several records, making the gemstone
“the most expensive diamond, regardless of col-
or, and the most expensive jewel ever sold at
auction”. The jewel, set in a ring, also fetched the
highest-ever price per carat, he said, with the
buyer shelling out 4.02 million Swiss francs per
carat. The shimmering blue stone was also
immediately renamed after Lau’s daughter, and
is now called “The Blue Moon of Josephine”. A
Hong Kong-based spokeswoman for Lau con-
firmed the two diamond purchases to AFP.

This is not the first time Lau has bought rare
jewels for his daughter. In 2009, he reportedly
spent $9.5 million on another blue diamond,
which he renamed the “Star of Josephine”.
Josephine is his daughter with girlfriend and for-
mer aide Chan Hoi-wan, according to local
media. The 64-year-old also has two children
with long-time partner Yvonne Lui. Life is not all
family bliss for Lau. In March last year, he was
found guilty of bribing a former minister in the
gambling enclave of Macau in an attempt to
purchase a prime development site. Lau, who
was not in Macau for the sentencing, is unlikely
to serve time as the two semi-autonomous
Chinese cities do not have an extradition agree-
ment.—AFP

Asian appetite for luxury boosts
global art and jewel auctions

A model smiles as she wears the ‘Blue Moon’
diamond during a “Magnificent Jewels and
Noble Jewels” sales of the Sotheby’s auction
house on November 11, 2015 in Geneva.—AFP

Runners with balloons, covered in coloured powder dance after taking part in the Color Run of Sevilla. The Color Run is a race where partici-
pants are showered with colored powder.—AFP photos


