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Children stand inside a mobile library which opened its doors for the first time since the Taleban’s return to pow-
er, in Kabul. —AFP photos

Children read their books inside a mobile library which opened its doors for the first time since the Taleban’s
return to power.

Amobile library bus chugged to a Kabul
orphanage Sunday and opened its doors
for the first time since the Taleban’s return

to power in Afghanistan, eliciting beaming smiles
from children. “I’m really feeling happy. I’m
studying the books I love again,” says 11-year-
old Arezo Azizi, whose favorite tome is a count-
ing aid about a cat who gets more pieces of
cheese the higher it can count.    The library
“didn’t come for three months, until now,” she
explains, sitting on a converted public bus and
her voice rising above the excited chatter of her

peers. The mobile library is one of five buses
leased by a local organization called Charmaghz,
established by Freshta Karim, an Afghan gradu-
ate from Oxford University.

Hundreds of children have in recent years
made use of the mobile libraries daily as they
criss-crossed Kabul, as many schools lack their
own library.  But “we lost almost all of our spon-
sors after the government was taken (over) by
the Taleban” in-mid August, says Ahmad Fahim
Barakati, deputy head of the non-profit initiative.
The Taleban’s education ministry granted per-

mission for the mobile libraries to restart several
weeks ago. But it was only a few days ago that
agreement was reached with the transport min-
istry, which owns the buses, Barakati explained.
Like the children, librarian Ramzia Abdi Khail, 22,
is visibly happy that the show is back on the
road. 

“It’s a lovely feeling. Currently, the schools
are also closed,” she notes.  Girls’ education has
been hit particularly hard by the Taleban’s return
to power, as millions of girls across the country
have been barred from secondary education in

state schools. “We have street kids and I love to
serve them because they do not have the oppor-
tunity to go to school, and this is a way that I
can serve them,” adds Khail. “We have Islamic
books, we have English and Dari storybooks ...
we have painting books, different game books.”
Charmaghz has enough funds at present to keep
the mobile libraries on the road for a month or
so, Barakati says.  “We are raising funds through
online platforms and globally and I hope we
have enough sponsors and donators” to keeping
going beyond then, he says. —AFP

MOBILE LIBRARY restarts in 
Afghan capital, delighting children

Fans will this week get their
hands on the latest “Halo”
video game, as Microsoft

marks 20 years of the franchise that
turned its Xbox console into a hit.
“Halo Infinite” is out Wednesday-
but to celebrate the 20th anniver-
sary of the cult sci-fi series,
Microsoft and developer 343
Industries have already released a
free-to-play “beta” test version.
Within an hour of its launch on
November 15 some 100,000 people
were logged on to play simultane-
ously via online platform Steam, in a
taste of the excitement around the
sixth installment’s return to a 26th-
century space war.

“The entire Halo community has
been anxiously awaiting the arrival
of this game,” said 28-year-old Jenn,
a competitive Halo player who goes
by the gaming alias Queen x3. “The
beta was a lot of fun and created a
lot more excitement leading up to
the official launch.” As for the
appeal of the game, seen through
the eyes of a heavily armed cyber-
soldier, she said it was in the thrill of
the challenge. “Halo is truly one of
the most competitive first-person
shooters out there-not many people
can pick up a controller for the first
time and be great.”

Killer app 
Set in a future where humans have

colonized many planets, “Halo:
Combat Evolved” arrived in
November 2001 as the debut game
for Microsoft’s brand-new Xbox
console. The series quickly became
what is known as a “killer app”-the
product driving sales of the Xbox-as
Microsoft sought to turn itself into
an American rival to Japan’s
Nintendo and Sony in the already-
lucrative market for gaming con-
soles. Two decades later Xbox
remains a key player in a video game
industry now thought to be larger
than the movie sector, with market
research firm Mordor Intelligence
valuing it at $173.7 billion in 2020.

Its Xbox Live platform was a pio-
neer in turning online gaming into a
social phenomenon, with people
logging on to play against friends or
strangers. It now has more than 100

million monthly users. The Xbox
console still lags far behind the
Japanese behemoths, with an esti-
mated 6.7 million sold by 2021 com-
pared to nearly 90 million Nintendo
Switches and 12.8 million
PlayStation 5s, according to an
analysis by Ampere. But the latest
versions of the Xbox, Series X and
S, are the fastest-selling in the com-
pany’s history, according to
Microsoft. “It’s not as if the title is
needed to move consoles off
shelves, although it will certainly
help increase demand,” NPD gaming
analyst Mat Piscatella said of the
new Halo release.

Red ring of death 
The game series-which has sold

91 million copies-has spawned an
entire media franchise, with films,
books, comics and a forthcoming TV
series starring “The Wire” actor
Pablo Schreiber as protagonist
Master Chief. It has even given rise
to the expression “Halo Killer”,
meaning a game good enough to
beat its success. Joshua “Mash”
Mashlan, a professional coach for
Halo e-sports tournaments, remem-
bers its rise as a time when finally,
“you weren’t a nerd for liking the
game”. “Everybody wanted to play,”
the 28-year-old told AFP.

He was so excited about the
release of the beta version last month
that he scheduled a day off work to
play it, and has been enjoying it
despite “a lot of little glitches”. “It’s a
fresh start to a game we’ve been
playing for 20 years,” he said. It’s a
pleasant surprise for a title whose
release has been delayed by more
than a year, due in part to complica-
tions linked to Covid-19 teleworking
but also criticism from players of the
early artwork, derided as basic.
Microsoft has launched a host of ini-
tiatives to mark two decades of both
Halo and the Xbox, including a virtual
museum exploring key moments in
the console’s history. These include
the infamous “red ring of death” crisis
in 2007 when a defect prompted
mass failures of the console, resulting
in ominous red glowing light on the
box. The resulting recall cost
Microsoft more than $1 billion. —AFP

New ‘Halo’ game debuts 
as Xbox turns 20

British novelist Abdulrazak
Gurnah, winner of this
year’s Nobel Prize for

Literature, received his medal in
London. Gurnah, 72, won the
Literature Prize in October for his
novels unflinchingly portraying
the effects of colonialism and the
plight of refugees. The Swedish
ambassador to London, Mikaela
Kumlin Granit, will present the
writer with his Nobel medal and
a diploma at her official resi-
dence at 1200 GMT, ahead of
the main awards ceremony in
Oslo on December 10. The prize
also comes with a sum of 10 mil-
lion Swedish kronor (about $1.1
million).

The Nobel Foundation
announced in September that the
winners for medicine, physics,
chemistry, literature and econom-
ics would receive their prizes in
their home countries for the sec-
ond straight year, due to “uncer-
tainty about the course of the
pandemic”. Gurnah became the
fifth African to win the Nobel
Literature Prize, with the most
recent previously being South
African writer JM Coetzee in
2003. Born in Zanzibar off the
coast of east Africa, now part of
Tanzania, Gurnah fled to Britain
as a refugee in the late 1960s, lat-
er acquiring British citizenship.

The Swedish Academy said
Gurnah was honored “for his
uncompromising and compas-
sionate penetration of the effects

of colonialism and the fate of the
refugee in the gulf between cul-
tures and continents”. “I write
about these conditions because I
want to write about human inter-
actions and... what is it that peo-
ple go through when they are
reconstructing lives,” Gurnah told
reporters at a news conference in
London after his win.

‘Something is getting through’ 
The head of the Academy’s

Nobel committee, Anders Olsson,
said Gurnah’s writings had par-
ticular resonance after a record
82 million people fled wars, per-
secution and violence in 2020.

“The Nobel prize, it’s an enor-
mous honor,” Gurnah told AFP
when the prize was announced.
“It means that something is get-
ting through-that’s what the work
attempts to do, persuading or
successfully reaching through to
people. I love that, I’m so happy
about that.” After his Nobel win,
he urged Europe to see African
refugees as people who “come
out of need” and who “quite
frankly... have something to give”.

He has also spoken out against
Brexit and the “Windrush” scan-
dal, which saw immigrants from
the Caribbean targeted by the
government in recent years

despite moving to Britain legally
in the 1950s and 1960s. “I’m
speaking because this is how I
would speak... whether I had won
the Nobel prize or not. I’m not
playing a role, I’m saying what I
think,” he told journalists. Gurnah
began writing as a 21-year-old in
England. 

Although Swahili was his first
language, he had learnt English in
Zanzibar, a British protectorate
until unification with Tanzania,
and chose it as his literary tool.
The author of 10 novels and a
number of short stories, he is best
known for his 1994 breakthrough
novel “Paradise”, set in colonial
East Africa during World War I,
which was shortlisted for the
Booker Prize.

Gurnah also had a successful
career in academia, recently
retiring as professor of English
and postcolonial literatures at the
University of Kent in Canterbury.
He lives in Brighton on the south
coast of England. On Tuesday he
will deliver his Nobel Prize lec-
ture, which will be streamed live
on the prize’s website. This year
has seen writers from Africa
dominate top literary awards
with South African Damon
Galgut winning Britain’s Booker
Prize and 31-year-old Senegalese
Mohamed Mbougar Sarr becom-
ing the first writer from sub-
Saharan Africa to win France’s
top literary award, the Prix
Goncourt. —AFP

Nobel literature winner 
Gurnah to receive medal in UK

In this file photo Zanzibar-born author Abdulrazak Gurnah poses for
a photo call prior to attending a press conference, after he was
awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature, in London. —AFP

Disney’s spell unbroken as ‘Encanto’

stays top of N American box office

Disney’s animated musical fantasy film
“Encanto” stayed in top place at the
North American box office this

weekend, taking in an estimated $12.7 mil-
lion, industry watcher Exhibitor Relations
said Sunday. With original music by Lin-
Manuel Miranda, “Encanto” tells the story
of a family in the mountains of Colombia
endowed with special powers-except for
daughter Mirabel, who ends up having to
save the others. Voice actors include
Stephanie Beatriz, John Leguizamo and
Diane Guerrero.

Sony’s “Ghostbusters: Afterlife,” the latest
chapter in the wacky supernatural franchise,
took in an estimated $10.4 million to place
second for the Friday-through-Sunday peri-
od, cementing the hold of family-friendly
films at the top of the box office. Directed by
Jason Reitman, whose father Ivan Reitman
made the original 37 years ago, “Afterlife”
stars Paul Rudd, Carrie Coon and Mckenna
Grace in a ghostly tale that has shape-shift-
ed from 1980s Manhattan to today’s small-
town Oklahoma. Ridley Scott’s new crime
drama “House of Gucci” placed third at $6.8

million, continuing its healthy showing for an
adult-oriented film at a time when COVID
fears have kept many older viewers at home.

The MGM/United Artists film stars Adam
Driver as Maurizio Gucci, the onetime head
of the famed Gucci fashion house, and Lady
Gaga-again drawing Oscar buzz three years
after “A Star Is Born”-as Patrizia Reggiani,
the vengeful ex-wife who in 1995 hired a
hitman to murder Gucci outside his Milan
office. The star-laden cast also includes Al
Pacino, Salma Hayek, Jeremy Irons and
Jared Leto. “Christmas with the Chosen: The
Messengers,” the first theatrical release of
the popular streaming series from Fathom
Events, took fourth place at $4.1 million,
while Disney/Marvel superhero film
“Eternals” placed fifth, at $3.9
million.Rounding out the top 10 were:

“Resident Evil: Welcome to Raccoon
City” ($2.7 million)

“Dune” ($1.8 million)
“Clifford the Big Red Dog” ($1.8 million)
“King Richard” ($1.2 million)
“Venom: Let There Be Carnage” ($1.0

million)—AFP


