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Lebanon handed back two 18th-cen-
tury religious icons of Jesus and
Mary to Greece on Tuesday after

they were seized during an auction, a
judicial source said. The paintings were
stolen from an exhibition in Athens in
2016, and Greece put out an internation-
al notice calling for their return. Icons are
Christian religious paintings, often of
saints, and are viewed as sacred.

Lebanon has launched an investiga-
tion, but it is not clear who stole them, or
how they were brought to the country.
“The person who bought the paintings at
the auction in Lebanon was questioned,”
the source said, adding that the buyer
was about to ship them to Germany “to
sell them on at an international auction
there.” The paintings were handed to the
Greek ambassador in Beirut. Greece has

retrieved several other religious icons
worth thousands of dollars in recent
years.

In 2011, Greek officials blocked the
sale of a dozen religious icons by two art
galleries in Britain and the Netherlands
after finding the items had been stolen
years before. The icons, which dated
from before the 18th century and could
have each fetched from $7,000 to

$21,000, were stolen from unguarded
monasteries and churches in the sparse-
ly-populated Epirus region of northwest-
ern Greece. In 2008, Britain returned to
Greece a 14th-century icon stolen from a
Greek Orthodox monastery 30 years ear-
lier, and found in the hands of a London-
based collector. — AFP 

Italian police have found a 500-year-old
copy of Leonardo da Vinci’s Salvator
Mundi in a Naples flat and returned it to

a church that had no idea it had been
stolen. Officers said late Monday they
had arrested the 36-year-old owner of
the apartment on suspicion of receiving
stolen goods, after the painting was
found in his bedroom cupboard.
Depicting Jesus Christ with his hand
raised in a blessing and holding a crystal
orb, the painting is part of the Doma
Museum collection within the San
Domenico Maggiore church complex in
Naples.

It is a copy of Leonardo’s famous
work that in 2017 became the most
expensive painting ever sold, fetching
$450 million at a Christie’s auction. But

the collection has been without visitors
for months due to coronavirus restric-
tions and nobody had reported it miss-
ing. It was not immediately clear how the
police came to discover the theft of the
painting, but they said it was a “particu-
larly complex operation”. “The painting
was found on Saturday thanks to a bril-
liant and diligent police operation,” said
Naples prosecutor Giovanni Melillo.

“There was no complaint on the mat-
ter and in fact we contacted the (church)
prior, who was not aware of its disap-
pearance, as the room where the paint-
ing is kept has not been open for three
months.” The oil painting is believed to
be by artist Giacomo Alibrandi and dates
to the early 1500s.

Having returned the painting to the
church, police are now investigating how
it was stolen in the first place, as there
was no sign of a break-in, Melillo said.
“Whoever took the painting wanted it,
and it is plausible that it was a commis-
sioned theft by an organization working
in the international art trade,” he added.
Video images released by police showed
an empty wall inside a large niche where
the artwork had been housed, in an
alcove behind heavy wooden doors
locked with a key.—AFP

Top British
musicians hit
out at Brexit
impact on tours

More than 100 leading musicians
yesterday criticized the govern-
ment’s Brexit deal with the

European Union writing in an open letter
that performers had been “shamefully
failed”. Leading musical lights including
Elton John, The Who’s Roger Daltry and
classical conductor Simon Rattle wrote in
The Times newspaper that the govern-
ment’s failure to secure visa-free travel
for musicians would “tip many perform-
ers over the edge”.

Pink Floyd’s Roger Waters, Ed
Sheeran, Oasis’s Liam Gallagher and
Queen’s Brian May also signed the letter,
which spoke of a “gaping hole where the
promised free movement for musicians
should be”. They outlined how red tape
around touring and additional work per-
mits for British performances in Europe
will make “many tours unviable, especial-
ly for young emerging musicians who are
already struggling to keep their heads
above water owing to the Covid ban on
live music”.

Musicians and others in creative
industries have railed against new travel
rules with the European Union after
Britain definitively left the 27-member
bloc at the end of the Brexit transition
period in December 2020. A petition call-
ing for a visa-free travel and cultural work
permit with the EU has so far attracted
more than 263,000 signatures online.
The government in London has blamed

Brussels saying the EU had not offered
90-day visa-free travel for musicians.

The EU’s chief Brexit negotiator has
denied opposing free movement of musi-
cians saying “ambitious proposals” for
mobility had been offered.  On Tuesday,
Culture minister Caroline Dinenage said
“the door is open” if Brussels was willing
to “consider the UK’s very sensible pro-
posals” on visa arrangements for musi-
cians. However, she explained that the
deal offered by the EU “would not have
been compatible with the government’s
manifesto commitment to take back con-
trol of our borders”. The 100 musicians
said the government needed to “do what
it said it would do” and negotiate a recip-
rocal deal for paperwork-free travel.

Britain-one of the countries worst
affected by the global health crisis, with
over 90,000 deaths-has seen its £5.8-bil-
lion ($7.9-billion, 6.4-billion-euro) music
industry hit hard by the pandemic. British
music festival organizers say the virus
has devastated the sector and warned
the annual summer events could disap-
pear without more government support
and an indication of when music venues
can reopen. — AFP 

The Netflix-produced series “Lupin”,
a sly modern take on France’s
beloved gentleman thief, is on track

for 70 million views worldwide in its first
month, setting a record for a French TV
show, the streaming platform said
Tuesday. On the basis of current trends
the series — starring Omar Sy of
“Untouchable” fame — will have breezed
past Netflix’s biggest recent blockbuster
“The Queen’s Gambit” which has 62 mil-
lion views and other English-language hits
including “Bridgerton”. The Netflix projec-
tion covers the 28 days to February 5, the
company told AFP.

“70 million, that’s crazy”, Omar Sy
tweeted. “So proud that Lupin is the first
French series to have such an internation-
al success.” Only half of the first season’s
10 episodes have so far been available
on Netflix. They are top of the viewing
charts in around 10 countries, including
Brazil, Vietnam, Argentina and Spain. The
1905 book on which the series is loosely
based, “Arsene Lupin — Gentleman
Burglar” by French novelist Maurice
Leblanc — has shot to the top of book

sales on Amazon.fr since the release of
the TV show.

In the series, based in modern-day
Paris, Sy plays Assane Diop who uses the
gentleman thief and master of disguise as
his inspiration in his quest to avenge his
father for an injustice inflicted by a
wealthy family. “For an actor, Lupin is the
perfect plaything,” Sy told the 20 Minutes
daily. “His role is dramatic, but also light,

funny, seductive and action-packed,” he
said. Asked why so few black actors
played leading roles in French produc-
tions, Sy said: “I don’t know. But let’s hope
that we’ve set something in motion with
Lupin”. 

The series, produced by Gaumont,
was mostly written by Briton George Kay,
whose past work includes “Killing Eve”,
“Criminal” and “The Hour”, in collabora-
tion with Frenchman Francois Uzan,
author of French series “Family business”,
another Netflix production. Kay told AFP
earlier this month that “what is great about
Omar is that when he plays Assane with
his charisma and his smile you want him
to succeed, even when he’s breaking the
rules”. “Lupin” has a 7.4 out of 10 rating,
according to a review compilation by the
Internet Movie Database. The Globe and
Mail called it “a magnificent concoction”,
while the Chicago Tribune said it was
“Sy’s Bond-ian elegance and understated
charisma that keeps you keyed in”.—AFP

Hollywood’s actors union launched
disciplinary action against outgo-
ing US President Donald Trump on

Monday, which could lead to the former
“Apprentice” star’s expulsion. SAG-
AFTRA “voted overwhelmingly to find
probable cause of a violation” of its con-
stitution by long-time member Trump,
whose screen credits include “Home
Alone 2.” The guild’s disciplinary commit-
tee will now examine Trump’s role in the
January 6 mob attack on the US Capitol.

Thousands of Trump supporters
stormed the Washington building follow-
ing a speech by the president in which
he repeated his false claims to have won
the election. At least five people died in
the mayhem. “Donald Trump attacked
the values that this union holds most
sacred-democracy, truth, respect for our
fellow Americans of all races and faiths,
and the sanctity of the free press,” said
SAG-AFTA president Gabrielle Carteris.
The committee will also examine Trump’s
“reckless campaign of misinformation
aimed at discrediting and ultimately
threatening the safety of journalists,”
according to a statement  SAG-AFTRA
also represents thousands of broadcast
journalists among its 160,000 members.

“There’s a straight line from his wan-
ton disregard for the truth to the attacks
on journalists perpetrated by his follow-
ers,” said Carteris. “Our most important
role as a union is the protection of our
members,” added national executive
director David White.  —AFP

Foreigners without
face masks
punished with
push-ups in Bali

Foreigners caught not wearing face
masks on the Indonesian resort
island of Bali are being subject to an

unusual punishment: push-ups. Video
footage circulating on social media this
week shows tourists in T-shirts and shorts
being made to do the exercise in swelter-
ing tropical heat as masked security offi-
cials stood over them. Bali authorities
made wearing a face mask in public
mandatory last year as Indonesia battled
a raging Covid-19 outbreak.

In recent days, however, scores of for-
eigners have been caught without face
coverings, said security official Gusti
Agung Ketut Suryanegara. More than 70

people paid a fine of 100,000 rupiah ($7),
but about 30 others said they did not have
the cash. Instead, they were ordered to
do push-ups. Those not carrying a mask
had to do up to 50, while those who were
wearing one improperly were punished
with 15.  “At first, they would claim that
they didn’t know the regulation,”
Suryanegara told AFP. “Then they said
they forgot, or that the mask was wet or
damaged.” Some Indonesians on the
island, which is a pocket of Hinduism in

the world’s most populous Muslim-majori-
ty country, have also been hit with the
unusual punishment. Bali’s authorities
have also warned that foreigners who
break virus regulations could be thrown
out of the country, although so far there
have no reports of anyone being deport-
ed for failing to wear a mask. The island,
which has been hammered by the epi-
demic, remains officially closed to over-
seas tourists but is home to many long-
term residents from abroad.—AFP

Netflix on Tuesday topped sub-
scriber growth expectations in the
past quarter, keeping ahead of

new streaming rivals competing for view-
ers stuck in their homes during the coro-
navirus pandemic. The streaming televi-
sion leader added some 8.5 million paid
subscribers in the quarter to reach 203
million, topping 200 million despite
recent price hikes, its quarterly earning
update showed. “Covid-19 has acceler-
ated that big shift from linear to stream-
ing entertainment,” Netflix chief financial
officer Spencer Neumann said on an
earnings call. “So, the underlying long-
term looks good.”

The company’s cash flow was so
strong that it will no longer borrow money
to pay for operations, and is considering
starting to buy back shares, according to
a letter to investors. Netflix shares
jumped more than 12 percent in after-
market trades following the release.
Profits dipped to $542 million in the
fourth quarter, compared with $587 mil-
lion in the same period in 2019. But over-
all revenue in the quarter surged 21.5
percent to $6.6 billion.

For the full year, Netflix added a
record 37 million paid memberships,
according to the earnings report. “We’re
enormously grateful that in these unique-
ly challenging times we’ve been able to
provide our members around the world
with a source of escape, connection and
joy while continuing to build our busi-
ness,” Netflix said in a letter to investors.
Paid membership increased 23 percent
in the final quarter of 2020 when com-
pared with the same period a year earli-
er, but average revenue per membership
was flat, according to the Silicon Valley-
based company. While Netflix raised
rates slightly in the US late last year, the
majority-some 83 percent-of its new sub-
scribers were from outside North
America, the earnings report indicated.

Films to launch 
Netflix has invested heavily in original

shows and films to make itself a must-
have service in the increasingly competi-
tive streaming market. “It’s super impres-
sive what Disney has done,” Netflix chief
executive Reed Hastings said on the
call. “It is going to be great for the world
that Disney and Netflix are competing
show by show, movie by movie.”

While Apple, Comcast, Disney and
others have fielded streaming services,
Netflix thus far “has been a clear winner,”
according to eMarketer analyst Eric
Haggstrom. Netflix executives said their
productions are back up and running in
most regions after being derailed by the
pandemic. Netflix boasted having more
than 500 titles in post-production or
being readied for release on the service,
with the plan being to launch at least one
new original film weekly. Already the
master of the pandemic-era movie land-
scape, Netflix last week offered a pre-
view of upcoming 2021 releases, a list
with no fewer than 70 star-studded fea-
ture films.  From drama, comedy and sci-
ence fiction to horror and even Westerns,
the slate will take in every major film
genre before the year is out, with some
releases poised as potential competition
for major awards. 

Among the most-anticipated titles is
“Don’t Look Up,” from filmmaker Adam
McKay of “The Big Short” and “Vice”
fame and starring Leonardo DiCaprio.
“The Harder They Fall,” a Western co-pro-
duced by Jay-Z and with a primarily Black
cast including Regina King and Idris Elba,
also promises to be one to look out
for.The announcement-via a brochure on
the streamer’s website-was accompanied
by a short video presented by “Wonder
Woman” star Gal Gadot, “Jumanji” lead
Dwayne Johnson and “Deadpool” actor
Ryan Reynolds.  —AFP

A picture shows two 18th-century religious
icons depicting Jesus and Mary that were
stolen in Greece and were seized by Lebanese
authorities during an auction in the capital
Beirut. — AFP 

Elton John is one of the musicians criticizing
the British government’s Brexit deal. — AFP 

In this file photograph, visitors take photographs with mobile phone of the oil painting by
Leonardo da Vinci “Salvator Mundi”, during the opening of the exhibition “Leonardo da Vinci “at
The Louvre Museum in Paris. — AFP 

In this file photograph French actor Omar Sy
attends a press conference for the film
“Police” (Night Shift) screened in the Berlinale
Special Gala section at the 70th Berlinale film
festival in Berlin. — AFP 

In this file photo US President Donald Trump
holds an umbrella as he speaks to the media
under the rain prior to departing from the
South Lawn of the White House in Washington,
DC, September 17, 2020. — AFP 


