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B
ritney Spears on Monday
announced she is pregnant with
her third child, five months after a

judge ended the controversial guardian-
ship the pop icon said barred her from
having more children. “I got a pregnancy
test... and uhhhhh well... I am having a
baby,” the 40-year-old said on Instagram.
A Los Angeles judge in November dis-
solved the conservatorship long overseen
by Spearsʼ father-an arrangement the
singer said had prevented her from hav-
ing a contraceptive IUD removed despite
her desire for more kids.

Spearsʼ representatives did not imme-
diately respond to AFP request for com-
ment. “I thought ʻGeez... what happened
to my stomach???ʼ” Spears wrote, saying
that her 28-year-old partner Sam Asghari,
whom she has started referring to online
as her “husband,” speculated she was
“food pregnant.” “Itʼs growing !!! If 2 are in
there... I might just lose it,” added the
singer, prompting online chatter that she
may be expecting twins. After a highly
public 2007 breakdown, when Spears
attacked a paparazzoʼs car at a gas sta-
tion, the star was placed under a conser-
vatorship headed by her father Jamie
Spears, which ultimately lasted nearly 14
years.

Fans had long sounded alarm that the
“...Baby One More Time” singer was
unhappy with her father as guardian, and
in June 2021 she asked a Los Angeles
judge to end the legal arrangement that
had left her “traumatized.” Her allegation
that the conservatorship was preventing
her from removing a contraceptive IUD-
despite her wanting to have authority
over her own birth control method in
order to get pregnant-sparked outrage
from reproductive rights groups and her

fans, many of whom were already
involved in the fervent #FreeBritney
movement.

“I would like to progressively move for-
ward, and I want to have the real deal,”
Spears told the court in a bombshell
hearing last summer. “I want to be able to
get married and have a baby. I have an
(IUD) inside of myself so I donʼt get preg-
nant. They donʼt want me to have chil-
dren-any more children,” she said during
the gripping 20-minute statement. The

formal end to the guardianship in
November 2021 came after the pop phe-
nomʼs father Jamie Spears was removed
from his position in charge of her finances
and estate at a hearing in September.

ʻBaby-makingʼ 
Britney Spears said Monday that she

“wonʼt be going out as much” to avoid
trailing paparazzi. She is already mother
to two teen sons, Sean and Jayden, with
her ex-husband Kevin Federline. In her
post Monday Spears also opened up
about struggles with perinatal depression
during previous pregnancies, saying it
was “absolutely horrible.” “Women didnʼt
talk about it back then... some people
considered it dangerous if a woman com-
plained like that with a baby inside her...
but now women talk about it everyday...
thank Jesus we donʼt have to keep that
pain a reserved proper secret,” the pop
star wrote.

During a highly publicized apparent
mental breakdown that followed her 2006
divorce and custody battle, Spears was
captured in gas stations barefoot and
driving with one son in her lap. Today she
and other turn-of-the-millenium female
pop stars have drawn sympathy, after
documentaries that emphasized the role

of the early-2000s celebrity journalism
machine in triggering breakdowns and
questionable behavior.

But at the time they were paparazzi
punching bags, who were also mocked
and belittled by national news outlets.
Matt Lauer-the now-disgraced former
morning television personality-once
pushed Spears to tears in a 2006 inter-
view aired on national television, after
needling the young artist over her mater-
nal fitness while she was pregnant with
her second child. On Monday Spears did
not provide a due date.

She met Asghari in 2016 when they
co-starred in a music video for her single
“Slumber Party.” Spears announced their
engagement on social media in
September 2021, but has yet to divulge a
date for the nuptials. Ashgari also took to
Instagram Monday, saying that “father-
hood is something i have always looked
forward to and i donʼt take lightly. It is the
most important job i will ever do.” Asked
by entertainment tabloid TMZ in
December about the coupleʼs holiday
plans, Asghari was frank: “Baby making.”
“A lot of baby making!”—AFP

In this file photo singer Britney Spears (left) and boyfriend Sam Asghari arrive for the premiere of
Sony Pictures’ “Once Upon a Time... in Hollywood” at the TCL Chinese Theatre in Hollywood,
California. — AFP 

Sony, Lego to 
put $2bn into 
Epic Games 
metaverse effort

J
apanese giant Sony and Legoʼs
Danish parent firm announced
Monday a $2 billion investment in

US gaming powerhouse Epic Games for
its work toward joining the metaverse
vision for the internetʼs future. Scores of
tech firms have been rushing to invest in
building the metaverse, a loose term cov-
ering the growing eco-system of interac-
tive online worlds, games and 3D meet-
ing places that are already attracting mil-
lions of users. In the form of video games
like Epicʼs hit Fortnite, the precursors of
the metaverse already exist in a minimal-
ist way, with people coming together not

only to play, but also to interact and par-
ticipate in events.

The $2 billion (1.84 billion euros) in
funding is aimed at advancing Epicʼs
“vision to build the metaverse and sup-
port its continued growth,” the three firms
said in a joint statement. Sony, already a
shareholder in Epic Games, and Kirkbi,
Legoʼs parent firm, are each investing $1
billion, the firms said. “All three compa-
nies highly value both creators and play-
ers, and aim to create new social enter-
tainment exploring the connection
between digital and physical worlds,” they
added.

The investment brings Epic Gamesʼ
valuation to $31.5 billion, the US game
studio said. With 350 million users world-
wide, its Fortnite game is free to down-
load, but generates billions in revenue
with the purchase by players of additional
items for their characters, including cloth-
ing. The game has quickly become a
global phenomenon, to the point that
some games are now followed live by
millions of viewers.— AFP

Meta tests
sale of virtual
goods in
metaverse
M

eta, the parent company of
Facebook and Instagram, will give
content creators the opportunity to

sell virtual items to users in Horizon
Worlds, its main platform in the meta-
verse, the company said Monday.  “For
example, someone could make and sell
attachable accessories for a fashion world
or offer paid access to a new part of a
world,” the Californian tech group said in a
press release. The metaverse, touted by
Meta and other companies as the future of
the internet, consists of a set of parallel
“universes” accessed primarily through
augmented and virtual reality platforms. 

It already exists in a basic way in the
form of video games such as Minecraft,
Fortnite and Roblox and social platforms
such as Horizon Worlds, and VRChat,
where people come together not only to
play, but also to interact and participate in
events.  Meta, whose income is over-
whelmingly dependent on large-scale tar-
geted advertising, has made it its mission
to make a major contribution to the emer-
gence of the metaverse, and is staking
out its place in the next battle for the pub-
licʼs attention.  To that end, the social net-
working giant is seeking to attract content
creators who are likely in turn to attract
more new users. 

It had already set up a $10 million
fund for creators on Horizon in October,
where more than 10,000 different
“worlds” already exist, according to the
company. “While weʼre launching this
today as a test with a handful of creators
to get their feedback, these types of
tools are steps toward our long-term
vision for the metaverse where creators
can earn a living and people can pur-
chase digital goods, services, and expe-
riences,” Meta said.—AFP

F
our artists commended for their
solo exhibitions are competing
for the UKʼs Turner Prize for con-

temporary art this year, Tate Britain,
which organizes the award,
announced on Tuesday. The 2022
shortlist contrasts with last yearʼs line-
up, which for the first time saw five
artist collectives vie for the presti-
gious, but often controversial British
visual arts award. This yearʼs nomi-
nees include Heather Phillipson, best
known in Britain for her artwork dis-
played in Londonʼs Trafalgar Square
of a giant swirl of replica whipped
cream, topped with a sculpted cherry,
fly and drone.

Titled “The End”, it sat for two
years from January 2020 on the emp-
ty fourth plinth on the world-famous
landmark in the centre of the British
capital. Phillipson, who works in
video, sculpture and drawing, was
nominated for that work and a solo
exhibition-”Rupture No 1: blowtorch-
ing the bitten peach”-at Tate Britain.
The prizeʼs jury “applauded the auda-
cious and sophisticated way
Phillipson splices absurdity, tragedy
and imagination to probe urgent and
complex ideas,” the museum said in
a statement. The other contenders
include Toronto-born, London-based
artist Sin Wai Kin-formerly known as
Victoria Sin, who identifies as non-
binary-in part for a solo show at Hong
Kongʼs Blindspot Gallery.

“Drawing on their own experience
existing between binary categories,
their work realizes fictional narratives
to describe lived realities of desire,
identification, and consciousness,”
Tate Britain said. Ingrid Pollard, who
works primarily in photography, but
also sculpture, film and sound, was
nominated for her exhibition “Carbon
Slowly Turning” in Milton Keynes,
central England. “Pollardʼs work
questions our relationship with the
natural world and interrogates ideas
such as Britishness, race and sexuali-
ty,” Tate Britain said. The jury also
selected Veronica Ryan, a
Montserrat-born British sculptor, for
two UK showcases of her “sculptural
objects and installations using con-
tainers, compartments, and combina-
tions of natural and fabricated forms”.

Alex Farquharson, Tate Britainʼs
director and co-chair of the prize jury,
said galleries and museums reopen-
ing last year after multiple pandemic
lockdowns had led to “a terrific 12
months for contemporary British art”.
“Art has provided much-needed
enjoyment and escape over the past
year, but it has also helped to recon-
nect us with each other and the
world around us, as the practices of
the four shortlisted artists variously
exemplify,” he said.

The Turner winner-to be
announced at an award ceremony in
Liverpool, northwest England, in
December-will scoop £25,000
($33,000, 30,000 euros), and the oth-
er nominees will each receive
£10,000. An exhibition of their works
will be held at Tate Liverpool from
October 20, 2022 to March 19, 2023.
Over the years, the prize has courted
headlines because of installations
including an unmade bed and works
made from elephant dung and
human hair.—AFP

T
he Cannes Film Festival will hope to
relaunch the industryʼs hopes with
another star-packed line-up to be

announced on Thursday. After a slow
return to cinema-going after the COVID-
19 pandemic, the film business will be
hoping for a boost on the French Riviera
when the 75th edition of the worldʼs lead-
ing cinema festival returns from May 17
to 28. Tom Cruise is already confirmed
for the festival promoting the world pre-
miere of “Top Gun: Maverick”, the sequel
to his 1986 blockbuster. Also attending is

Tom Hanks, who co-stars in “Elvis” as the
rockʼnʼroll starʼs manager, Colonel Tom
Parker.

The latter is the latest spectacle from
Australian director Baz Luhrmann, who
has previously lit up Cannes with “Moulin
Rouge!” and “Gatsby”. The rest of the
line-up will be announced on Thursday,
including the 20-odd films competing for
the top prize Palme dʼOr. The selection
committee, who have been working their
way through more than 2,000 entries in
recent weeks, have a tough act to follow
after last yearʼs vintage edition.

Coming after the festival was can-
celled by the pandemic in 2020, it
launched several films that went on to
global success, especially “Drive My
Car”. After picking up three awards at
Cannes, it went on to win this yearʼs
Oscar for best international feature film-
and was the first Japanese film to be
nominated in the best picture category.

Big-name speculation 
Last yearʼs jury-led by US director

Spike Lee-gave the Palme dʼOr to Julia
Ducournauʼs body-horror “Titane”-ensur-
ing the festival maintained its reputation
for boosting bold and edgy filmmaking
alongside starry entertainment. The
organizers have left it late to announce
who will chair the jury this year, but
Penelope Cruz and Marion Cotillard are
among the favorites according to industry
insiders.

Film experts have also been picking
through the release schedules for ideas
on who might be in competition. Many
are hoping to see the return of David
Cronenberg, whose upcoming sci-fi/hor-
ror cross-over stars Viggo Mortensen,
Kristen Stewart and Lea Seydoux. Also
hotly tipped is Australian George Miller,
the man behind “Mad Max”, who takes a

new direction with “Three Thousand
Years of Longing” about a djinn (played
by Idris Elba) offering three wishes to
Tilda Swinton.

Another possibility is Terrence Malick,
who won previously for “Tree of Life” star-
ring Brad Pitt. His new film follows the life
of Jesus Christ and stars Mark Rylance
as Satan. Though women have been get-
ting more of a presence on the festival
circuit, they remain poorly represented.
One possible contender in competition at
Cannes might be US director Kelly
Reichardt, with her new film, “Showing
Up”. Her lo-fi hit “First Cow” was on many
criticsʼ end-of-year lists in 2021.

Shadow of war 
As with everything in the arts at the

moment, the Russian invasion of Ukraine
hangs over the selection. Possible names
include exiled Russian filmmaker
Kantemir Balagov, 30, whose film
“Beanpole” won the directing award of
the Un Certain Regard section in 2019.
Or there may be the return of Kirill

Serebrennikov, who was unable to attend
Cannes last year for his Palme nominee
“Petrovʼs Flu”, after being banned from
travelling due to a controversial court
case.

One possible Ukrainian entry is a film
about the Allied destruction of German
cities at the end of World War II by direc-
tor Sergei Loznitsa. Meanwhile, festival
director Thierry Fremaux has been push-
ing for a change to the rule that bars
streaming platforms from competing at
Cannes. But French cinema distributors,
who have a seat on the festival board,
continue to block the move even as big-
name directors such as Martin Scorcese
and Jane Campion have turned to Netflix
and other streamers for financial support.
In the short term, that means that the
much-anticipated Marilyn Monroe biopic,
“Blonde”, starring Ana de Armas, a Netflix
film, cannot compete for Palme, although
fans are still hoping it will get a premiere
on the Cote dʼAzur. — AFP

Idris Elba attends the Los Angeles premiere
screening of “Sonic The Hedgehog 2” at
Regency Village Theatre in Los Angeles,
California.— AFP 
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