
Sunday, January 9, 2022

11
L i f e s t y l e F e a t u r e s

Amystery that has shaken the literary
world for years - the theft of hundreds
of unpublished manuscripts from distin-

guished authors - may finally be about to be
solved. In New York this week, the FBI arrest-
ed Filippo Bernardini, a 29-year-old Italian
employee of major publisher Simon & Schuster.
He is accused of impersonating literary agents
and publishers over email to steal unpublished
works from writers and their representatives.

The alleged scam had been known in liter-
ary circles for around five years with Margaret
Atwood, Ian McEwan and Sally Rooney among
the novelists reportedly targeted. Bernardini
was arraigned in court in Manhattan on
Thursday after being arrested by agents at JFK
airport the day before. He has been charged
with committing wire fraud and identity theft
between 2016 and 2021, crimes punishable by
22 years in prison.

“Filippo Bernardini allegedly impersonated
publishing industry individuals in order to have
authors, including a Pulitzer prize winner, send
him prepublication manuscripts for his own
benefit,” said US prosecutor Damian Williams.
“This real-life storyline now reads as a cau-
tionary tale, with the plot twist of Bernardini
facing federal criminal charges for his mis-
deeds,” he added in a statement. Bernardini
pleaded not guilty and was released under
“home detention” with a $300,000 bond
secured on his home, a spokesperson for the
Southern District of New York told AFP.

Bernardini worked in London for Simon &
Schuster, which said in a statement it was
“shocked and horrified to learn of the allega-
tions.” “The employee has been suspended
pending further information on the case,” the
publisher said in a statement. “The safekeeping
of our authors’ intellectual property is of pri-
mary importance to Simon & Schuster, and for
all in the publishing industry, and we are grate-
ful to the FBI for investigating these incidents
and bringing charges against the alleged per-
petrator,” it added.

Unknown motive 
Prosecutors say the suspect’s modus

operandi was well established. He would
impersonate real people in the world of pub-
lishing by sending emails from fake accounts.
The addresses would be made to resemble the
domain names of legitimate publishers but with
a letter changed here and there. The indictment
accuses him of registering more than 160
fraudulent domains. What baffled alleged vic-
tims was that the thefts were never followed by
demands for money, nor did the works ever
seem to appear online or on the dark web.

In 2019, Atwood’s agent revealed that the
manuscript for “The Testaments” had been tar-
geted. Last year, New York Magazine reported
that the Swedish editors of Stieg Larsson’s
“Millennium” series had been approached by a
purported colleague in Italy who requested an
advance copy so that it could be translated
before release. A New York Times investigation
at the end of 2020 found that “Normal People”
author Rooney, “Atonement” author McEwan,
and actor Ethan Hawke had also been targeted.

Little is known about Bernardini.
Screenshots from a LinkedIn profile that was
inaccessible Friday described him as a “rights
coordinator” at Simon & Schuster. The biogra-
phy said he obtained a bachelors in Chinese
Language in Milan and a masters in publishing
from UCL in London owing to his “obsession
for the written word and languages.” One ele-
ment of the story prosecutors hope to find out
is what the accused’s motivations might have
been as the indictment does not mention
whether he made any financial profit from the
alleged thefts. — AFP 
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France’s biggest literary star, Michel Houellebecq, was back in bookshops
Friday, with many eager to know what the famously prescient author has to
say in the midst of a bruising presidential election campaign. Houellebecq

sells in big numbers: 300,000 copies have been ordered for the French release of
his eighth novel “Aneantir” (“Annihilate”), with an English edition due later this
year. And he has an uncanny knack for capturing the moment. His 2015 novel
“Submission” about a Muslim winning the presidency, which taps into right-wing
fears over the rise of Islam, was released on the day of the Charlie Hebdo terror
attacks in Paris.

His next novel, “Serotonin”, about the plight of rural farmers, appeared just as
the French countryside was exploding with “yellow vest” anti-government
protests. The new book looks similarly topical. It is part-thriller, set during an
election in 2027 with characters that clearly resemble current politicians, includ-
ing President Emmanuel Macron, who faces a tough re-election battle in real life
this April. But the novel’s focus ultimately proves more personal, as the narrator
tackles his relationships with a dying father and estranged wife.

Houellebecq himself, who cultivates the image of a depressed reactionary, dis-
misses any grand intentions in his work. “Fundamentally, I’m just a whore. I write
for the applause. Not for the money, but to be loved, admired,” he told Le Monde
newspaper last week, between multiple glasses of white wine. The fans were still
keen in Paris on Friday. “He’s the greatest living writer in France. And he’s counter-
cultural: a white male heterosexual,” said Leonardo Orlando, a Spanish-
Argentinean buying his book soon after the shops opened.

‘Cantankerous old uncle’ 
The uncharacteristic traces of love and even hope in the new book suggest the

60-something chain-smoker, who married for the third time in secret in 2018, may
be mellowing slightly with age. “There’s no need to celebrate evil to be a good
writer,” he told Le Monde. But there is still plenty of the familiar misogynistic and
xenophobic vitriol from his characters, alongside diatribes about France’s spiritual

and cultural decline. 
For many critics, it’s too much. “From a young, highly lucid writer on society,

Houellebecq has become a sort of cantankerous old uncle completely over-
whelmed by his time,” wrote left-wing magazine Les Inrockuptibles. But many
other critics, across the political spectrum, have been full of praise. Le Monde
gushed over “fleeting moments, in the midst of the loneliness and dereliction, that
make you cry”. Houellebecq was a darling of the left in the 1990s, when his
uncompromising accounts of those left behind by globalization and sexual libera-
tion in novels such as “Atomised” and “Platform” struck a chord around the world.

But in recent years, that same pessimism, which he has summed  up as “the sui-
cide of modernity”, has mapped more neatly onto right-wing fears about the
decline of nation, church and family-as well as the misogyny of “incel” men, who
blame gender equality for leaving them sexless. In 2020, he released a book of
essays  praising writer Eric Zemmour, now a far-right candidate for the presiden-
cy with strident views about migrants.— AFP 
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The new novel book of French writer Michel Houellebecq ‘Aneantir’ is pictured
in Paris. — AFP 

In this file photo, US President Barack Obama presents the Presidential Medal
of Freedom to ambassador and actor Sidney Poitier during a ceremony in the
East Room at the White House in Washington, DC. 

A note and flowers are seen on Sidney Poitier’s star on the Hollywood Walk of
Fame in Hollywood, California. Poitier, Hollywood’s first major Black movie star
and the first Black man to win the best actor Oscar, has died at 94, prompting an
outpouring of grief from the entertainment industry and beyond. — AFP photos

Sidney Poitier, who has died at age 94, was a pio-
neering Black movie star who opened doors for
racial minorities in film decades before the

#OscarsSoWhite and Black Lives Matter movements.
The trailblazing thespian became the first male Black
star nominated for an Academy Award with 1958’s
“The Defiant Ones” and, six years later, was the first
to win the best actor Oscar for his performance in
“Lilies of the Field.” Collecting his historic award,
Poitier told the glamorous audience of mainly white
contemporaries it had been “a long journey to this
moment” - but his achievement would not be matched
until 38 years later, when Denzel Washington won for
his leading role in “Training Day.”

Poitier, who died Thursday night at his home in Los
Angeles, achieved mainstream popularity with a
series of groundbreaking roles at a time of great
racial tension in America in the 1950s and 1960s. He
balanced success with a sense of duty to choose
projects that tackled bigotry and stereotypes, includ-
ing his 1967 classics “Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner”
and “In the Heat of the Night.”

Poitier was awarded an honorary Oscar in 2002
for his “extraordinary performances” on the silver
screen and his “dignity, style and intelligence” off of it.
“I accept this award in the name of all the African
American actors and actresses who went before me in

the difficult years and on whose shoulders I was privi-
leged to stand to see where I might go,” Poitier said.
Poitier also praised the “visionary choices of a handful
of American” producers, directors and studio bosses
who were not afraid to stand up for the cause of
equality, despite the difficulties such a stance may
have caused them.

‘I’ll always be chasing you, Sidney’ 
By coincidence, Poitier received his 2002 honorary

Oscar the same night Washington won for best actor,
which was also the night Halle Berry become the first
- and only - African American best actress winner. In
his acceptance speech, Washington paid a heartfelt
tribute to Poitier, telling him: “I’ll always be following
in your footsteps.” In a statement to AFP following
news of his death, Washington said “it was a privilege
to call Sidney Poitier my friend. 

He was a gentle man and opened doors for all of
us that had been closed for years.” Viola Davis, her-
self an Oscar-winning actress, shared a similar note
of admiration for Poitier’s barrier-breaking life, say-
ing his “dignity, normalcy, strength, excellence and
sheer electricity... showed us that we, as Black folks,
mattered!!!”

Discrimination
Born in the southern US state of Florida in 1927

where his tomato farmer father was selling his pro-
duce, young Sidney and his family moved back to the
Bahamas, where he grew up in poverty. A dual
national of the Bahamas and United States, he got his
first taste of the cinema on as a youth his Caribbean
island before dropping out of school at the age of 13
and returning to Miami when he was 15 to join his
brother Cyril. 

It was there that the impressionable young man
experienced his first taste of racial discrimination, an
experience that left an indelible mark on him. Poitier
soon relocated to New York where he worked as a
dishwasher and busboy, reportedly sleeping in bus
station pay toilets as he tried to scratch out a meager
existence in the tough city.

During World War II, Poitier joined the US Army
as a physiotherapist until 1945, when he returned to
New York, his heart set on becoming an actor. Poitier
worked to lose his Caribbean lilt and adopt an
American accent, which earned him his first stage
acting job as an understudy to singing star Harry
Belafonte in 1945’s “Days of Our Youth,” before mak-
ing his Broadway debut in an all-Black production of
“Lysistrata.”

In 1950, the thriving young actor starred in his
first film, “No Way Out,” quickly followed by classics
such as “Blackboard Jungle” and “Edge of the City.”
From 1957’s “Something of Value” - which portrayed
Kenya’s anti-colonial Mau Mau uprising - his choices
turned more consistently to themes of racial harmo-
ny, as seen in Chicago-set “A Raisin in the Sun”
(1961) and Mississippi murder mystery “In the Heat
of the Night” (1967). — AFP 
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Avolcano on a Galapagos island that is home to a species of
critically endangered lizard has erupted for the second time
in seven years, national park officials said Friday. The Wolf

volcano’s slopes host the pink iguana, only 211 of which were report-
ed to be left on Isabela, the largest island in the Galapagos archipel-
ago, as of last August. The eruption began around midnight
Thursday, the Galapagos National Park (PNG) said in a statement. A
team of park rangers and scientists working with the iguanas con-
firmed Friday that the creatures were out of harm’s way, it added.

For its part, the Geophysical Institute of Quito said the 1,707-
meter (5,600-foot) volcano spewed gas-and-ash clouds as high as
3,800 meters into the air, with lava flows on its southern and south-
eastern slopes. The volcano, the highest of the Galapagos, is some
100 kilometers (62 miles) from the nearest human settlement. The
area also hosts yellow iguanas and the famous Galapagos giant tor-
toises. Located in the Pacific some 1,000 kilometers (600 miles) off
the coast of Ecuador, the Galapagos Islands are a protected wildlife
area and home to unique species of flora and fauna.

The archipelago was made famous by British geologist and natu-
ralist Charles Darwin’s observations on evolution there. The Wolf
volcano last erupted in 2015 after 33 years of inactivity, without
affecting local wildlife. The pink iguanas that inhabit its slopes were
identified as a separate species only in 2009, and occupy an area of
25 square kilometers. They are found nowhere else. Isabela island
also hosts four other active volcanos. — AFP 

Galapagos volcano, home to endangered lizard, erupts

Handout picture shows an aerial view of lava spewing from a fissure of the Wolf Volcano after it erupted for the second time in seven years on
January 7, 2022, on Isabela Island in the Galapagos Islands in the Pacific Ocean, 900 km off the Ecuadorean coast. — AFP photos

Aerial view of lava expelling by the Wolf Volcano after it erupted for
the second time in seven years on January 7, 2022.


