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T
he Berlin film festival will award
Steven Spielberg a lifetime
achievement prize in February and

show a retrospective of the Oscar-win-
ning director’s movies, organizers said
on Tuesday. The 73rd annual Berlinale,
Europe’s first major cinema showcase of
the year, called Spielberg’s more than
100 films and series “unique in the histo-
ry of international cinema of the past 60
years for its immense variety”.

The US director will be presented with
the Honorary Golden Bear prize at a gala
ceremony during the February 16-26 fes-
tival, which will also screen his new
semi-autobiographical film “The
Fabelmans”. The 75-year-old filmmaker
was already awarded Germany’s Federal
Order of Merit in 1998 in recognition for
his Holocaust drama “Schindler’s List”
and his Shoah Foundation preserving
the memory of survivors.

“With an incredible career, Steven
Spielberg has not only enchanted gener-
ations of viewers all over the world, but
has also given a new meaning to the cin-

ema as the factory of dreams,” the
Berlinale’s directors Mariette Rissenbeek
and Carlo Chatrian said. As the global
cinema industry seeks a “new beginning”
in the wake of the pandemic, “we
couldn’t find a better start than the one
offered by Spielberg’s great work,” they
added.

Spielberg, considered one of
Hollywood’s greatest living directors,
has won three Academy Awards: best
picture and best director for
“Schindler ’s List,” and best director
again for “Saving Private Ryan.” He has
been nominated for 19 Oscars to date
and is expected to add to that tally at
next year’s Academy Awards with “The
Fabelmans”, starring Michelle Williams
and Paul Dano. The Berlinale ranks
with Cannes and Venice among
Europe’s top three film festivals.—AFP 

Cuban singer Pablo
Milanes dies in
Madrid at 79

A
cclaimed Cuban singer, songwriter
and guitarist Pablo Milanes died
early Tuesday in Spain, where he

had been hospitalized in recent days, his
agent said. He was 79. “It is with great
pain and sadness that we inform you that
the maestro Pablo Milanes died this morn-
ing, November 22, in Madrid,” his agency
said on the singer’s official Facebook
page. “May he rest in the love and peace
he always transcended. He will remain for-
ever in our memory.”

Cuba’s Prime Minister Manuel Marrero
Cruz said on Twitter that “culture in Cuba
is mourning the passing” of Milanes. The
writer of songs such as “Yolanda” and
“Breve Espacio” had been hospitalized in
Madrid, where he had lived since 2017 so
that he could receive medical treatment.

On November 11, his office said he
was “stable” and being treated for a series
of recurrent infections that in recent
months had been affecting his health. The
artist rose to prominence following the
Cuban revolution of 1959, and gained
renown both on and off the island as he
became a leader of the Nueva Trova
movement alongside fellow Cuban musi-
cians Silvio Rodriguez and Noel Nicola.

He inspired and was influenced by
artists from a variety of musical genres in
Latin America as well as Spain, Portugal

and Puerto Rico. Nueva Trova, born in the
years following the revolution, was smiled
upon by Fidel Castro’s government for
lyrics that gave voice to its stated political
and social imperatives, including the bat-
tles against sexism, colonialism and
racism.

Milanes had to cancel his final concerts
planned for later this month in Spain and
the Dominican Republic. He at first
embraced the Cuban revolution but later
distanced himself, though he never broke
the bond that united him with Cubans
through his music.

In June he made one last visit to
Havana, after a three-year absence,
where the performer known in Cuba as
“Pablito” gave an emotional concert before
about 10,000 fans. After nearly three years
without performing in his homeland, white
with gray hair and with mobility issues,
Milanes had not lost the light in his myopic
eyes, his affable smile and the strength of
his voice.

He was born on February 24, 1943 in
Bayamo in Cuba’s east to soldier Angel
Milanes and dressmaker Conchita Arias.
Conchita moved the family to Havana so
her son could attend a prestigious music
school. In the 1950s, considered the gold-
en decade of Cuban music, the boy
learned piano and collaborated with other
creators. He entered the Cuban music
scene in the early 1960s with “Mis 22
anos”, and went on to win two Latin
Grammys for best singer-songwriter
album (2006) and musical excellence
(2015). — AFP

Cuban singer Pablo Milanes sings at a
concert on March 25, 1988 in Mexico City. 

In this file photo Cuban singer Pablo
Milanes performs at the Ciudad Deportiva
Coliseo in Havana, Cuba. — AFP photos

In this file photo American soprano Renee Lynn Fleming performs during a rehearsal for
“The Hours” at the Metropolitan Opera in New York City. — AFP photos 

In this file photo American soprano Renee
Lynn Fleming performs during a rehearsal
for “The Hours” at the Metropolitan Opera
in New York City. 

Star soprano Renee
Fleming returns to Met
opera with ‘The Hours’

A
powerhouse trio of American song
will interpret the voice of Virginia
Woolf on New York’s prestigious

Metropolitan Opera stage, as the highly
anticipated run of “The Hours” makes its
world premiere Tuesday. The Pulitzer
Prize-winning novel and Oscar-nominated
film explores how threads of English writer
Woolf’s “Mrs. Dalloway” tie three women
of different generations together, and its
darkly moving operatic adaption offers a
new vision of the drama that probes
themes including mental illness and the
alienation from tradition that haunts its pro-
tagonists.

The production began with a pitch from
Renee Fleming, widely considered the
leading American soprano of her genera-
tion, whose role as the show’s Clarissa
Vaughan marks her return to the Met after
bidding adieu to her trademark role in
Strauss’ “Der Rosenkavalier” in 2017. “It
was perfect for opera because of the com-
plexity of the dealing with three periods,”
Fleming said of “The Hours,” whose music
was written by the Pulitzer Prize-winning
composer Kevin Puts.

“Music gives a kind of a river, on which
we can all sort of float-together or sepa-
rately,” Fleming said of the three-pronged
production. Fleming’s Vaughan-a 1990s-
era New Yorker who mirrors the character

Clarissa Dalloway, and whose plotline
centers on her party-planning for a friend,
a renowned poet dying of AIDs-is joined
onstage by the Broadway and opera star
Kelli O’Hara, who performs as the
depressed 1950s housewife Laura Brown.

Grammy-winning mezzo-soprano
Joyce DiDonato plays the struggling Woolf
herself. “The possibilities were so excit-
ing,” composer Puts told AFP, saying that
“what you can do in music that you can’t
really accomplish in a film or a book is that
you can begin to present the three sto-
ries... simultaneously.” “The idea of intro-
ducing those stories musically and then
gradually bringing them together, until
maybe all three of the leading ladies would
sing trios together, was a really exciting
idea,” Puts continued. “I loved the book so
much, and I felt like I had the musical
vocabulary for it.”

Extraordinary women 
For Fleming-who prior to collaborating

with Puts on “The Hours” was putting on a
song cycle by the composer, which drew
from the writings of the artist Georgia
O’Keefe-part of the appeal of both that
project and her latest venture was to tell
stories of powerful women. “Too many
times in opera, historically, women have
been sort of pawns,” she told AFP.
“They’ve been victims, they’ve been really
at the center of power struggles when they
have no power or no agency.” “I want to
tell stories now about women who are
extraordinary.”

Along with the force of the show’s
vocals, “The Hours” integrates modern
dance in a way not often seen in tradition-

al opera houses, with dozens of perform-
ers physically manifesting the characters’
emotions. Choreographer Annie-B
Parson-who’s worked with the likes of
Mikhail Baryshnikov, David Byrne and
David Bowie-told AFP her process is gen-
erally “less about narrative, more about
the worlds that I’m trying to create.”

“We spent a lot of choreographic cur-
rency on how to animate and inhabit the
actual physical set and the moving parts,”
she said; the Met’s stage is one of the
most technologically advanced in the
world, allowing for complex sets including
at different levels. “I liked the idea that
these dancer beings would be the sinew-
the interstitial, physical animation of the
set,” Parson said.

Fleming said productions like “The
Hours” can play a vital role in freshening
the opera experience and drawing in new
audiences, a major goal the Met has been
working towards including by staging
Terence Blanchard’s “Fire Shut Up In My
Bones” last year. The soprano empha-
sized the need to continue bringing in
composers of diverse backgrounds and
giving women more and larger creative
roles.

The Grammy-winning performer herself
was the first woman in the Met’s history to
solo headline a season opening night
gala, in 2008. “All of our art forms really
need to represent our population,” Fleming
said. “The Hours” runs at Manhattan’s
Metropolitan Opera from November 22
through December 15. — AFP 

Fairytale ending 
for unfinished
German cruise ship

S
tuck in a dockyard on Germany’s
Baltic coast for months, a part-com-
pleted mega-liner has been saved

from the scrapheap by the American
entertainment giant Disney. The ship,
known up until now as the “Global
Dream”, was left unfinished when the
Asian-owned shipyard it was being built in
filed for bankruptcy at the beginning of the
year. MV Werften docks and its owner, the
Asian operator Genting HK, went under as

demand for cruises collapsed as a result
of coronavirus pandemic restrictions. The
construction of the ship would now “be
completed at the former MV Werften ship-
yard in Wismar... under the management
of Meyer Werften”, which built a number of
Disney’s fleet of cruise ships, the group
said in a statement Wednesday.

The turnaround was a “bridge to the
future” for the shipyard, local IG Metall
union chief Daniel Friedrich said. The
union hoped the restart of works on the
cruise ship would mean “as many jobs as
possible” were saved in Wismar. The MV
Weften docks along the Baltic coast were
sold off piecemeal by administrators, with
some locations being snapped up by
industrial groups like ThyssenKrupp and
others nationalized by the German army.
The sale of the unfinished cruise liner has

dragged on with potential buyers needing
to invest an estimated 600 million euros
($622 million) to complete the project.

The purchase by Disney meant the
works in Wismar and local employees had
new “prospects”, said Rheinhard Meyer,
the economy minister for the local region
of Mecklenburg-West Pomerania. The
cruise ship, which will be renamed, would
be finished with “know how from north
Germany”, Meyer said. Some features of
the 342-metre-long cruise ship, set to
become one of the world’s largest pleas-
ure liners, will also be “reimagined”, includ-
ing a “Mickey Mouse-inspired” paint job,
the group said. Disney expects “passen-
ger capacity to be approximately 6,000”
for the finished ship with a further 2,300
crew. — AFP

Who will become
history’s first
‘parastronaut’? 
T

he first astronaut-or astronauts-with
a physical disability could be
announced as soon as Wednesday,

according to the European Space Agency.
People with physical disabilities have pre-
viously been excluded from one of the
most exclusive and demanding jobs on
Earth-and beyond-due to strict selection
requirements.

Guillaume Weerts, the ESA’s head of
space medicine, told AFP that the
agency’s “parastronaut project” required “a
complete change in philosophy” about the
concept of medical aptitude, which origi-
nally came from the military and the selec-
tion of fighter pilots. After carrying out a
feasibility study, the ESA said potential
candidates could include people who have
deficiencies in their lower limbs, whether
from amputation or congenital defects.

Shorter people of up to 1.3 meters (4.3
feet) tall or those with different leg lengths
were also eligible to apply. The education-
al and psychological requirements for the
candidates remained the same as for any
other astronaut. Applications closed in
June 2021.

The ESA is expected to name between
four to six new European astronauts-with-
out disabilities-during its ministerial coun-
cil in Paris on Wednesday. While Weerts
said the parastronaut project runs some-
what separately, “there is a real possibility
that as part of the announcement one or
more people with disabilities” will also be
presented.

‘Disability is not a limitation’ 
In the extremely precise world of space

travel, even small alterations can become
extremely complicated-and expensive. For
example, the existing systems are
designed for people of a certain height,
Weerts said. “What does that mean for
someone who is a shorter size? How can

we make sure that person can just reach
the buttons?” The ESA plans to work with
those who are selected to find the best
way to overcome such potential chal-
lenges.

As a member of the selection panel,
Weerts could not reveal details about par-
ticular candidates. But he said “a really
great group of people” had applied and
worked their way through the selection
process. “We have encountered absolute-
ly marvelous individuals,” he said. The
process was an excellent “demonstration
that disability is not a limitation”, he added.

“It’s really something that we all believe
in,” he said, adding that there was a high
level of commitment to the project from
ESA’s partners. So when could the first
astronauts with a disability blast off?
“Space is a not a business for people who
are in a hurry,” Weerts said.

The timeline is difficult to predict
because “it really depends on what we
encounter”, he said, adding that plenty
more work would be carried out once the
ESA has selected its candidates. But he
did say that an astronaut with a disability
could launch into space “potentially in the
next 10 years”.

‘Incredibly exciting’ 
Kamran Mallick, the chief executive of

the charity Disability Rights UK, said the
project was “incredibly exciting”. “Disabled
people are excluded (from) large aspects
of everything that we do in the world,” he
told AFP. “If we are truly to explore the uni-
verse, we have to accept that we can’t just
have it solely for a particular group of indi-
viduals.” Mallick praised the ESA’s plan to
work with the astronauts to figure exactly
what they need.

“I’m a wheelchair user, and it is far bet-
ter that people ask me what works for me,
what I would need, rather than making
assumptions of what someone can or can-
not do,” he said. Mallick said that while
watching a space shuttle launch as a
teenager, he dreamt of becoming an astro-
naut. “Of course, I was quickly told that
was not going to happen. Don’t aspire to
be an astronaut,” he said. “I wish I’d pur-
sued it now.” — AFP

In this file photo the
342m long and almost

finished cruise ship
“Global Dream” is pic-

tured in the main assem-
bly hall of the ship-

builder “MV Werften” in
Wismar. — AFP 

This file photo shows US director Steven
Spielberg attending the 40th Anniversary
Screening of “E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial”
presented on the Opening Night of the
2022 TCM Classic Film Festival at the TCL
Chinese Theater in Hollywood. — AFP 


