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“Asterix” returns to the big
screen Wednesday as France
tries to match Hollywood by

weaponising nostalgia in the battle for
box office success. Critics may bemoan
the crushing lack of originality in
Hollywood in recent years, as risk-averse
studios fall back on their catalogue of
familiar superhero and sci-fi franchises.
But there is no doubting that it works: the
top 10 of almost every country’s box
office last year comprised nothing but
Hollywood sequels, reboots and video
game adaptations.

That is particularly frustrating for
France, where ministers wonder whether
they are getting a return on vast state
subsidies lavished on the film industry.

Roselyne Bachelot, culture minister
from 2020 to 2022, was scathing about
her country’s filmmakers in a recent
book. “Direct subsidies, advances on
receipts, tax exemptions... have created
a protected industry which not only does-
n’t care much about audiences’ tastes
but even expresses contempt for ‘main-
stream’ and profitable films,” she wrote.
Paris-based Pathe wants to be an
exception, not least because it also runs
a large chain of cinemas.

Borrowing from the Hollywood play-
book, it has thrown large budgets at
“Asterix and Obelix: The Middle
Kingdom”, and “The Three Musketeers”
which follows in its wake. A reworking of
“The Count of Monte Cristo” and a

Charles de Gaulle biopic are also in the
pipeline. Pathe president Ardavan Safaee
told AFP last year that the French system
of producing hundreds of small, arty films
“isn’t viable in the long-term” and that
France needs “more spectacular” fare to
compete with Hollywood blockbusters and
streaming platforms.

‘The joy, the celebration’ 
The strategy will likely work at home:

the four previous live-action Asterix
movies (between 1999 and 2012) sold
some 35 million tickets in France and

almost the same again around Europe.
The latest takes no chances, with popular
stars (including Marion Cotillard and
Vincent Cassel as Cleopatra and Julius
Caesar) alongside cameos from rappers,
YouTubers and even footballer Zlatan
Ibrahimovic designed to tempt younger
viewers back to cinemas.

“Big films like this represent the joy, the
celebration of making cinema in a very
free and very broad way,” said Gilles
Lellouche, who inherits the large britches
of Obelix from previous star Gerard
Depardieu.

Outside Europe, 
the prospects are less clear.
The makers had hoped for success in

China, where the film is set. Director
Guillaume Canet (who also stars as
Asterix) travelled with President
Emmanuel Macron to Beijing in 2019 to
win the right to film on the Great Wall. But
the pandemic ultimately scuppered the
plan, and the film has yet to find a
Chinese distributor.

Britain and the United States are also
tricky markets since audiences are unac-
customed to dubbed or subtitled family
fare. It has been more than a decade
since “The Artist” and “The Intouchables”
broke records abroad. But despite occa-
sional blockbusters like “Lucy” and
“Valerian and the City of a Thousand
Planets” from Luc Besson, overseas ticket
sales have been on a downward trend.

That could change. It’s no surprise that
“Asterix” is being released on Netflix in the
US-the streamer has done much to over-
come traditional American aversion to
subtitles with hit foreign shows, including
France’s “Lupin” and “Call My Agent”.
“The time is right for updates of ‘The
Three Musketeers’ and ‘Asterix’ to find
success in America where fans are hun-
gry for movies and shows with diverse
and exciting points of view,” said Paul
Dergarabedian, of US media analysts
Comscore.—AFP

Cozy Osbourne
cancels UK, 
Europe tour over
poor health

Heavy metal legend Ozzy Osbourne
on Wednesday announced he was
cancelling tour dates in his native

UK and Europe, saying his body was “still
physically weak” after a spinal injury. The
Birmingham-born 74-year-old singer
announced on Twitter that he was can-
celling long-delayed tour dates in Europe
and the UK “as I know I couldn’t deal with
the travel required”. The tour had already
been postponed several times due to
Osbourne’s state of health and the
COVID-19 pandemic.

He said that he was still suffering
health problems after falling at his Los
Angeles home in 2019 during a bout of
pneumonia. Since then, “My one and only
purpose during this time has to been to
get back on stage,” he wrote. “My singing
voice is fine. However, after three opera-
tions, stem cell treatments, endless physi-
cal therapy sessions, and most recently
groundbreaking Cybernics (HAL) treat-
ment, my body is still physically weak,” he
said.

Marketed as the world’s first “cyborg-

type” robot, HAL is a hybrid assistive limb
developed in Japan that helps people in
wheelchairs walk again using sensors
connected to the unit’s control system.
Osbourne added that “in all good con-
science, I have now come to the realiza-
tion that I’m not physically capable of
doing my upcoming European and UK
tour dates.” “Never would I have imagined
that my touring days would have ended
this way” he added, thanking his fans “for
giving me the life that I never ever
dreamed I would have”.

A former frontman for the Black
Sabbath group, Ozbourne was fired from
the group in 1979 due to concerns includ-
ing substance abuse and then launched a
successful solo act. He also gained notori-
ety for his antics, including biting off the
head of a live bat at a show in 1982. In
the early 2000s he found success among
a new generation as a reality star-starring
as himself, an endearing if shambolic
father figure-on the MTV music channel
show “The Osbournes.”— AFP 

Boom times for
francophone
Africa’s TV and
film industry
Standing in a barren schoolyard sur-

rounded by baobab trees at the
end of a dusty road in central

Senegal, Leila Sy takes a look around
and smiles. “The light makes all the dif-
ference,” she says. “Everything is beau-
tiful-the colour, the people, the energy.”
The film director is shooting
“Banlieusard 2”, the sequel to a 2019
French hit starring French rapper Kery
James. The movie is scheduled for
release on Netflix later this year.

The American streaming giant is mak-
ing its mark in francophone West Africa,
part of a broader surge in audiovisual
production in the region following years
of sluggishness. Outside Nollywood in
anglophone Nigeria, production has
been rising fast, driven by Senegal and
Ivory Coast.

On the “Banlieusard 2” set, it is the
last day of filming. The cast and crew
are tired-and ready for a hearty lunch of
yassa chicken, a traditional Senegalese
dish. “The teams are there, the skills are
there, Senegal is in the process of repo-
sitioning itself in this ecosystem and
offers a possibility to international pro-
ducers to come and develop projects
without worries”, said Ousmane Fall, a
co-producer on the picture.

Soap operas 
In a cramped room of a medical clinic

in Senegal’s capital Dakar, a smaller but
equally motivated team is busy finishing
filming an episode of the television
series “Karma”, broadcast locally on the
TFM channel. The whole team learned
the trade on the job.

Souleymane Camara, 29, an actor in
the series, works for Marodi, a major
regional production company. Launched
in 2015, the company-which produced
the hit series “Mistress of a Married
Man”-has gained more than 4.8 million
subscribers on YouTube and claims to
have more than 20 million views each
month.

Its business model is based on local

content and advertising spots that gen-
erate millions of views. Fifty-six percent
of its viewers are women, and 70 per-
cent are aged 18 to 34. Marodi’s part-
nerships with Senegalese TV channels
and international distributors such as
Canal+ and Amazon Prime have boost-
ed its visibility.

“Marodi’s ambition is to be a content
producer for all of Africa and the diaspo-
ra,” Julia Cabrita Diatta, its sales and
marketing director, told AFP. Today, 60
percent of its consumers are in Senegal,
20 percent are elsewhere in Africa and
eight percent are in France, she said.

“In French-speaking Africa, we are
seeing a take-off in quantity production,
driven by Senegal and Ivory Coast, and
budgets that have increased enormous-
ly”, said Pierre Barrot, audiovisual pro-
gram manager at the International
Organization of La Francophonie (OIF).

Between 1992 and 2017, there were
only a dozen 52-minute episodes of TV
series made in francophone Africa,
according to the OIF. But that rocketed
to around 100 episodes between 2018
and 2022, driven mainly by Canal+ and
TV5 Monde, which distribute the shows
regionally. Still, the 52-minute format
remains less popular than the classic 26
minutes, which tend to fall into the cate-
gory of police comedies or sitcoms with
family-related themes-often the
polygamy/adultery-inheritance-witchcraft
triptych, Barrot said.

New wave 
Unlike Nigeria, French-speaking

Africa produces very few feature-length
films for TV, and few films for cinematic
release. Last year, “Les Trois Lascars”
(The Three Lascars) by Burkinabe direc-
tor Boubakar Diallo became the most
successful cinema release from fran-
cophone Africa so far this century. It
notched up 56,652 paid admissions
across 12 countries-an encouraging tal-
ly, but a pale shadow of the 1990s, when
the region’s top box office hit drew half a
million cinema-goers.

That was before the cinemas across
French-speaking Africa went into head-
long decline, and most of them closed.
Today, though, cinemas are coming
back and this could prompt an uptick in
local production of comedies, Barrot
said. A new generation of audiovisual
makers is also emerging to meet
demand.

The French school Kourtrajme
opened in Dakar in 2022 to train screen-
writers and directors. Its students appear
confident about the future and the need
to be multi-skilled and adaptable. “We’ve
never had so many series, and soon, it
will go even further,” said Kenza
Madeira, 23, who wants to become both
an actor and a director. “Personally, I’m
very positive-lots of opportunities are
coming.”— AFP

Juliette Binoche

French-Senegalese director Leila Sy (right) looks on during filming on the set of
Banlieusard 2 in the forest of Bandia in Sindia, region of Thies west center of Senegal.

French-Senegalese director Leila Sy speaks
during an interview on the set of
Banlieusard 2 in the forest of Bandia in
Sindia, region of Thies west center of
Senegal.

Juliette Binoche 
to be honored at
Spain’s Goya awards

French actor Juliette Binoche will be
honored at Spain’s top film honors,
the Goya awards, later this month,

the Spanish Film Academy said
Wednesday. The 58-year-old will receive
an International Goya at the nationally tel-
evised awards ceremony in the southern
city of Seville on February 11, it said in a
statement.

The academy praised Binoche, who
reached global stardom in films such as
“Chocolat” and “The English Patient” for
which she won an Oscar, for her “extraor-
dinary trajectory”. It also hailed her as
“one of the most admired and recognized
names in European cinema”.

The film academy awarded its first
ever International Goya to acclaimed
Australian actor Cate Blanchett at last
year’s film honors. Born in Paris in 1964,
Binoche has worked with top directors
such as Jean-Luc Godard, the godfather
of France’s New Wave cinema, and
Canada’s David Cronenberg in a career
spanning four decades. — AFP 

French-Senegalese director Leila Sy (right)  listens to her assistants, the Senegalese
Fabacary Coly (left) and Valerie Aragyes (center), on the set of Banlieusard 2 in the forest of
Bandia in Sindia, region of Thies west center of Senegal. — AFP photos

Ozzy Osbourne

Alec Baldwin was formally charged
Tuesday with involuntary
manslaughter over the accidental

shooting of a cinematographer on the set of
the low-budget western “Rust.” Baldwin
was holding the Colt .45 during rehearsals
for the film when it discharged, killing
Halyna Hutchins in October 2021. New
Mexico First Judicial District Attorney Mary
Carmack-Altwies had already announced
earlier this month that there was sufficient
evidence to file criminal charges against
the veteran US actor.

“Today we have taken another important
step in securing justice for Halyna
Hutchins,” Carmack-Altwies said Tuesday.
“In New Mexico, no one is above the law
and justice will be served.” In their state-
ment of probable cause, investigators said
Baldwin had been “distracted and talking
on his cell phone to his family” during a
firearms training session. He only attended
training for around 30 minutes, even
though the session was scheduled to run
for “at least an hour or more,” they wrote,
citing the film’s armorer Hannah Gutierrez-
Reed.

Gutierrez-Reed, who was responsible

for weapons on set, was formally charged
Tuesday with the same crime as Baldwin. If
convicted, they face up to 18 months in
prison and a $5,000 fine, but a firearm
enhancement to the charge could take that
sentence to five years. Former “30 Rock”
star Baldwin has repeatedly said he was
told by the crew that the gun was not
loaded, and that he did not pull the trigger.

Baldwin’s attorney Luke Nikas has
vowed to beat the charge, which he called
a “terrible miscarriage of justice.” Lawyers
for Gutierrez-Reed said Tuesday that
prosecutors had “completely misunder-
stood the facts” and had “reached the
wrong conclusions.”

“We will fight these charges and expect
that a jury will find Hannah not guilty,” said
Jason Bowles and Todd Bullion.
Separately, “Rust” assistant director Dave
Halls, who handed Baldwin the weapon
and told him it was “cold”-industry speak for
safe-pleaded no contest to negligent use of
a deadly weapon. His plea agreement will
be made public after a judge’s approval.

Baldwin, a co-producer of the movie,
and Gutierrez-Reed have both been
charged with two alternative counts of
manslaughter, each involving different lev-
els of negligence. Both counts entail a
maximum 18-month jail term, but one of
them-involuntary manslaughter in the com-
mission of a lawful act-includes an added
mandatory penalty of five years’ jail
because a gun was involved in the death.
New Mexico prosecutors will summon the
accused to appear in court within a month
of Tuesday’s filing. — AFP

Alec Baldwin 


