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T
he “Harry Potter” universe welcomes
its latest edition on Friday, the
“Hogwarts Legacy” video game,

which provides a big test of the resilience
of a franchise hit by criticism from some
LGBTQ activists over the views of author
JK Rowling. The Scottish writer has been
plagued by threats and controversy since
she publicly took issue in 2020 with the
trans-inclusive phrase “people who men-
struate” being used instead of the word
“women”.

Many accused her of transphobia for
putting the emphasis on biological sex
over notions of gender. She denies the
charge. The video game’s release has
prompted some to call for a boycott but
thanks to pre-orders it is already sitting at
the top of sales charts.

“It’s not that this particular title has rep-

rehensible things in it,” said Will Overgard,
a Seattle-based gamer and streamer who
called on his followers not to buy the
game. “It’s that supporting this title says
‘A-okay’ to some very, very, very question-
able personal stances from (JK Rowling).”

Some specialist news sites, like
TheGamer in Canada, are refusing to
cover the release, though they have
stopped short of calling for a boycott. All
that has done little to dampen enthusiasm
among gamers for Hogwarts Legacy,
which has been garnering rave reviews.

‘Dream come true’ 
“It’s the game that everyone has been

waiting for,” said Quentin Seigneur, a 31-
year-old French entrepreneur who has
been a fan of the franchise since the first
book was released in French in 1998. He

described the forthcoming game as a mix
of Harry Potter’s universe and the “open
worlds” of the “Grand Theft Auto” video
game franchise. “We’ll finally be the wiz-
ard we’ve all dreamt of being,” he said.

Video games related to the franchise
have not traditionally been huge hits-the
last attempt, 2019’s “Wizard’s Unite”,
failed to find an audience and the publish-
er halted sales last year. Players of
“Hogwarts Legacy” get to spend time as
students at the famous wizarding school,
with courses in magic and multiple quests
to complete.

“The books and films always invited us
to imagine the ways our story might be
different if we were in Harry’s shoes,” Alan
Tew, director of the game, produced by
Avalanche studio and US giant Warner
Bros, told AFP. “And we knew it would be

a dream come true if fans could be put in
the same situation.”

Warner Bros did not respond to an
AFP request for comment on the contro-
versy surrounding Rowling. Tew told AFP
it would be possible to choose gender in
the new game, which is set to feature a
trans character. “In the character creator,
you will choose whether others refer to
you as a witch or wizard,” said Tew,
adding that the choice would affect which
dormitory you were in.

‘Holding their noses’ 
The backlash seems not to have

affected the popularity of the books or the
shows and films based around them.
Book publisher Bloomsbury said sales of
the wizarding tales leapt during pandemic
lockdowns before falling back again,

reflecting the broader pattern of book
sales. “For me, Harry Potter was an
escape from the world,” said Kyle
Thomas, 32, who read the first book 20
years ago.

“I still listen to the audiobook every
year, it’s still my favorite book,” said the
Canadian, who was visiting London to
see the play “Harry Potter and the Cursed
Child”. LGBTQ gamers in the United
States were split on the issue, said Cody
Mejeur from the University of Buffalo.
While some wanted full-on boycotts, oth-
ers were less militant and were thinking of
buying the game second-hand to avoid
giving money to Rowling. Others, said
Mejeur, loved the franchise and the idea
of the game and would probably buy it
while “holding their noses”. — AFP

In this file photo a young visitor holds a magic wand during the opening of the
European exhibition of Harry Potter in Vienna. — AFP photos

In this file photo visitors walk past a screen showing an excerpt of a film during
the opening of the European exhibition of Harry Potter in Vienna.

In this file photo visitors explore the exhibition during the opening of the
European exhibition of Harry Potter in Vienna.

UK’s Royal Mail
unveils first King
Charles stamps
B

ritain’s Royal Mail on Wednesday
unveiled the first postage stamps to
feature the image of King Charles

III, following his ascension to the throne
last September. The new so-called “defini-
tive stamp”-intended for everyday use and
consisting solely of the monarch’s head,
the stamp’s value and a barcode-will go
on general sale from April 4. The image,
which was approved by Charles himself,
is adapted from the official effigy that
appears on new UK coins after he suc-
ceeded his mother, Queen Elizabeth II.

Elizabeth died on September 8 follow-
ing a record-breaking 70 years on the
throne. Retailers will continue to sell their
existing stamps featuring the late queen,
and be supplied with the new ones when
current Royal Mail stocks have run out.
British artist Arnold Machin created an
effigy of the queen for decimal coinage in
the 1960s, and then designed the defini-
tive stamps bearing her image which
became an iconic symbol of the UK

around the world.
The new design shows Charles facing

left, as all British monarchs have done on
stamps since the “Penny Black” was
issued as the world’s first postage stamp

in 1840, under Queen Victoria. The image
of Charles is an adapted version of a por-
trait by British sculptor Martin Jennings,
created for The Royal Mint for new UK
coins, which are already in circulation.
Royal Mail chief executive Simon
Thompson said British stamps are unique
in not having the country of origin printed
on them, “as the image of the monarch is
sufficient”. —AFP

Do mention the
reboot: ‘Fawlty
Towers’ to return

“F
awlty Towers”, named Britain’s
greatest sitcom in a 2019 poll,
is set to return with John

Cleese reprising his role as the world’s
most irascible hotelier, US producers said
Tuesday. The original show, written by the
“Monty Python” star and his then-wife
Connie Booth, ran on BBC television for
two series in 1975 and 1979. The reboot
will feature Basil Fawlty tackling the mod-
ern world after teaming up with his long-
lost daughter, played by Cleese’s own
daughter Camilla, to run a boutique hotel.

Its return was announced by Castle
Rock Entertainment, a US production
company cofounded by US actor and
“This Is Spinal Tap” filmmaker Rob
Reiner. “John Cleese is a comedy legend.
Just the idea of working with him makes
me laugh,” Reiner said.

The new show’s executive producers
include Reiner, his wife and actress
Michele Reiner, and director and producer
Matthew George. Cleese said that
George, “unlike many producers, he really
‘gets’ the creative process”. “When we
first met, he offered an excellent first idea,
and then Matt, my daughter Camilla, and I
had one of the best creative sessions I
can remember.

“By dessert we had an overall concept
so good that, a few days later, it won the
approval of Rob and Michele Reiner,”
Cleese added. “Camilla and I look forward
enormously to expanding it into a series.”
No dates were given for the project to
reach the screen, but the reboot will have
work to do to match the original in public
esteem.

In 2019, the show was named the
greatest British sitcom ever by a panel of
TV experts for “Radio Times” magazine.
Following the misadventures of a short-
fused and snobbish hotel manager, his
sarcastic wife and a bumbling Spanish
waiter, it popularized catchphrases such
as “Don’t mention the war!”

News of the revival drew a mixed reac-
tion on social media, with some fans not-
ing that the show had originally ended
after just a dozen episodes before its
quality could be diluted. “Fawlty Towers
had 12 episodes, established itself as a
cultural touchstone of British comedy, and
then stopped before it got tired.—AFP

A handout picture received from Britain’s
Royal Mail in London shows the new King
Charles III 1st class stamp. — AFP photos

A handout picture received from Britain’s Royal Mail in London shows an impression of the
new King Charles III 1st class stamp.

Codebreakers find,
decipher lost 
letters of Mary,
Queen of Scots

A
n international team of codebreak-
ers said Wednesday they have
found and deciphered the long lost

secret letters of 16th-century monarch
Mary, Queen of Scots, one of the most
argued-over figures in British history. The
long-rumored missing letters, which were
found mislabeled in the digital archive of a
French library, were hailed by excited his-
torians as the most significant discovery

about the Scottish queen in a century.
Mary Stuart, a Catholic, wrote the cod-

ed letters from 1578 to 1584 while she
was imprisoned in England due to the
perceived threat she posed to her
Protestant cousin Queen Elizabeth I.
Mary was beheaded in 1587 after being
found guilty of plotting to assassinate
Elizabeth I, marking the end of a dramatic
life since portrayed in numerous movies
and books.

But Mary was far from the minds of the
three codebreakers who discovered more
than 50 of her letters containing around
50,000 never-before-seen words. They
are members of the DECRYPT project, an
international, cross-disciplinary team
scouring the world’s archives to find cod-
ed historical documents to decipher.

The trio were trawling through the digi-
tized archive of France’s national library,
known as the BnF, when they stumbled
onto enciphered documents labeled as
being from Italy in the first half of the 16th
century. “If someone wanted to look for
Mary Stuart material in the BnF, that’s the
last place they would go,” said French
computer scientist and cryptographer
George Lasry, the lead author of a new
study in the journal Cryptologia. Lasry told
AFP that deciphering the code “was like
peeling an onion,” for the trio, which also
includes German music professor Norbert
Biermann and Japanese physicist Satoshi
Tomokiyo.

The telltale ‘spymaster’ 
First, the codebreakers realized the

text was not in Italian, but French. It also
used feminine forms, indicating a woman.
Phrases like “my liberty” and “my son”
suggested it was an imprisoned mother.
Then came the breakthrough word:
“Walsingham”. Francis Walsingham was
Elizabeth I’s principal secretary and “spy-
master”. Some historians believe it was
Walsingham who later “entrapped” Mary
in 1586 into supporting the foiled
Babington Plot to assassinate Queen
Elizabeth I, Lasry said.

Eight of the 57 letters found by the

codebreakers were already in Britain’s
archives because Walsingham had a spy
in the French embassy from mid-1583,
Lasry said. Most of Mary’s letters are
addressed to Michel de Castelnau
Mauvissiere, the French ambassador to
England and a supporter of Mary.

Mary was “too smart” to mention any
assassination plot in the newly unearthed
letters, Lasry said. Instead the letters

show her diplomatically pleading her
case, gossiping, complaining of illnesses
and perceived antagonists, and express-
ing distress when her son, King James VI
of Scotland, was abducted. Lasry said he
could not help but feel empathy for the
queen “because it’s a tragedy-you know
she’s going to be executed”.

‘Historical sensation’ 
Historians praised both the code

breaking and historical research of the
trio, expressing keenness to get stuck into
the letters. “This discovery is a literary and
historical sensation,” said John Guy, a
British historian who wrote a Mary Stuart
biography on which a 2018 film starring
Saoirse Ronan was based. “Fabulous!
This is the most important new find on
Mary, Queen of Scots for 100 years,” Guy
said in a statement.

Steven Reid, a Scottish history expert
at Glasgow University, said it was “the
largest discovery of new Marian evidence
in the modern era”. He told AFP it would
likely alter existing biographies of Mary’s
life, adding that the cipher could help pro-
duce more accurate versions of her other
coded letters.

Nadine Akkerman, a professor of early
modern literature at Leiden University in
the Netherlands, said that for historians it
was “like uncovering buried treasure”.
Some of Mary’s letters are still believed to
be missing, with the researchers saying a
physical inspection of the BnF’s undis-
guised stock of original documents could
be next. — AFP

In this file photograph taken on June 10, 2003,
Britain’s Queen Elizabeth II (right) walks past
a figureine of Mary Queen of Scots, on display
at The Britain and London Visitor Centre in
central London. — AFP 

This undated handout image shows words in a message decoded using a cipher used by Mary,
Queen of Scots, at an undisclosed location in France. — AFP photos

This undated handout image shows part of a
cipher used by Mary, Queen of Scots, at an
undisclosed location in France.


