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Focus

By Lisa Richwine and Jill Serjeant

Celebrities seek 

posthumous 

protections 

Tuesday’s death of actor Carrie Fisher, who played
Princess Leia in “Star Wars,” set off waves of
remembrance among fans - but also speculation

over her character’s return in yet-to-be-filmed episodes.
Filmmakers are tapping advances in digital technology
to resurrect characters after a performer dies, most
notably in “Rogue One: A Star Wars Story.” The film, in
theaters now, features the return of Grand Moff Tarkin,
originally played by a long-dead actor.

The trend has sent Hollywood actors in the here-
and-now scrambling to exert control over how their
characters and images are portrayed in the hereafter.
“Celebrities are increasingly involved in making plans to
protect their intellectual property rights,” said Mark
Roesler, an attorney and chairman of CMG Worldwide,
an agency representing celebrity estates. “They under-
stand that their legacy will continue beyond their life-
time.” Roesler said at least 25 of his clients are engaged
in actively negotiating the use of their or their loved
ones’ computer-generated images in movies, television
or commercials.  Employment contracts govern how
they can be used in a particular film or commercial,
while a performer’s will can address broader issues.
Some actors or heirs worry that overexposure will tar-
nish a celebrity’s image, Roesler said. Some explicitly
rule out posthumous depictions involving sex or vio-
lence, while others focus on drugs or alcohol.

“We have seen people address marijuana,” he said.
“We’ve seen liquor addressed.” California law already
gives heirs control over actors’ posthumous profits by
requiring their permission for any of use of their like-
ness. As technology has improved, many living actors
there are more focused on steering their legacy with
stipulations on how their images are used - or by for-
bidding their use.

Robin Williams, who committed suicide in 2014,
banned any use of his image for commercial means
until 2039, according to court documents. He also
blocked anyone from digitally inserting him into a
movie or TV scene or using a hologram, as was done
with rapper Tupac Shakur at Southern California’s
Coachella music festival in 2012 - 16 years after his mur-
der. Virtual characters have been used when an actor
dies in the middle of a film production, as when
Universal Pictures combined CGI and previous footage
for Paul Walker’s role in 2015’s “Furious 7” after Walker’s
2013 death in a car crash.

But “Rogue One” broke new ground by giving a sig-
nificant supporting role to a dead star. A digital embod-
iment of British actor Peter Cushing, who died in 1994,
reprised his role from the original 1997 “Star Wars” film
as Tarkin. Walt Disney Co recreated Tarkin with a mix of
visual effects and a different actor. A Disney spokes-
woman declined to comment on whether Princess Leia
would appear in films beyond “Episode VIII,” set for
release in 2017. Fisher had wrapped filming for the next
“Star Wars” episode before she died. She suffered a
heart attack on a flight from London to Los Angeles.

Fisher had been expected to play a key role in the
ninth installment of the sci-fi saga, due for release in
2019. Fisher’s attorney, Frederick Bimbler, did not return
requests for information on any stipulations the actress
may have made about use of her image.

Disney bought “Star Wars” producer Lucasfilm in
2012 for $4 billion. The two new films since released
have sold some $2.7 billion worth of tickets and boost-
ed sales of toys and other related merchandise.

Disney would need to negotiate “re-use fees” with
Fisher’s estate to resurrect her character for future films,
said Mark Litwak, an entertainment attorney in Los
Angeles. The rights of actors’ heirs are rooted in a 1985
California law requiring filmmakers to obtain permis-
sion from a celebrity’s estate to use his or her image
after death. The law was enacted after a campaign by
the son of Dracula actor Bela Lugosi, a lawyer who
objected to widespread use of his late father’s image.

With today’s movie technology opening up so many
possible scenarios, actors’ union SAG-AFTRA is lobbying
for all states to enact protections on the use of celebrity
images after they die.

Minnesota began considering such legislation this
year following the death of music legend Prince, who
was from Minneapolis. “The issue for us is straightfor-
ward and clear: The use of performers’ work in this man-
ner has obvious economic value and should be treated
accordingly,” a SAG-AFTRA spokesperson said. Celebrity
deaths often spur big increases in sales of music and
movies. — Reuters
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Washington Watch

Dr James J Zogby  

Secretary of State John Kerry’s valedictory speech on
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict unleashed a firestorm
of criticism from the very same folks who had just fin-

ished hyperventilating over the US abstention on a
Security Council resolution a few days earlier. The speech,
itself, was divided into three parts. Kerry opened with an
accounting of all that the Obama Administration had done
for Israel in the past eight years. And he closed with a list of
principles he said should serve as the basis for a future
Israeli-Palestinian peace. The largest part, the middle, was a
passionate indictment of Israel’s settlement policy in the
West Bank and East Jerusalem-the most comprehensive
critique ever given by an American political leader. 

During the past 50 years, successive US Administrations
have done their best to avoid public criticism of Israel.
There have been momentary outbursts of displeasure. But,
for the most part, when US officials wanted to challenge
Israel’s behavior, they prodded, cajoled, pleaded their case,
or resorted to offering “incentives”. They have never “taken
Israel to the wood shed”.  That’s what Kerry did and that
was what prompted the reaction. 

In response, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu
delivered the political equivalent of tantrum even before
Kerry finished his remarks. President-elect Donald Trump
tweeted his displeasure. And Members of Congress, from
both parties, rushed to issue statements pledging their full
support for Israel and its leader, while roundly criticizing
their own Secretary of State. 

Why the hysteria? As Kerry, himself acknowledged, the
speech was not going to change realities on the ground
nor would it force the Israelis to alter their behavior. And, as
Donald Trump tweeted, with only a few weeks left before
the end of the Obama Administration, it is clear that Israel

is not going to pay a price in terms of its relationship with
Washington.  

None of these reactions, of course, paid any attention to
the opening or closing parts of Kerry’s speech. Israel and its
supporters have made a habit of treating as their due the
aid and support they have received from the Obama
Administration. And, as for the “Kerry Principles”, they were
bound to be ignored, since everyone knows what they are
but see no possibility that they will be realized. 

What set off the firestorm was that Kerry dared to pub-
licly and forcefully criticize Israeli policy. And that was what
the overreaction intended to snuff out. The standard Israeli
approach used in situations of this sort is to launch a cam-
paign of intimidation designed to pummel the offender
into submission and to discourage others from taking simi-
lar course.  I remember back in 2003, in the lead up to the
2004 presidential primaries, then Senator Kerry addressed
our Arab American Institute national conference poignant-
ly describing the daily hardships faced by Palestinians
under occupation. He concluded his remarks by condemn-
ing the “separation wall” that Israel was constructing in the
West Bank, calling it “a barrier to peace”. For weeks, Kerry
was pummeled by pro-Israeli activists and donors until he
finally relented and apologized for his remarks. 

Much the same happened with Justice Richard
Goldstone, one of the co-authors of the United Nations
report on Israeli violations of human rights and interna-
tional law in its 2008/9 onslaught of Gaza. I met the man
and heard him describe how painful it had been for him to
see what Israel had done and then feel compelled to con-
demn their behavior. The response from Israel and
Congress was intense and unrelenting. Most critics
denounced “Goldstone” without even reading the report.
Facts didn’t matter, snuffing out criticism and making the
critic pay a price did. 

After being shamefully battered and even denied entry
to Israel to visit his family, Justice Goldstone relented and
wrote a Washington Post oped apologizing for some of the
language he had used to describe Israeli behavior. At that
point Israel announced victory and called off the attack.  

This past summer, my colleagues and I went through
somewhat the same experience after being appointed by
Bernie Sanders to serve on the Democratic Party platform
drafting committee. There was an effort to discredit and
silence us even before the platform deliberations began.
They didn’t need to turn the heat up too high because the
Clinton campaign made it clear that they would brook no
criticism of Israel in the document. As a result, our efforts to
add the words “occupation” and “settlements” were in vain.

And now comes Kerry’s State Department speech in
which he didn’t just criticize Israel’s occupation and settle-
ment policy, he also demolished the arguments Israelis use
to defend their actions. At the same time, he provided a
tutorial on the damage done to peace by settlements.
Kerry’s speech will not change Israeli policy. And with
Trump in the Oval Office three weeks, the speech most cer-
tainly will not affect a change in US policy. But what Kerry
has done, if he doesn’t relent, is shatter the taboo that has
sheltered Israel from official criticism, while laying out the
arguments needed to rebut Israeli efforts to justify their
policies.  

To some, especially Palestinians, this may seem like “too
little, too late”. But as someone who has been a part of the
effort to create an American debate on Israeli policies,
Kerry’s intervention is both welcome, validating, and
empowering. He laid down markers that should help liber-
als and progressives define a policy agenda on the Israel-
Palestine conflict-exactly what we need as we enter the
challenges of the Trump era. 

— Dr James J Zogby  is president, Arab American Institute

What John Kerry did

By Josh Lederman

Moscow is hoping Donald Trump
will reconsider the sanctions the
US is levying in response to its

finding of election hacking, a wait-and-see
strategy bolstered by the American presi-
dent-elect ’s own approving words for
Russian President Vladimir Putin.

Putin has essentially put relations with
the US on hold until Trump replaces
President Barack Obama on Jan. 20. Though
his foreign minister encouraged him to slap
back at Washington for the sanctions
imposed by Obama, Putin decided that
Russia wouldn’t immediately retaliate.

“Great move on delay (by V. Putin),”
Trump wrote Friday on Twitter. “I always
knew he was very smart!” Praise for a long-
time adversary at odds with a sitting
American president is remarkable for a
president-elect - and the latest signal that
US-Russia relations, among other policies,
could be getting a makeover from Trump.

Whether he steers the US toward or
away from Russia is shaping up as the first
major test of his foreign policy disposition
and his willingness to buck fellow
Republicans, who for years have argued
Obama wasn’t being tough enough on
Russia. In response to the election hacking
he blames on Russia, Obama ordered sanc-
tions on Russian spy agencies, closed two
Russian compounds and expelled 35 diplo-
mats the US said were  really spies.
Brushing off Obama, Putin said Russia
would plan steps to restore US ties “based
on the policies that will be carried out by
the administration of President D. Trump.”
Not only would Russia not kick Americans
out, Putin said, he was inviting the kids of
all US diplomats to the Kremlin’s New Year’s
and Christmas parties.  “At this point,
they’re trolling Obama,” said Olga Oliker,
who directs the Russia program at the
Center for Strategic and International
Studies. The Obama administration said it

had seen Putin’s remarks but had nothing
more to say. Russia denies the US intelli-
gence community’s assessment that in an
attempt to help Trump win the presidency,
Moscow orchestrated cyber breaches in
which tens of thousands of Democrats’
emails were stolen and later made public.
Trump, too, has refused to accept that con-
clusion and insisted the country should just
“move on,” though he has agreed to meet
next week with intelligence leaders to learn
more. Notably, after the US on Thursday
issued a report it said exposed Russia’s
cyber tactics, Putin’s aides didn’t offer any

specific rebuttal.  The report included
detailed technical information like IP
addresses and samples of malware code
the US said Russia uses. One utility compa-
ny, Burlington Electric Department in
Vermont, reported Friday that it had
detected the malware on a company lap-
top that was not connected to its grid sys-
tems. Burlington said, “We took immediate
action to isolate the laptop and alerted fed-
eral officials of this finding.”

There’s little certainty about how Trump
will actually act on Russia as president.
Though he’s praised Putin as a strong

leader and said it would be ideal for the
two countries to stop fighting, he also sug-
gested this month the US might mount a
new nuclear arms race, triggering fresh
anxieties about a return to Cold War-style
tensions. Ambassador Michael McFaul,
Obama’s former envoy to Russia, said while
Trump has defined his top objective as
“getting along with the Kremlin,” Putin has
higher goals, including the lifting of eco-
nomic sanctions and, ideally, US recogni-
tion of Russia’s annexation of Crimea.

“Obviously, Putin’s not responding
because he’s waiting for Jan. 20,” McFaul
said in an interview. “He’s got these much
more important objectives to him than get-
ting into a tit-for-tat response with the out-
going administration.” Trump’s warm out-
reach to Putin, combined with picks for sec-
retary of state and national security adviser
who are seen as friendly to Russia, have left
hawkish Republicans with a particularly
unpleasant choice: look hypocritical for
backtracking on their own tough talk, or
risk a public rift with their party’s new presi-
dent. In the House, many Republicans who
have long called for tougher sanctions
have been silent or vague about Obama’s
penalties and Trump’s positions. But a
handful of GOP senators have shown they
have no intentions of letting up pressure
on the Kremlin.

“We intend to lead the effort in the new
Congress to impose stronger sanctions on
Russia,” Republican Sens. John McCain of
Arizona and Lindsey Graham of South
Carolina said in a statement.  McCain, who
chairs the Senate Armed Services Committee,
scheduled a hearing next week on “foreign
cyber threats” in an attempt to further spot-
light Russia’s actions. Even if Trump opts to
pull back Obama’s sanctions and overlook
hacking allegations, he may find rapproche-
ment with Russia isn’t that simple. The past
two presidents both tried to reach out to
Russia early in their terms but left office with
relations in no better shape. — AP

Trump’s praise of Putin signals policy shift

This combination of pictures created on Friday shows file photos of US President-
elect Donald Trump (left) and Russian President Vladimir Putin.—AFP


