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US actress and producer of the movie “Soufra” Susan Sarandon (center) talks with social entre-
preneur and documentary’s character Mariam Shaar prior to attending a screening of the film.

American actor, comedian, producer, and director
Ben Stiller, American actress/activist Susan
Sarandon and Lebanese actress/ director Nadine

Labaki, unite to support  Soufra Beirut(Palestinian inspired
dishes crafted by the ladies of Burj el Barajneh refugee
camp, in the heart of Beirut) at Beirut Digital District. The
Arab world’s first venture philanthropy organization-has
backed the intrepid social entrepreneur Mariam Al Shaar
and the ladies of the Women’s Programs Association in
Lebanon’s Burj el Barajneh refugee camp to launch the
first foodtruck wholly owned and run by women refugees
in Lebanon. Mariam’s is a story compelling enough that
Susan Sarandon executive produced, and Thomas Morgan
directed a documentary film by the name of the truck.
“After making the rounds at festivals around the world, we
are thrilled to share the inspiring story of SOUFRA with
friends and supporters in Beirut,” Sarandon said. — desk-
top.beiruting.com

Stiller, Labaki and Sarandon unite at Beirut Digital District

Lebanese actress and director Nadine Labaki (right) and US actors Ben Stiller (left) and Susan
Sarandon (center) attend a screening of the film Soufra in Beirut on March 4, 2019. — AFP photos

Actor Luke Perry, who rose to fame as a heart-
throb in the hit 1990s television series
“Beverly Hills, 90210,” died on Monday at the

age of 52, triggering an outpouring of grief from
friends and former co-stars. Perry had been hospital-
ized last week after suffering a massive stroke at his
home in Sherman Oaks, a wealthy suburb of Los
Angeles. He died surrounded by his children Jack and
Sophie, his fiancee Wendy Madison Bauer and ex-
wife Minnie Sharp, his parents, siblings and other
close family and friends, his agent Arnold Robinson
told AFP.

“The family appreciates the outpouring of sup-
port and prayers that have been extended to Luke
from around the world, and respectfully request pri-
vacy in this time of great mourning,” Robinson
added, in a statement. Tributes came flooding in fol-
lowing news of Perry’s death, led by his co-stars on
“90210” and on “Riverdale,” the television series
based on the Archie comics in which he plays
Archie’s father. “Luke was a tremendous force in the
lives of so many. He was a very sensitive soul who
was kind, generous and he fought for the underdog,”
said Gabrielle Carteris, who played Andrea
Zuckerman in “90210.”

She said she was “absolutely heartbroken” at the
loss. The son of a steelworker from Ohio, Perry got his
big break playing Dylan McKay on “Beverly Hills” in
1990, a role that made him a global household name.
The show ran for 10 seasons from 1990 to 2000 and
followed the lives and romantic entanglements of a
group of teenagers living in an affluent area of Los
Angeles. It became a huge international hit.

“I’m going to be linked with him until I die, but
that’s actually just fine. I created Dylan McKay. He’s
mine,” Perry was once quoted as saying of the
career-defining role. Perry was hospitalized on
February 27, the same day Fox announced it was
rebooting “90210,” featuring six of the original stars
including Jason Priestley, Jennie Garth and Tori
Spelling-though there was no confirmation Perry
would be part of the reboot. News of his stroke had
triggered an outpouring of support from celebrities
including his former co-star on the teen drama
Shannen Doherty, who shared an old cast photo of
her character locked in an embrace with Perry’s-they
were one of the show’s supercouples.

‘R.I.P good sir’ 
“Dearest Luke, I will forever bask in the loving

memories we’ve created over the last thirty years,”
wrote Ian Ziering, a fellow cast member of “Beverly
Hills,” following news of his death. The producers of
“Riverdale” said in a statement that Perry had been
“a father figure and mentor to the show’s young cast,
Luke was incredibly generous and he infused the set
with love and kindness.” “I will miss you so much
Luke Perry,” tweeted Molly Ringwald, star of the
1980s movies “The Breakfast Club” and “Sixteen
Candles” who appeared in “Riverdale” with Perry.  

“R.I.P good sir” wrote Perry’s friend the actor
Charlie Sheen. “you made every situation better, my
man.” Perry left “90210” in 1995 to look for more
mature roles in movies but returned three years later.
He went on to play the love interest in the original
movie of “Buffy the Vampire Slayer,” as well as head-
lining in the rodeo drama “8 Seconds” and plating a
smaller role in Luc Besson’s sci-fi film “The Fifth
Element” starring Bruce Willis.  

He also appeared in the hit sitcoms “Will &
Grace” and “Spin City,” as well as doing voice-overs
in a number of animated series, including an appear-
ance as himself in the hugely successful show “The
Simpsons.”  His final film role will be in the Quentin
Tarantino movie “Once Upon a Time in Hollywood,”
slated for release later this year, in which he plays
alongside screen giants Brad Pitt, Margot Robbie, Al
Pacino and Leonardo DiCaprio. Perry married Rachel
Sharp in 1993 and the couple had two children
before separating a decade later. His son Jack is a
professional wrestler who fights under the ring name
“Jungle Boy.”—AFP

Luke Perry, star 
of ‘BeverlyHills,
90210’ dead at 52

File photo shows Actor Luke Perry arrives in the press
room for day 2 of iHeartRadio Music Festival in Las
Vegas, Nevada. — AFP 

Celebrity talk show host Oprah Winfrey waded into
the Michael Jackson debate Monday, hosting an
hour-long interview of the men who say the late

superstar sexually abused them as minors. The special
aired on HBO after the conclusion of the network’s pres-
entation of a bombshell four-hour documentary entitled
“Leaving Neverland,” which has thrown the late Jackson’s
legacy into question nearly a decade after his death.
Calling sexual abuse “a scourge on humanity,” Winfrey
said “this moment transcends Michael Jackson. It’s much
bigger than any one person.”

Winfrey-channeling her decades of experience as one
of America’s foremost talkshow hosts-unpacked how
Jackson’s accusers began to identify themselves as victims,
and why they remained silent for so long. “He told me it
was love,” said Wade Robson, now 36. “He told me that he
loved me and that God brought us together. Michael was
God to me.” Robson said he had testified in 2005 on
behalf of Jackson, who was ultimately acquitted of those
sexual abuse charges, because “if I was to question
Michael and my story with my Michael, it would mean I
would have to question everything in my life.”

James Safechuck, 41, told Winfrey how Jackson “would
cry for you, or he would cry because he’s so lonely. You
want to be there for him.” But fatherhood and seeking help
encouraged them to speak candidly about their experi-
ences, they said. It’s not the first public airing of abuse
claims against the pop star but the release marks the scan-
dal’s first major explosion since his fatal overdose at age
50 in 2009.

In the special dubbed “After Neverland” Winfrey refer-
enced her own history as a survivor of childhood sexual
abuse-but did not mention the famous interview she held
with Jackson at his Neverland ranch in 1993, which
occurred just before the first public accusations dropped
against him. The Jackson estate-which is suing HBO for
$100 million over a “posthumous character assassination”-
has vehemently denied all allegations agains the late King
of Pop, and attacked the credibility of both the documen-
tary and his accusers.

“Since my uncle is not around to defend himself, the
credibility of accusers matter. And Wade and James have
none,” tweeted Jackson’s nephew Taj following the airing

of the documentary’s first half. Jackson diehards have
swarmed Twitter under the hashtags #MJInnocent and
#LeavingNeverland to defend their idol, who died at age
50 in 2009 of a drug overdose. But director Dan Reed has
voiced hope that the film could “inspire other victims to
break their silence” and “not feel quite so ashamed.”
“Certainly Michael had many more victims,” Reed told
AFP.  “They are going to come forward when the time is
right for them.”—AFP

‘After Neverland’: Oprah Winfrey
parses Jackson accusations

In this file photo US TV personality Oprah Winfrey delivers a
speech during an event to mark 100 years since the birth of
Nelson Mandela. 

In this file photo taken on August 31, 1993, US pop megastar
Michael Jackson performs during his “Dangerous” tour in
Singapore. — AFP photos

In a Moscow theatre, an unusual adaptation
of the British classic children’s book “Alice
in Wonderland” has the audience erupting

in laughter. The musical sees Alice escaping
from prison with the help of the White Rabbit
and travelling through a Wonderland that
turns out to be a lot like today’s Russia.
Nearly every scene is a parody of modern life
in the country, from the Caterpillar demand-
ing Alice hand over her identity papers to the
Queen of Hearts imposing a ban on “every-
thing”. It is one of many bold performances
staged in the Russian capital, where contem-
porary theatre with a political twist is boom-
ing despite a recent crackdown by the
authorities.

“It’s hard to live in Russia if you have no
sense of irony,” the musical’s director Maxim
Didenko tells AFP. “If you took everything
seriously, you could go mad.” Didenko has
staged several surprising re-inventions of
Russian and Soviet classics-many of them
musicals that are elaborately costumed,
humorous and often have political under-
tones. Speaking in Moscow’s Taganka
Theatre, he says the play-called “Run, Alice,
Run”-was his reaction to the arrest of leading
theatre and film director Kirill Serebrennikov,
which shook Moscow’s theatre circles in
August 2017. Serebrennikov has since then
been on trial accused of embezzling state
funds. His supporters see the case as part of a
growing clampdown on artistic freedom
under President Vladimir Putin. 

Courtroom drama 
Siberian-born Didenko is one of many arts

figures to attend the ongoing trial of
Serebrennikov, whom he describes as a role
model who “completely changed” Russian
theatre. He says that even the courtroom is a
drama in itself. “It’s also a kind of theatre. You
leave your coat, take a seat and listen,” he

says. “It’s like a performance.” Didenko says
that he strives for all his works to “reflect the
reality” of today’s Russia. But there are topics
he steers clear of, such as religion, which he
sees as “too sensitive” given Russia’s strict
legislation on offending believers.

“I rely on my own internal compass, I
hope that’s enough,” he says. Boris Mezdrich
knows the price that theatre directors can
pay in Russia if authorities believe they go
too far on stage. In 2015, he was sacked from
a state-funded theatre in Siberia’s
Novosibirsk after Church officials com-
plained that his interpretation of a Wagner
opera was offensive. The production depicted
Jesus Christ as a character in an erotic movie,
triggering an outcry from the Church and
Orthodox believers. Unable to find work in
theatre for more than three years afterwards,
Mezdrich was recently appointed director of
Moscow’s contemporary Praktika Theatre.

‘Think twice’ 
Speaking to AFP in the central Moscow

theatre, Mezdrich says his case and that of
Serebrennikov have made Russian theatre
directors “think twice about their work”. “We
speak in a different language to the culture
ministry,” he says.  The “very strict rules”
from the Soviet Union are gone, but Mezdrich
says there is a “new danger” from authorities
on theatres, many of which are state-owned
or rely on state support. Bidding for state
money is competitive, with the funding tem-
porary and quotas set for numbers of pro-
ductions. This puts strains on theatre compa-
nies and keeps them under threat of funding
cuts. “This is useful in the economy, not in
theatre,” Mezdrich says. 

But he remains optimistic about the future
of Russian theatre, saying it has historically
managed to “adapt to changing conditions”.
The Soviet legacy left a huge network of
state-funded theatres across the country that
makes Russian theatre unique, he says. “We
have over 600 theatres that receive at least
some financing from the state,” Mezdrich
says. “There is nothing like this anywhere else
in the world.”  

‘Seen worse times’ 
Directors with whom AFP spoke

describe a paradoxical atmosphere in
Russian theatre, in which pressure from
authorities co-exists with a burgeoning of
opportunities. Actress and director Marina
Brusnikina says that despite a push by con-
servatives for “going back to tradition”,
Moscow’s contemporary theatres are
“teeming with life”.  “You can get access,
you can experiment,” the 58-year-old says. 

Tributes reveal
amiable side 
of Prodigy
firestarter Flint
Music stars and unlikely allies paid

tribute to The Prodigy’s frontman
Keith Flint yesterday, painting a

picture of a surprisingly friendly character
behind the hell raising image. The rave
music figurehead was found dead on
Monday, aged 49, having taken his own life,
according to his bandmate Liam Howlett.
The explosive vocalist may have cut a
frightening impression on stage: a frenzied
whirlwind of fierce energy with fluorescent,
spiked-up hair, manic stare, numerous tat-
toos and body piercings.

But unlikely figures from across the
world of music described him as going out
of his way to be amiable, while newspapers
suggested he had recently been in private
turmoil, having split from his wife. The Sun’s
front page said “Prodigy Keith’s secret
agony”. The tabloid said his death came
days after he put his farmhouse up for sale,
having split from his Japanese model and DJ
wife Mayumi Kai. Flint had taken part in a
local five-kilometer (three-mile) run on
Saturday in a personal best time of 21 min-
utes and 22 seconds. The Sun said Kai was
in Japan when he was found. The couple
married in 2006.

‘Demonic stage presence’ 
The Prodigy were one of the most influ-

ential acts to emerge from the underground
rave scene. Their biggest hits included
“Firestarter” and “Breathe” in 1996 and
“Smack My Bitch Up” in 1997, which
merged intense dance beats with elements
of rap and punk to create energy-driven
music. The Guardian newspaper’s music
critic Alexis Petridis described Flint as a
“demonic stage presence with prodigious
star quality”. He said Flint arrived when the
British dance scene was enduring a “folk-
devil moment” in the media and Flint
“seemed happy to own the moral panic”,
looking and behaving on camera “like mid-
dle England’s worst nightmare”.

Electronic music artists Chase And
Status and The Chemical Brothers, consid-
ered fellow big beat pioneers, were among
those sharing tributes for Flint. But perhaps
the most revealing came from beyond the
genre, from figures who said they had
changed their minds about Flint, having met
him. Queen guitarist Brian May said he had

been backstage at a festival when The
Prodigy were playing.

“Feeling a lot of anger in Keith’s delivery,
I somehow assumed he would hate us,” he
wrote on Instagram. Afterwards, May nod-
ded at Flint, who came running over and
bowed before him. Flint “then spent a good
five minutes telling me very warmly how
much he loved our music and had been
inspired by it in his life. After that, I per-
ceived him very differently.”

‘Lunatic’, ‘gentleman’ 
James Blunt, often the target of derision

for his soft pop ballads, said Flint went
against the grain and had shown him kind-
ness when others in the industry did not. He
said that at an awards ceremony, when for-
mer Oasis guitarist Noel Gallagher was say-
ing he was leaving Ibiza because Blunt had
moved there, Blur frontman Damon Albarn
“refused to be in the same picture as me”
and Paul Weller saying he would rather eat
his own faeces than work with him, “Keith
Flint came over, gave me a hug, and said
how thrilled he was for my success.

“In our business, there are no prizes for
being kind, but if there was, that Grammy
would be yours.” Rapper Dizzee Rascal said
he first thought Flint “a lunatic” and then
when he opened for The Prodigy in 2009,
found him “one of the nicest people I’ve met
and always was, every time”. “When it
comes to the stage, few people can carry a
show like him. “Iconic and a gentleman.”

Fellow rapper Professor Green said Flint
“always said hello, even when you didn’t
have a scooby (idea) who I was”. Stone
Roses frontman Ian Brown called him “a
beautiful human”, while rockers the Foo
Fighters called him “incomparable”. The
other members of The Prodigy are key-
boardist Howlett and MC Maxim Reality.
The band were due to play around the
world in the coming months but their future
without Flint is unknown. — AFP

Russian theatre directors stage
daring plays despite crackdown

Russian stage director Maxim Didenko leads
a rehearsal of the musical, called “Run, Alice,
Run”, in Moscow. — AFP

In this file photo taken on July 18, 2015 Keith
Flint of the British band The Prodigy per-
forms on July 18, 2015 in Carhaix-Plouguer,
western of France, during the Vieilles
Charrues music festival.


