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Arthur Brand, also dubbed
the ‘Indiana Jones of the Art
World’, poses at his apart-
ment in Amsterdam.

Spanish actresses Rosi de Palma, left, and Loles Leon Spanish actress Paula Echevarria Spanish actor Juan Diego Ruiz

Spanish actor and director Antonio Banderas poses during
a photocall for the ‘A Chorus Line’ musical premiere, as
part of the opening of the Teatro del Soho Caixabank en
Malaga. — AFP photos

Spanish film director Pedro Almodovar

Agolden ring once given as a present by the
famed Irish writer Oscar Wilde has been
recovered by a Dutch “art detective” nearly

20 years after it was stolen from Britain’s Oxford
University. The friendship ring, a joint gift from
Wilde to a fellow student in 1876, was taken dur-
ing a burglary in 2002 at Magdalen College, where
the legendary dandy studied. At the time it was
valued at £35,000.

The trinket’s whereabouts remained a mystery
for years and there were fears that the ring-
shaped like a belt and buckle and made from 18-
carat gold-had even been melted down. But Arthur
Brand, a Dutchman dubbed the “Indiana Jones of
the Art World” for recovering a series of high-pro-
file stolen artworks, used his underworld connec-
tions to finally find it. 

Mark Blandford-Baker, home bursar of
Magdalen College, said they were “very pleased to
have back a stolen item that forms part of a collec-
tion relating to one of our more famous alumni.”
“We had given up hope of seeing it again,” he told
AFP. The ring will be handed back “at a small cere-
mony” on December 4, said Blandford-Baker,
adding “we are extremely grateful to Arthur Brand
for finding it and returning it to us.” 

Gift of love
The ring was an important part of Magdalen’s

large collection of memorabilia related to Wilde,
who penned classics such as “The Picture of
Dorian Gray” and “The Importance of Being
Earnest”. It was a present from Wilde and fellow
student Reginald Harding to their friend William
Ward in 1876 while the Irishman was a student at
Magdalen, one of the three dozen colleges that
make up Oxford University.

The ring bears the inscription in Greek that
says “Gift of love, to one who wishes love.” It also
has the initials of: “OF OF WW + RRH to WWW”

on the inside. Disaster struck in 2002 when a for-
mer college cleaner named Eamonn Andrews
broke into Magdalen, got drunk on whisky from
the college bar, then stole the ring and two unre-
lated medals. The college at the time offered a
£3,500 reward for the ring’s safe return-but after
he was caught, the burglar told a court that he had
sold the golden band to a scrap dealer for £150.

That might have been that, had Brand not

picked up the scent a few years back. “Rumors
started in 2015 in the art underworld that a
Victorian ring has surfaced ‘with some Russian
writing on it’,” Brand told an AFP correspondent,
who saw the ring at an apartment in Amsterdam. “I
knew that Oscar Wilde’s ring was stolen from
Magdalen College at Oxford and that it had a
Greek inscription on it. It could have only been the
same ring,” he said.

Twist in the tale    
The Dutchman then started to put out feelers.

Together with a London-based antiques dealer
named William Veres, their enquiries eventually led
them to George Crump, a man whom Brand
described as a “decent man with knowledge of the
London criminal underworld because of his late
uncle, a well-known casino owner.”    Through
Crump, Brand and Veres finally managed to track

down and negotiate the safe return of the stolen
ring.

Brand has previously hit the headlines for
returning stolen artworks including a Picasso
painting stolen from yacht in France, and “Hitler’s
Horses”, two bronze statues made by Nazi sculp-
tor Joseph Thorak. And the story of his latest find
may have a final twist worthy of one of Wilde’s
tales. Wilde’s ring may have never been discovered

were it not for another heist, when a gang of elder-
ly criminals raided a vault in London’s jewelry dis-
trict in 2015 in what was described as the “biggest
burglary in English legal history.”

“There are very strong indications that the
appearance of the ring is linked to the 2015 bur-
glary at Hatton Garden Safe Deposit. Rumors that
the ring has reappeared first started a few weeks
after the burglary,” said Brand. “And I was given

the ring right in front of the Hatton Garden Safe
Deposit... which I thought was a bit of English
humor.”— AFP 

These pictures taken at the apartment of Arthur Brand in Amsterdam show a close-up of the 18-carat golden friendship ring with an engraving, which is said to have
belonged to Irish playwright Oscar Wilde (1854-1900). — AFP photos

Former pop-star Victoria Beckham knew she’d have
to win over hard-to-impress fashion critics when
she launched her first clothing line a decade ago,

but the one-time Spice Girl said the industry was much
harder to crack than she had ever imagined. Speaking in
Paris on Friday at a conference organized by Vogue
magazine, Beckham, whose collections have since
gained critical acclaim and won fashion awards for their
fluid, sharp tailoring, said she was expanding her empire
with make-up and skincare ranges.

“I was very aware of the preconceptions, being mar-
ried to David Beckham, being a Spice Girl, all of a sud-
den here’s a collection, I knew that eyes would roll,” she
said, adding she’d focused on “making it all about the
clothes and not listening to any of that.” Beckham cited
late Chanel creative chief Karl Lagerfeld and Italy’s
Valentino Garavani as two designers who had helped
her, but said the notoriously cutthroat industry had sur-
prised her. “If I’d known then what I know now, I don’t
know if I’d have the courage to do it,” she joked.

According to the latest British company filings,
Beckham’s brand, which is privately owned by the
designer, David Beckham and agent Simon Fuller, was
still in the red in 2017. It raised 30 million pounds two
years ago from NEO Investment Partners to revive the
brand. Beckham said on Friday that as well as a
recently launched make-up line, her brand would be
turning out skincare products, as well as fragrances,
possibly next year.

Cosmetics are an often highly profitable sideline

for luxury labels, and large rivals, from Kering and
Gucci to Hermes, have expanded their ranges, which
are accessible to a wider range of shoppers. Known
as “Posh Spice” when she was in the 1990s girl band,
Beckham, dressed on Friday in a green tweed suit,
said she did not regret any of her previous fashion
choices - including stage outfits such as the PVC cat-
suits she once sported. — Reuters 

Hollywood star Antonio Banderas throws open the
doors of his own theatre in his hometown of
Malaga in southern Spain on Friday, with an inau-

gural performance of “A Chorus Line”. When the curtain
goes up, the musical will be the first work shown at the
Teatro del Soho, a former cinema which has been com-
pletely revamped by the 59-year-old actor, who like
Picasso, was born and raised in Malaga. 

The musical, which will be performed entirely in
Spanish, was specially chosen by Banderas, who in May
won best actor at the Cannes film festival for his role in
Pedro Almodovar’s “Pain and Glory” in which he played
the celebrated director’s alter ego. A Broadway hit dating
back to 1975, the story focuses on a group of aspiring
dancers as they audition for a role in a new musical, put-
ting the focus on the unsung heroes working in the
industry. 

“There are no stars, the focus is on those people who
really sustain the musical theatre industry but who don’t
have their name in lights and who are unknown,”
Banderas told reporters earlier this week.  Describing the
musical as “a classic”, Banderas said it told a story about

“those involved in performing arts and all the suffering
that goes on behind the scenes”. On accepting his award
at Cannes, Banderas admitted he himself had struggled
over the years, saying: “There is a lot of sacrifice and...
pain behind being an actor or being an actress, but also
there are nights of glory.”

Central role    
The Andalusian actor, who began acting in the early

1980s, will also take part in Friday’s show, playing chore-
ographer Zack who auditions the other artists in a per-
formance involving 26 actors and accompanied by a 22-
piece orchestra. The musical will play to a full house
when it opens on Friday with every ticket sold in the
newly-revamped theatre, which has more than 800 seats. 

After two months in Malaga, the show will then head
to the northern port city of Bilbao, then Barcelona and
finally Madrid. “Afterwards we’ll consider the possibility
of taking it to America,” said Banderas who dreams of
seeing his Spanish version on Broadway. “I would love
that to happen,” he admitted, saying “conversations were
already under way” about taking it across the pond. 

His involvement in the Malaga theatre really took off
after he survived a heart attack in 2017 that saw him
endure three operations. Theatre is “really my passion”,
Banderas said at Cannes, explaining he was spending a
lot of time with his 600 students in Malaga and saying he
ultimately wanted to stage something based on “my own
writing”. For him, the Soho Theatre is a venture in which
he is both emotionally and financially invested, pledging
more than 200,000 euros ($220,000) a year to the proj-
ect which is sponsored by Spanish lender Caixabank. 

And as director, Banderas has brought in Lluis
Pasqual, a giant of Spanish and European theatre, who
formerly served as artistic director at Spain’s National
Drama Centre, Barcelona’s Lliure Theatre and the
Odeon Theatre in Paris. For Banderas this also has sig-
nificance, recalling it was Pascual who “changed my life”
when he took him on at Madrid’s National Theatre in
1981. And while in Madrid, he met Almodovar who gave
him a small  role in his 1982 screwball  comedy
“Labyrinth of Passion”, starting a relationship which has
lasted until today. — AFP 
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