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Aphilharmonic orchestra performed to specta-
tor-free Roman ruins in east Lebanon Sun-
day, after a top summer festival downsized to

a single concert in a year of economic meltdown and
pandemic. The Baalbek International Festival was in-
stead streamed live on television and social media,
in what its director called a message of “hope and
resilience” amid ever-worsening daily woes. The
night kicked off with the Lebanese philharmonic or-
chestra and choir performing the national anthem,
followed by Carmina Burana’s “O Fortuna”, a 13th
century poem set to music. 

The programme, which ran for just over an hour,
included a mix of classical music and rock and folk
tunes by composers ranging from Beethoven to
Lebanon’s Rahbani brothers. Held in the open air

and conducted by Harout Fazlian, the 150 musicians
and chorists were scattered inside the illuminated
Temple of Bacchus, as drones filmed them among
the enormous ruins and Greco-Roman temples of
Baalbek. Festival director Nayla de Freige told AFP
most artists performed for free at the
designated UNESCO World Heritage site. The con-
cert aimed to represent “a way of saying that
Lebanon does not want to die. We have an ex-
tremely productive and creative art and culture sec-
tor,” she said. “We want to send a message of
civilisation, hope and resilience.” Baalbek itself be-
came a militia stronghold during Lebanon’s 1975-
1990 civil war, but conservation and tourism have
revived the ruins over the past three decades.

Lebanon is known for its summer music festivals,

which have in past years drawn large crowds every
night and attracted performers like Shakira, Sting
and Andrea Bocelli. Other festivals have not yet an-
nounced their plans for this year.   Lebanon has
recorded just 1,873 cases of COVID-19, including
36 deaths. But measures to stem the spread of the
virus have exacerbated the country’s worst eco-
nomic crisis since the 1975-1990 civil war. Since
economic woes in the autumn sparked mass protests
against a political class deemed irretrievably cor-
rupt, tens of thousands have lost their jobs or part
of their income, and prices have skyrocketed. Banks
have prevented depositors from withdrawing their
dollar savings, while the local currency has lost more
than 80 percent of its value to the greenback on the
black market. —AFP 

Maestro Harout Fazlian conducts rehearsals ahead of the Sound of Resilience concert inside the Temple of Bacchus at the historic site of Baalbek in Lebanon’s eastern Bekaa Valley.—AFP photos

In Lebanon,
single-concert festival serenades empty ruins

The Louvre, the world’s most visited museum, re-
opens after its coronavirus closure yesterday, but
with nearly a third of its galleries still shut. The

vast former palace of France’s kings has lost more than
40 million euros ($45 million) in ticket sales during the
near-four-month lockdown, and director Jean-Luc Mar-
tinez admitted it could have a few more lean years ahead
as the world adapts to the virus. Although most of the
museum’s most popular draws, like the “Mona Lisa” and
its vast antiquities collection will be accessible, other
galleries where social distancing is more difficult will re-
main closed.

Nor will there be any crowding in front of Leonardo
da Vinci’s masterpiece for a selfie, with visitors warned
that they will have to stick to standing on well-distanced
spots marked on the floor. To avoid bottlenecks, arrows
will guide visitors through the labyrinth of galleries, with
doubling back banned, the museum said. Some 70 per-
cent of the Louvre’s 9.6 million visitors last year were
from overseas, and with tourism at a standstill, Martinez
told AFP that numbers could drop sharply. “We are los-
ing 80 percent of our public,” he said. “We are going to
be at best 20 to 30 percent down on last summer—be-
tween 4,000 and 10,000 visitors a day,” he estimated.
The museum hopes to attract more French visitors to fill
the gap as it embarks on a campaign to shake off its elit-
ist image before the Paris Olympics in four years’ time.

Martinez, who comes from a working-class back-
ground, said he wanted to build on the outreach success
of the Louvre’s outpost museum in Lens, a poor former
mining town in northern France. He said sometimes the
Louvre can “intimidate” certain demographics and the
museum needs to reassure people that its collections
are also for them with improved presentation, labelling
and curation.—AFP 

Britain will spend nearly $2 billion to help the-
atres, art galleries and other cultural institu-
tions survive the coronavirus crisis, the

government has said. The British arts and culture
sector has been hit hard by the pandemic, with live
performances still off the cards for now and venues
facing an uncertain future under ongoing social
distancing measures. A fund of 1.57 billion pounds
($1.96 billion, 1.73 billion euros) will help museums
and historic palaces as well as companies involved
in live music and independent cinema.

“The money, which represents the biggest ever
one-off investment in UK culture, will provide a
lifeline to vital cultural and heritage organisations
across the country hit hard by the pandemic,” said
a government statement released Sunday. The an-
nouncement followed an impassioned call last week
from some 1,500 acts including Ed Sheeran and
The Rolling Stones for authorities to save the
country’s live music industry from collapse.

Britain has Europe’s highest pandemic death
toll, with more than 44,000 reported COVID-19
fatalities and a quarter of a million confirmed cases.
The nation’s arts and culture sector employs
700,000 people, according to the government
statement. In May, Shakespeare’s Globe, the replica
open-air theatre in London, warned that it could
close without emergency funds to get it through
the lockdown.

“This news is truly welcome at a time when so
many theatres, orchestras, entertainment venues
and other arts organisations face such a bleak fu-
ture,” said Andrew Lloyd Webber. “It is absolutely
critical that Britain’s cultural sector is restored to
health as soon as possible.” Simon Rattle, director
of the London Symphony Orchestra, also hailed the
new fund. “We hope it will be distributed as fast as
possible... as so many institutions and individual
artists have been staring into the abyss,” he said.
England lifted a number of virus restrictions on the
weekend, allowing cinemas, galleries, museums and
libraries to welcome the public again after three
months—though fears remain of a COVID-19
resurgence.—AFP 

Britain to give
$2 billion to, irus-hit
culture sector

The first-ever online Paris fashion week clicked off
yesterday with the world of glitzy runway shows
thrown into an existential crisis by the coronavirus.

Paris haute couture and men’s fashion weeks have been
rolled into one, with labels making films to showcase their
clothes instead of staging sometimes extravagant shows.
The virus has not just made the traditional catwalk for-
mat—where a few hundred globetrotters are crammed
into an overlit, overheated room and pummelled with
thumping music—temporarily untenable on health
grounds.

It has also prompted an unprecedented bout of soul
searching within the industry and led usually conflict-
averse designers to call for a revolution that puts a brake
on its frantic pace. Some even say that seasons—the

frame on which the whole fashion calendar has been an-
chored—should be swept away altogether.

Gucci’s flamboyant creator Alessandro Michele has
slashed his shows from five to two a year while Saint
Laurent is pulling out of Paris women’s fashion week later
this year. Its designer Anthony Vaccarello wants to set
his own rhythm, a hitherto taboo idea which has become
a rallying cry for many other creators. Fellow Belgian
Dries Van Noten—the revered “King of Prints”—is also
heading up one of two broad-based coalitions calling for
root-and-branch reform to simplify the industry and
make it “more environmentally and socially sustainable”.

Rebellion 
There is so much rebellion in the air that the venerable

French brand Hermes jumped the gun on the men’s
shows—which do not start until Thursday—by releasing
its film on Sunday. In a typically classy offering shot by
French theatre director Cyril Teste, the crew and techni-
cians took starring roles along with the models. Designer
Veronique Nichanian is seen adjusting a stripy sky blue
jacket, and asking her model to put his hand in his pocket.

Stripes are Hermes’ big thing for men next spring and
summer, as well as its traditional leather of course. “I like

change,” said Nichanian, catching the rule-breaking
mood of the moment. “I am always looking to renew
things and even if change panics me as much as it stimu-
lates me, I prefer that anxiety to doing the same thing
over again.”

Dior’s ‘Gomorrah’
Dior has called in the heavy artillery for its haute cou-

ture show, which was the yesterday’s highlight. The Italian
director Matteo Garrone, who took the glamour out of
gangster life in “Gomorrah” and “Dogman”, may not
seem the obvious candidate to make a film about dreamy
handmade dresses that can take thousands of hours of
painstaking work. But Dior’s Maria Grazia Chiuri—the
first woman to lead the iconic label—told AFP that these
were not normal times. “Creating this collection was very
complex. From the start, it was clear that a real show
would not happen. So we had to come up something re-
ally dense and creative,” she said.

Fellow Italian Maurizio Galante has also taken a cine-
matic inspiration for his show earlier yesterday “It’s a
great chance for us to get to a wider public,” he said.
“And with a film, people are also likely to be more con-
centrated on the images rather than who is sitting in the

front row,” he added dryly.
Haute couture is the preserve of the super rich and

film and music stars. Only the very wealthiest women can
afford the intricate, made-to-measure creations, which
are only shown in the French capital. The rising Viet-
namese designer Xuan-Thu Nguyen, who has been in-
vited as a guest into the elite couture ranks, told AFP she
was using her “artistic video” as a teaser to tempt people
into her creative universe. “If you have nothing, not even
electricity, you still can create,” she said.—AFP
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Louvre museum reopens after 16-week virus shutdown

Louvre museum director Jean-Luc Martinez answers journal-
ists’ questions in front of the Louvre Museum in Paris today.

People queue at the Louvre pyramid designed by Chinese architect Ieoh Ming Pei, the entrance to the Louvre Museum in Paris.—AFP 


