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The British government yesterday
announced a £75 million (82 million
euros) rescue package to save 35

cultural institutions hit by the coronavirus
pandemic, including London’s iconic
Globe Theatre.  Grants of between £1
million and £3 million will be distributed to
each of the organizations, and will be
drawn from the £1.57 billion culture res-
cue fund announced in July to safeguard

the arts.  The Old Vic theatre in London,
founded in 1818, and the Globe, a life-
size replica of the 1599 Shakespeare the-
atre, built on the south bank of the
Thames near its original site, will both
receive support.  More than a million peo-
ple annually visit the Globe, which also
includes a library, archives and a can-
dlelit replica of a 17th century Jacobean
theatre. 

But 70 percent of the funds are ear-
marked for cultural venues outside the
British capital, such as the Crucible in
Sheffield and the Royal Exchange
Theatre in Manchester, the Ministry of
Culture said in a statement.  “These
places and organizations are irreplace-
able parts of our heritage and what make
us the cultural superpower we are,” min-
ister Oliver Dowden said in a statement.

Globe Executive Director Neil Constable
and Artistic Director Michelle Terry called
the nearly £3 million grant a “lifeline”.
“We...are hugely grateful and relieved to
receive the maximum grant available,”
they said in a statement. The theatre
hopes to reopen in the spring of 2021. 

Britain imposed a full lockdown in
March at the beginning of the first wave
of the pandemic, which has claimed

more than 44,000 lives, the worst death
toll in Europe. The Globe warned in May
that it might not survive without help, and
a parliamentary report in July highlighted
the “existential threat” to the cultural sec-
tor, which employs 700,000 people.  In
2018, the 1,100 British theatres employed
290,000 people, with 34 million people
spending £1.28 billion on tickets. — AFP

Selfies, acting
and Instagram 
meet in French
theatre first

Alone on stage in a French
theatre, Helena de Laurens
plays her character Jeanne

in front of an audience for close to
two hours. But her solo perform-
ance comes with a twist: the
actress holds a smartphone with
which she films herself constantly
for a live feed on Instagram, in what
has been dubbed the first such
double act. The play,
“_jeanne_dark_”, is currently tour-
ing France after a successful run at
the Theatre de la Commune in
Aubervilliers just north of Paris.
There, the live feed was broadcast
back onto two screens on either
side of the stage, on which theatre-
goers could read online viewers’
comments.

De Laurens, 31, plays Jeanne, a
16-year-old who lives near the cen-
tral city of Orleans and finds herself
ugly, uncool, feels her parents don’t
respect her privacy and is mortified
by constant taunts at school over
her virginity. It’s a cheeky nod to a
patron saint of France, Joan of Arc
(Jeanne d’Arc), a 15th century vir-
gin maiden who became a national
heroine. But the similarity ends
there. While Joan of Arc led a
French army to victory against the
English at Orleans, our character
Jeanne takes her stand on adoles-
cent angst in a live feed on
Instagram, which has just celebrat-
ed its 10th birthday.

Reality and fiction 
Marion Siefert, who created,

wrote and directed the play that
was inspired by her teenage years,
searched long and hard for a way
to realistically represent “a 16-year-
old who would speak up today.” “At
first, I thought of a private diary, but
there was a lack of immediacy,”
she said in a chat with spectators,
many of whom were very young.
During the show, the actress moves
her phone around, bringing it close
to her face or further away with the
help of a selfie stick, filming her
body under every angle, using
Instagram filters. To exorcise her
demons, she dances to the famous
French 80s pop tune “the midnight
demons” (“les demons de minuit”).
It’s a constant shift between reality
and fiction as de Laurens occasion-
ally breaks from her lines and inter-
acts with instagrammers. Some
online users comment via emojis,
others play the game or get hugely
involved. “You don’t choose your
family,” “I find you’re really hard on
yourself Jeanne” or “you must be
body positive,” are just some of the
comments.

Rehearsed for a year 
De Laurens recognizes that the

process of filming herself creates “a
particular brand of acting” with the
phone “a mirror and a lens” all at
once. But she stresses she is not
constantly assessing herself. “I see
myself all the time but I don’t look at
myself all the time,” says de
Laurens, who rehearsed the role for
a year. “Acting takes over.” To rein-
force the isolation of the character,
the decor is a white room, “a space
where there is no way out, where
she cannot hide,” says Siefert. “The
‘live’ is where the character feels
protected, where no one is going to
interrupt her.”

The audience, meanwhile, is
often distracted by the screens
where the live is broadcast, which
competes with the physical pres-
ence of the actress. And the fact
that she films herself all the time,
speaking to her phone instead of to
the audience, makes her perform-
ance more intimate. “I wanted to
give the impression that we’re
inside this teenager’s head,” says
Siefert. “I wanted us to hear her
inner voices, and not just look in
from the outside.”— AFP

This picture shows a general view of the medieval Crusader fortress Krak des
Chevaliers, approximately 40 kilometers (25 miles) west of Syria’s central city of
Homs and close to the border with Lebanon. — AFP photos

Clutching a small saw, Syrian vol-
unteer Rana Jreij cut away at
bushes growing up the centuries-

old walls of one of the world’s most
famous Crusader castles, Krak des
Chevaliers. She was among dozens to
clear grass, shrubs and dead trees from
the UNESCO-listed fortress this week, to
protect it from forest fires that have rav-
aged the region. “This castle is our
home. It’s our memories, and I’m scared
for it,” said the 32-year-old, dressed in a
white t-shirt with her hair tied back.
Heritage official Naeema Muhartam said
she was delighted to see the castle
come back to life after years of grinding
civil war that has kept almost all tourists
away. “The castle is recovering,” she
said. The fortress was built by a
medieval Catholic military order, the
Knights of St John, who held it from
1142 to 1271, when it was captured by
a Mamluk sultan.

Sitting atop a high ridge in what is
now the Homs province of modern-day
Syria, it could once accommodate a
garrison of 2,000 men. Many centuries
later, after civil war broke out in Syria in
2011, the fortress again became a bat-
tleground, this time between govern-
ment forces and rebels. “The castle
closed its doors in 2012, then opened
up again in 2014 but it wasn’t ready to
receive visitors,” Muhartam said. Most
notable was the damage to the castle’s
Gothic reception hall, and its chapel.

Forced into lockdown 
Muhartam was ecstatic when the

fortress finally welcomed sightseers
back across the moat bridge into its
walled interior in late 2018. “Up to
23,000 visitors came in 2019, but the
corona pandemic forced it back into iso-
lation and only 5,000 people have come
this year,” she said. “I’m happy to see
life come back to the castle with hun-
dreds of volunteers turning up, but my
dream is to see cultural and touristic
events return. “I hope one day to again

see concerts within its walls like there
used to be before the war.” In early
2018, the Syrian government attended a
tourism trade fair in Madrid, seeking to
bring back foreign visitors to the war-
ravaged nation.

But most countries advise citizens
against all travel to Syria, and tourists
from abroad have been few and far
between. At the entrance to the castle’s
large reception hall, engineer Hazem
Hanna gestured to some of the decora-

tive stonework damaged in the 2012-
2014 battles. “As long as the primary
materials are available, we can fix
them,” he said. Hungarian archaeolo-
gists have visited to help with restora-
tion.  “The Hungarian excavation team
came at the end of 2016 and helped us
to restore the church’s steeple and part
of the castle’s interior,” he said.

‘Scared for our castle’ 
The United Nations Education,

Cultural and Scientific Organisation
(UNESCO) added Krak des Chevaliers
to its World Heritage List in 2006, along-
side Old Damascus and the ancient city
of Palmyra. Two years into the civil war,
it was put on the World Heritage in
Danger list. Now the guns have fallen

silent, another kind of danger stalks its
fortified walls. Earlier this month,
President Bashar al-Assad declared a
national catastrophe after inspecting
farmland devastated by wildfires that
have ravaged Syria’s Mediterranean
coastal belt.

The fires destroyed more than 9,000
hectares of farmland and forest in the
coastal provinces of Latakia and Tartus,
as well as Homs inland, the United
Nations said. Naji Derwish, a director of

social responsibility at a nearby univer-
sity, says more than 400 volunteers
have travelled to the fortress to clear
vegetation and anything else that could
catch fire. “We were scared for our cas-
tle, with all the dry glass and shrubs that
had accumulated during the years of
conflict,” he said. Nine years into the
war, the Damascus government is back
in control of more than 70 percent of
Syria. Derwish said he hoped to again
see tourists explore the fortress’s dark
underbelly and snap pictures from the
top of its massive walls. “The castle
misses its visitors,” he said. — AFP

A view of the Gothic Knights’ Hall at the medieval Crusader fortress Krak des Chevaliers.

A view of a passageway inside the medieval
Crusader fortress Krak des Chevaliers.

A view of the Gothic cloisters inside the
medieval Crusader fortress Krak des
Chevaliers.

Volunteers take part in a clean-up at the medieval Crusader
fortress Krak des Chevaliers.

A view of the interior of the medieval Crusader fortress Krak des
Chevaliers.

A view of the Gothic cloisters inside the medieval Crusader
fortress Krak des Chevaliers.

A view of the aqueduct of the medieval Crusader fortress Krak
des Chevaliers.

A view of the interior of a tower at the medieval Crusader
fortress Krak des Chevaliers.

A view of the walls of the medieval Crusader fortress Krak des
Chevaliers.


