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These photos show a man watching “Alephia 2053”, an Arabic-language animated feature, on YouTube at his office in Beirut. — AFP photos

“Alephia 2053”, an Arabic-lan-
guage animated feature set in
a bleak future, has struck a

chord in a region all too familiar with auto-
cratic rule and bold, bloody resistance.
Released on YouTube on March 21, a
decade after the Arab Spring uprisings,
the Lebanese-made thriller has already
garnered more than eight million views.
The 60-minute film’s success is a testa-
ment to the growing popularity of online
streaming platforms because of the coro-
navirus pandemic. But it is also “proof that
the movie reflects people’s thoughts”,
says Rabih Sweidan, the film’s Lebanese
creator and executive producer. 

“Everyone sees it from their perspective
and they see themselves and their com-
munities in it.” The storyline, set in 2053 in
the fictional Arab state of Alephia, follows a

group of undercover agents plotting to
take down hereditary ruler Alaa Ibn Ismail
and his autocratic regime, described as
the most tyrannical in the world. Through a
meticulous operation led by operatives
who have infiltrated top regime ranks, the
“resistance” succeeds in toppling the dicta-
tor in a coup and ending a century of auto-
cratic rule. They are buoyed by crowds

taking to the streets chanting the now-
famous Arab Spring refrain — “the people
demand the fall of the regime” — in the
face of heavily armed security forces who
respond with live fire.  

The movie closes with a familiar scene:
fists are thrown into the air as a euphoric
crowd pulls down the statue of the fallen
dictator with ropes.  Sweidan says Alephia
2053, with its uncannily familiar-looking
dictator figure, is “a fictional movie but it is
based on reality. It is a description of
social reality”. It is not inspired by any sin-
gle Arab country but depicts conditions
familiar to many across the world, he
says. “The world has become a small vil-
lage, where the situation is the same in
more than one place,” Sweidan adds.
“Alephia could be the 23rd country in the
Arab League,” which has 22 members.

Brighter future 
The animation, directed and illustrated

by Jorj Abou Mhaya, is produced by
Lebanon’s Spring Entertainment compa-
ny. “More than 70 percent of the work
took place in Lebanon and was done by
Lebanese,” says Sweidan, though it also
received backing from Malil’Art animation
studio in Angouleme, France.  Though the
movie is highly reminiscent of the 2011
uprisings, Sweidan says it is an attempt to
break away from what he calls an obses-
sion with the past.  “There is always a ten-
dency in the Arab world to imagine what
might have happened in the past, but
there is no theatrical or cinematic work
that imagines what the Arab world will be
like in the future,” says Sweidan, who first
thought of the plot four years ago.

“The idea for the film came from a

question: What will the Arab world look
like in 20 or 30 years?” According to
Sweidan’s vision, the future holds more
promise. The film tries to express this
through color grading: the closing scenes
incorporate a livelier gradient than the dim
and dusty scheme that dominates the first
chunk of the film, says Sweidan. “Things
can’t always remain dark,” he adds. “What
this film wants to imagine is a future that’s
not as bad as the past or the present.”
Lebanese cinema critic Elias Doummar
called it “a milestone in Arab animation”.
“It portrays Arab reality, and its audience
just keeps on growing.”— AFP 

ailey Bieber hopes she’s able to
love herself when she’s “old and
saggy”. The 24-year-old model -

who is married to Justin Bieber - thinks
self-acceptance is a “continuous journey”
and she doesn’t feel it’s something that
will “ever stop”, even when she’s in her
senior years. She said: “It’s a continuous
journey to love yourself. It doesn’t ever
stop. I hope I’m on it even when I’m old
and saggy. I hope I love myself then.”
Hailey also admitted it took her “years” to
feel comfortable as a model but now she’s
learned to push herself out of her comfort
zone as that often sparks the best pic-
tures, while the career lessons she’s
learned can also apply to other parts of
her life. Speaking to the new issue of
America’s Harper’s Bazaar magazine, she
said: “It took me years to feel comfortable
as a model. Now I’m a lot more adventur-
ous and I try different things. “You realize
if it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work! “For
example, sometimes when I’m doing
something really stupid, I get the coolest
image. If I’m doing a really awkward body
shape, it turns out great. “Don’t be afraid
to explore. This applies to so many differ-
ent things.” And Hailey credits her early
ballet training for giving her a sense of dis-
cipline and focus on her goals. She said:
“Having done ballet for 12 years, I have
that muscle memory. It plays a big part in
my body type and in my athleticism. It’s
kept my body healthy, and mentally it
taught me how to be committed to some-
thing. “I started modeling and travelling
around the world when I was 17. It’s a
business. You have to be disciplined, on
time, and want to do it. “Everything I
learned from being a dancer still con-
tributes to who I am today. I’m so grateful I
did it, and I miss it. I have such a deep
love for dancers.”

Bieber hopes
to love 
herself when
she is old

vril Lavigne felt an “immediate
connection” with Mod Sun. The
‘I’m With You’ hitmaker was

romantically linked with the 34-year-old
singer in February but before then they
had worked together on duet ‘Flames’, and
the 36-year-old pop star revealed the pair
hit it off as soon as they got into the studio.
Avril told People magazine: “[We] had an
immediate connection from the first day in
the studio. “He’s an incredible artist and
producer. This is the first of many. Proud of
what we made with ‘Flames.’” Last week,
the pair released a stripped-down, acoustic
version of the duet and Avril thinks they
have brought extra “emotion” to the “very
special” song. She said: “‘Flames’ is a very
special song. “I love how the acoustic ver-
sion turned out. It really brings another lay-

er of emotion to the song.” Her partner
explained he wanted to “offer a bright side
to the story” with the new take on the track.
He added: “I felt like sonically I could paint
that landscape through acoustic guitar and
a string section. “I wanted to make some-
thing that felt like we were performing in
your living room.” It was previously claimed
the ‘Complicated’ singer - who was previ-
ously married to Deryck Whibley and Chad
Kroeger - was recently reported to have
fallen for Mod after working with him in the
recording studio. A source explained:
“Working together has brought them closer
and Avril has a history of falling for people
that she works with. She falls in love with
them for their musical creativity and
expression. “Her working relationships
often turn romantic.” Avril and Mod - who

previously dated Disney star Bella Thorne
- relished spending time together in the
studio amid the coronavirus crisis. The
insider shared: “Avril and Mod Sun have
been spending a ton of time together and
getting to know each other better.” Avril
previously insisted she hadn’t given up on
love, despite going through two divorces.
The ‘What the Hell’ hitmaker - who split
from her previous boyfriend, Phillip
Sarofim, in January 2019 - claimed she
hasn’t allowed heartache to undermine
her faith in true love. Asked if she’d like to
get married again, Avril replied: “I don’t
really care so much about that; I just care
about being in a healthy relationship and
just being happy.”

H

A

Bilson clears the
air with Malek

achel Bilson  has insisted things
are “totally fine” between her and
Rami Malek. The 39-year-old

actress revealed last month that her old
high school friend had got in touch in
2019 to ask her to remove a throwback
photo of them as teenagers and admitted
she was “super bummed” to have upset
him, but the former ‘O.C.’ star revealed
he’s been in touch since she told the story
and they have cleared the air and been
able to “move on”. Speaking on the
‘LadyGang’ podcast, she said: “Rami and
I actually have talked since that came out.
He connected with me, and we’re all
good. He, you know, was so sweet and
we’re totally fine now and we talked about
it and we’re good. “He was so gracious,
and I totally understood where he was
coming form and he understood me. And I
was just so happy we were able to
squash it and, like, move on... “He knew I
was wasn’t doing it with any ill intention.”
Rachel never expected her story to be as
big as it was, and her humiliation led to
her speaking to her therapist to find a way
to handle the situation as she feared she
would upset the ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’
star again. She said: “My friend sent me a

CNN link to it. I was like, ‘Are you kidding
me?’ “I was so mortified though. Like, I
was having a panic attack. “I had to go to
therapy that day, and I was like, ‘I am hav-
ing anxiety. I did not want this to resurface
in this way. I feel so bad. Oh my god.
Rami is going to think I’m doing this
again.’” But now the brunette beauty is
glad the story resurfaced because it led to
the ‘Mr. Robot’ actor getting back in touch
with her. She said: “It actually turned out
to be a good thing for a reason, because
we were able to reconnect and, like, make
it better and everything is great.” Rachel
had previously admitted she shared the
“super nerdy” photo from a school trip she
and Rami had taken during their time at
California’s Notre Dame High School
because she thought it was funny. She
said: “Obviously, he gets super famous
and he’s always been extremely talented
... even in high school. “I had posted a
throwback of us from our senior trip to
New York. We’re super nerdy ... just the
dorkiest picture of the both of us. But I
throw it up, ‘cause it’s funny and I think it’s
so important to be able to make fun of
yourself.” However, the Oscar-winning
actor subsequently contacted Rachel via
social media to ask her to remove the
photo. She revealed: “I don’t usually
check my DMs on my Instagram ...
maybe a week goes by and I actually look
and I have a message from Rami. But it
wasn’t like, ‘Hey! How are you?!’ It was
straight to: ‘I would really appreciate if you
take that down.

Britney Spears to
appear in court for
guardianship case

ritney Spears has requested to
speak in court in the legal battle
over her father’s control of her

affairs, her attorney said Tuesday. The
39-year-old US pop singer is the subject
of a “FreeBritney” online campaign from
her adoring fans who believe the
guardianship in place since 2008 should
be ended, but has rarely spoken directly
about the issue herself. A Los Angeles
judge set a June 23 hearing following a
request from her lawyer which did not
explain why the singer wanted to address
the court. Interest in Spears’ legal case
exploded following the February release
of the documentary “Framing Britney
Spears”, which chronicled the highly pub-
licized breakdown that led to her father’s
long-standing legal guardianship over her
finances. Spears filed last year to remove
her father Jamie Spears from the conser-
vatorship and give sole power over her
estate to a financial institution. Her court-
appointed lawyer said she was “afraid” of
her father.  A judge ruled in February that
both Spears’ father and Bessemer Trust
would oversee the pop star’s finances,
denying Jamie Spears’ bid to keep sole
power to delegate investments, though
the case is ongoing. 

elly Ripa and Mark Consuelos
have an ‘old-fashioned’ marriage.
The couple - who have been mar-

ried for 25 years and have kids Michael,
23, Lola, 19, and Joaquin, 18, together -
may be “politically progressive” but
behind closed doors, they take on “tradi-
tional” roles within their household.
Appearing alongside her husband on the

‘Double Date’ podcast, Kelly said:
“What’s funny is I think of us as such a
progressive as a couple. I always think of
us as politically progressive. “Yet, when it
comes to our own family and our mar-
riage and our roles, I think of us as very
traditional and almost old-fashioned in
our roles.” Mark  agreed, and suggested
there is “only room for one man” in their
marriage. He added: “[I’m a] traditional
guy. I feel like there are certain roles - it’s
hard to explain exactly what those roles
are. “We had a conversation where I
said, ‘Hey listen, there’s really only room
for one man in this relationship and it’s
going to be me.’ “ Kelly’s morning talk
show meant she was able to use New
York City as a base for their children,
while ‘Riverdale’ actor Mark was travel-
ling for work. 
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