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J
ennifer Aniston and David
Schwimmer almost hooked up on
the set of “Friends”-but their char-

acters Rachel and Ross nearly didn’t.
Those were among the revelations die-
hard “Friends” fans were treated to
Thursday as a one-off reunion special of
the beloved 1990s sitcom streamed on
the HBO Max platform. Asked by host
James Corden if any of the six stars had
real-life chemistry, both Aniston and
Schwimmer confessed to “crushing hard
on each other” early in the smash hit
show’s run. “I remember saying, one
time, to David, ‘It’s going to be such a
bummer if the first time you and I actual-
ly kiss is going to be on national televi-
sion,’”recalled Aniston.

“Sure enough, first time we kissed

was in that coffee shop,” she said, refer-
ring to the New York-based show’s
famous “Central Perk” set. “So we just
channeled all of our adoration and love
for each other into Ross and Rachel.”
The two characters’ on-off relationship
was a cornerstone of “Friends” through-
out its 10-year, 236-episode run-which
ended with a romantic reconciliation. Co-
creator David Crane said in an interview
that the writers had asked themselves if
the pair really should end up together.
“We discussed perhaps sort of ambiva-
lent endings,” he said. “And we went
‘No, this is ‘Friends,’ people have been
waiting 10 years to see this couple get
together, we’ve got to give them what
they want.’”

Elsewhere in the reunion episode,
Matthew Perry surprised his co-stars by
admitting to having suffered severe anxi-
ety “every night” during filming. The cre-
ators said Monica and Chandler ’s
romance was intended to be a one-night
stand before positive audience reactions
changed their minds, and that Matt
LeBlanc nearly lost out on the role of
Joey to the actor who would play his
fake twin in a later episode.  And a
parade of celebrity fans showed up.

Cara Delevingne, Cindy Crawford and
Justin Bieber modeled famous comedy
outfits from the show on a catwalk, while
Lady Gaga sang a duet of “Smelly Cat”
with Lisa Kudrow. Reviews were luke-
warm, with Deadline calling the special
“more filler than killer, to put it kindly,”

but Variety praised “a glossy, poignant,
careful trip down memory lane.” Still, it
was all too much for some die-hard fans.
“I am not crying... You are crying!” tweet-
ed one, with a clip from the reunion of
Aniston drying her eyes.

China Censors Lady Gaga 
and Justin Bieber

Chinese fans of the popular sitcom
“Friends” were furious after censors cut
guest stars Lady Gaga, Justin Bieber
and Korean boyband BTS from the
much-awaited reunion episode. When
the one-off special of the beloved 1990s
sitcom was streamed on three Chinese
video platforms, cameos by the celebri-
ties who have all incurred the wrath of

the ruling Communist Party were
removed from all versions. Lady Gaga
was banned from touring China in 2016
after she met with the exiled Tibetan
spiritual leader Dalai Lama, who has
been labeled as a separatist by Beijing.

Bieber has been blocked since 2014
when he posted a photo of himself at the
controversial Yasukuni Shrine in Tokyo
that honors Japan’s war dead, including
convicted war criminals from World War
II. Boyband BTS angered the party last
year when they omitted any reference to
Chinese fighters who died during the
Korean War when speaking about the
“history of pain” in the region.

Chinese fans were also quick to point
out that local versions of “Friends: The
Reunion” expunged all LGBTQ refer-
ences from the special, which was sev-
eral minutes shorter than the 104 minute
show released worldwide on HBO Max
on Thursday. Chinese streaming servic-
es iQiyi, Youku and Tencent Video did
not answer AFP queries about what
prompted the censorship. The sitcom
about six white New Yorkers has a huge
following among Chinese millennials and
is even recommended in schools as a
way to learn English.

The show’s populari ty has also
spawned Central Perk cafes in several
Chinese cities, styled after the hangout
regularly featured in the show. Angry
fans took to social media to vent out
their frustration at the censorship. “I
was waiting for weeks to watch the
Friends reunion only to find that the
version streamed in China was all man-
gled,” wrote one user. “Why can’t the
censors just let us enjoy a sitcom?”
asked another. Earning the wrath of
Chinese authorities has become costly
for entertainers after China became the
world’s box office last year surpassing
the United States. Earlier this week,
American wrestler and actor John
Cena apologized after stirring a hor-
net’s nest by referring to Taiwan as a
country while promoting his latest
movie “Fast and Furious 9.” Beijing
considers the democratic island a rene-
gade province. — AFP

With trademark grit
and poetic soul, 
posthumous DMX
album a moving coda

T
he rapper DMX was priming for a
career comeback in the months
before his shock death, ready to

release his first studio album in nearly a
decade. But the 50-year-old who
reigned over the late 1990s and early
2000s with five albums debuting atop
the US songs chart did not live to see
the release of “EXODUS,” his posthu-
mous album out Friday with Def Jam
Recordings. A sentiment of redemption
streaks the 13-track record, a heart-
breaking theme after the artist’s death. 

He died in hospital on April 9 after
nearly a week on life support following a
heart attack. His eighth official album
features cameos from hip hop’s upper
echelons, including Jay-Z, Nas and
Snoop Dogg, along with appearances
from Alicia Keys, Usher and Bono.
DMX’s trademark bark fierce as ever,
the New York rapper’s raw, hard-driving
delivery is showcased on tracks, includ-
ing “That’s My Dog,” “Hood Blues” and
“Bath Salts.” But his soulful, poetic vul-
nerability is also on full display, with the
song “Hold Me Down” set to fervent
piano. In “Letter to My Son” the father of
15 raps of his inner pain and life of

tumult over the moving tones of a violin.
A longtime friend and producer of the

rapper born Earl Simmons, Swizz Beatz
shepherded “EXODUS” to completion.
“My brother X was one of the most
purest and rare souls I’ve ever met. He
lived his life dedicated to his family and
music,” Swizz Beatz said in a statement
ahead of the album’s release. “Most of
all, he was generous with his giving and
loved his fans beyond measure.” 

Addiction and jail 
Raised in the New York suburb of

Yonkers, DMX endured a grim child-
hood, growing up in housing projects
with his mother and siblings where he
suffered abuse. At 14, he began suffer-
ing from addiction and entered a cycle
of incarceration, both of which would
persist throughout his life. But as an
artist who exuded both hypermasculine
swagger and simultaneous tender sin-
cerity, DMX’s powerful, gravelly voice
left an indelible mark on hip-hop and
gained him legions of fans.

DMX’s death sparked weeks of emo-
tion and tributes, especially in his native
New York, where his music blared from
car radios. Many people said his open-
ness concerning his personal struggles
helped them accept and handle their
own inner turmoil. “This album, X could-
n’t wait for his fans all around the world
to hear and show just how much he val-
ued each and every single person that
has supported him unconditionally,”
Swizz Beatz said. — AFP

This illustration shows the title of “Friends: The Reunion” on a screen
as a person checks the HBO MAX app on their smartphone in Los
Angeles. — AFP photos

This illustration photo shows the title of ‘Friends: The Reunion’ on a
smartphone in front of a HBO Max logo in Los Angeles.

In this file photo taken on September 22, 2002 cast members from “Friends,” which won
Outstanding Comedy series pose for photogarphers at the 54th Annual Emmy Awards at the
Shrine Auditorium in Los Angeles. — AFP 

In this file photo an Oscars statue is dis-
played on the red carpet area on the eve of
the 92nd Oscars ceremony at the Dolby
Theatre in Hollywood, California. — AFP 

T
he Oscars have been postponed for
a second consecutive year, and
relaxed eligibility rules allowing films

to skip movie theaters will be kept in place
due to the pandemic, the Academy said
Thursday. The 94th Academy Awards will
now take place on March 27, 2022, exact-
ly a month later than originally planned,
and are set to return to their traditional
venue at Hollywood’s Dolby Theatre. After
ratings nosedived for this year’s unusual,
pandemic-affected Oscars-which were
held at a Los Angeles train station-the
postponement avoids potentially costly
clashes with the Super Bowl and Winter
Olympics.

American football’s biggest event takes
place in Los Angeles next year on
February 13, while the global winter
sports extravaganza is due to be held in
Beijing from February 4-20. But the
impact of Covid-19 — which transformed
Hollywood’s award season last year, shut-
tering movie theaters, delaying dozens of
major films and forcing many ceremonies
to go online-also continues to be felt.
Traditionally the Academy of Motion
Picture Arts and Sciences requires at
least a seven-day run in Los Angeles the-
aters for movies to be eligible for
Hollywood’s biggest prize.

With big screens closed, those rules
were relaxed last year, in what was widely
seen as a boost for movies on streaming
platforms such as Netflix and Amazon’s
Prime Video. “This year, which is still
impacted by the pandemic, eligibility
requirements for the 94th Academy
Awards will be consistent with the adden-
dums made for the 93rd Awards season,”
said the Academy of Motion Picture Arts
and Sciences in a statement.—AFP

U
S goth rocker Marilyn Manson was
Friday hit with new allegations that
he raped an ex-girlfriend and

forced her to watch a video of him abus-
ing a young fan. The latest lawsuit
against Manson-real name Brian Warner-
on behalf of an anonymous woman
comes after “Game of Thrones” actress
Esme Bianco last month accused him of
rape, sexual abuse and violence. The
new lawsuit alleges that Manson “raped
and repeatedly sexually abused” Jane
Doe. Manson allegedly showed the plain-
tiff a video in which he could be seen
tying a young fan to a chair, where he

“humiliated and berated her,” removed
her T-shirt, forced her to drink a glass of
urine, and threatened her with a gun.

A member of Manson’s team strongly
denied the accusations Friday. A source
close to Manson said the video was a
“scripted short film” featuring an adult
actor that was never released. Manson’s
lawyer Howard King described the previ-
ous claims by Bianco as “provably false”
and accused Bianco and her attorney of
making “outrageous financial demands
based on conduct that simply never
occurred.” Los Angeles police in February
confirmed they were investigating domes-
tic violence allegations against the singer
between 2009 and 2011.  

“Westworld” star Evan Rachel Wood
has also accused Manson of years of
abuse starting when she was a teenager-
allegations Manson called “horrible distor-
tions of reality” in an Instagram post.
Manson, who has long cultivated a con-
troversial image with his ghostly make-up
and stage name evoking serial killer
Charles Manson, has parted ways with
his record label Loma Vista Recordings
and Hollywood agency CAA since the
allegations became public. — AFP

Wes Anderson
film to compete
for Palme d’Or
at Cannes

T
he latest film by US director Wes
Anderson, “The French Dispatch”,
will premiere at this year’s Cannes

film festival in the official competition,
organizers said Friday. The film’s star-
studded cast includes Bill Murray, Tilda
Swinton, Timothee Chalamet, Adrien
Brody, Benicio del Toro and Saoirse
Ronan, as well as French actors Lea
Seydoux and Mathieu Amalric. The film-
initially planned to screen at Cannes last
year before the festival was cancelled
because of COVID-19 — “will have its
world preview premiere in the Cannes
competition”, the festival tweeted.

It follows events at the French foreign

news bureau of a Kansas newspaper set
in a fictitious 20th-century French city.
Two other films have already been con-
firmed for the official selection which
groups movies competing for the Palme
d’Or, one of global cinema’s top awards.
One is “Annette”, a musical film sched-
uled to open the festival, by Frenchman
Leos Carax starring Marion Cotillard and
Adam Driver and with 70s pop duo
Sparks contributing the score and, in col-
laboration with Carax, the screenplay.
The other is “Benedetta” by Dutchman
Paul Verhoeven-famous for “Basic
Instinct”-about the life of a novice nun in
the 17th century who has a love affair
with another woman.

The full line up of the official competi-
tion will be released on June 3. At the
last Cannes festival in 2019 the Palme
d’Or went to South Korean film “Parasite”
by Bong Joon-ho. The festival, the
world’s biggest film gathering usually
held in May, was this year postponed by
nearly two months because of COVID
restrictions and is now scheduled for July
6 to 17. US director Spike Lee will head
up the main jury. — AFP

A
n Indian YouTuber with more than
four million subscribers has insist-
ed he loves his pet dog after he

was arrested for letting it float into the air
tied to balloons and posting the video on
his channel. “Whoever is angry with me, I
apologize with folded hands. I understand
this was a big mistake,” Gaurav Sharma
said in a new video after being released
from custody late Thursday. But he added
that the viral clip of Dollar rising skywards
attached to a mass of multicolored bal-
loons gave the wrong impression about
his feelings for his pooch. “I’m unmarried
and Dollar is like my child,” the 32-year-
old said.

“In my old videos on YouTube you can
see, I shop for Dollar for summers, win-
ters. I buy him treats, I take him out. I
even celebrate his birthday by inviting
other dogs.” According to media reports,
police said they arrested Sharma after a
complaint from animal welfare organiza-
tion People for Animals. —AFP

In this file photo Marilyn Manson attends the
Season 10 Premiere of ‘The Walking Dead’ at
Chinese Theatre in Hollywood, California.—AFP 


