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A gallery employee poses with an artwork entitled ‘Girl and Balloon’ (Diptych) by Banksy, during a
photocall at Christieís auction house in central London. — AFP 

This file photo shows an aerial view of the Big Buddha and Kata Beach, a day before the ‘Phuket Sandbox’ tourism scheme that allows visits by people
vaccinated against the COVID-19 coronavirus is set to launch. — AFP 

Fully vaccinated travellers from any
country can now book holidays to
tourism haven Phuket, the Thai gov-

ernment has announced, under tweaks to
a struggling quarantine-free travel scheme.
Thailand’s tourism industry has been on its
knees, with the coronavirus pandemic and
related restrictions slashing visitor numbers
from 40 million in 2019 to a mere trickle
over the last two years. Pre-virus, the sec-
tor made up a fifth of Thailand’s national
income, and the travel curbs have fed into
the country’s worst economic performance
in more than two decades.

The kingdom launched a “sandbox”
scheme in July, which allowed fully vacci-
nated travellers from countries considered
low-to-medium risk to roam free on the
popular beach island for a fortnight, and
then afterwards travel to the mainland with-
out quarantine. Last week, authorities cut
the required stay to a week, in line with

national changes to quarantine rules. The
Tourism Authority of Thailand announced
late Friday that the scheme had been
broadened from the around 80 countries
already eligible. “This means Thailand is
now welcoming travellers from any country
in the world to the sandbox program,” it
said in a statement.

Foreign Ministry spokesman Tanee
Sangrat said unvaccinated children would
be able to travel with their vaccinated par-
ents. The sandbox program has already
lured more than 38,000 visitors to the white
sands of Phuket, and generated $66.67
million. But tourism operators are luke-
warm on the revival of the island’s econo-
my, where 90 percent of hotels have been
shuttered. They have been pleading for the
government to simplify entry requirements
to increase visitor numbers. The changes
will allow previously excluded Indonesians
and Malaysians to travel to Phuket.

Before the pandemic, Malaysia was
Thailand’s second biggest source of
tourists, with more than four million trav-
ellers visiting in 2019. Thai authorities hope
to reopen five other destinations, including
capital Bangkok, using the sandbox model
from the start of November, followed by 20
more locations in December once vaccina-
tion rates increase. However, travel advice
from other countries discouraging would-
be tourists could hamper Thailand’s plans
to reboot the industry. Britain and the US
have issued travel warnings as the country
grapples with a deadly third wave of the
virus and low vaccination rates. Daily new
case numbers are hovering at around
11,000, following a peak of 23,000 in
August-but testing levels have also
declined. — AFP

Actress Scarlett Johansson and
Disney announced Thursday they
reached a settlement in her lawsuit

over her compensation for “Black Widow,”
which she said was slashed when the stu-
dio released the movie on streaming at the
same time as in theaters. Johansson, one
of Hollywood’s biggest and top-paid stars,
was entitled to a percentage of box office
receipts from the much-anticipated Marvel
film, according to the suit filed in Los
Angeles in July. The superhero saga was
originally due for a big-screen release last
year, but was delayed multiple times due to
the COVID-19 pandemic and was eventu-
ally released in July-simultaneously in the-
aters and on Disney+.

Johansson argued that the strategy
constituted a breach of contract, costing
her millions of dollars. Disney countered
that her complaint was without merit and
derided her “callous disregard for the hor-
rific and prolonged global effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic.” But on Thursday,
the two sides said they had settled their dif-
ferences. Terms of the agreement were not
disclosed. “I am happy to have resolved
our differences with Disney,” Johansson,
36, said in a statement sent to AFP. “I’m
incredibly proud of the work we’ve done
together over the years and have greatly

enjoyed my creative relationship with the
team. I look forward to continuing our col-
laboration in years to come.”

Alan Bergman, the chairman of Disney
Studios Content, said he was “pleased”
with the “mutual agreement,” and added
that the company looked forward to work-
ing with Johansson on “a number of
upcoming projects.” Entertainment news
outlet Deadline put the settlement’s value
at “more than $40 million,” citing unnamed
sources. Rival studio Warner Bros was
slammed last year for a similar decision to
release all of its 2021 movies simultane-
ously in theaters and on its HBO Max plat-
form. Warner renegotiated many of its
deals with stars and filmmakers, reportedly
paying out $200 million to compensate for
the loss of box office earnings. — AFP

Gloria Estefan
reveals she was
sexually abused
at age nine

Grammy-winning pop star Gloria
Estefan revealed Thursday that she
was sexually abused by a relative

when she was nine years old. The Cuban-
American singer shared the childhood
trauma during an episode of her Facebook
Watch series “Red Table Talk: The
Estefans,” alongside her adult daughter
and niece. “Ninety-three percent of abused
children know and trust their abusers. And
I know this, because I was one of them,”
said Estefan, now 64. The assault was
committed while Estefan was at a music
school, by a distant male relative who was
“in a position of power” and exploited
Estefan’s mother’s trust in order to molest
the young singer, she said. “You’ve waited
for this moment a long time,” Estefan’s
niece Lili told her, taking her aunt’s hand. “I
have,” she replied.

Estefan, who sang the 1985 mega-hit
“Conga” with Miami Sound Machine,
described how her mother had “felt lucky”

that the music teacher said her child was
talented and gave her special attention. “I
knew that this was a very dangerous situa-
tion,” Estefan said. “And when I revolted
and I told him this cannot happen, you
cannot do this, he goes ‘Your father’s in
Vietnam, your mother’s alone, and I will kill
her if you tell her.’” Estefan said she lost
some of her hair due to anxiety over the
abuse. She eventually told her mother, and
police were summoned. But they advised
Estefan’s mother not to press charges

because she would “go through worse
trauma” if she took the stand to testify.
Another television personality, Clare
Crawley, appeared on the episode to dis-
cuss how she too was abused as a child. “I
also did not want to sit here quietly while
you share and are brave,” Estefan told
Crawley. — AFP

After a year of playing to empty hous-
es, Britain’s Royal Ballet dancers
William Bracewell and Fumi Kaneko

are eager to “celebrate what we do best”
when they return to the public stage as
Romeo and Juliet. “I haven’t done this, a
three-act ballet for ages,” Japanese prima
ballerina Kaneko told AFP after a rehearsal
of the famous balcony scene. “To be able
to dance with a whole company of ballet
dancers is so special.

“Romeo and Juliet is my dream role, I’m
enjoying every minute of the rehearsal right
now,” she said of the Kenneth McMillan
choreographed work, ahead of World
Ballet Day on October 19. In one aerial
scene, Kaneko is entranced by her
Romeo, Bracewell, who twirls her around
and draws her closer into an embrace,
crowned by a kiss. Bracewell said the
return of in-person audiences after more
than a year of rolling lockdowns was “what
we needed to do, to come back together
and celebrate what we do best, which is tell
those amazing stories”.

Kaneko revealed other problems thrown
up by the pandemic, saying “even when we
came back to studio we had to wear
masks.”I think we did struggle a lot, this
breathing with a mask”, even if it meant
they “could do what we want to do”. Britain
began lifting its coronavirus lockdown
restrictions in July, as a mass vaccination
campaign reduced hospital admissions for
severe COVID and deaths. Bracewell said
now was the time for everyone who has
made some sacrifices “to start hopefully
getting back to some sort of normality and
getting the joyful parts of life as well”.—AFP

UK street artist
Banksy’s famous 
balloon girl work
to go on sale

Aversion of British graffiti artist
Banksy’s famous “Girl and Balloon”
artwork was unveiled by Christie’s

on Friday, as the highlight of the London
auction house’s upcoming sale. The two-
part or diptych canvas depicts a small child
letting go of a heart-shaped red balloon
and was painted by the elusive wall dauber
in 2005. It is expected to fetch up to £3.5
million (4 million euros, $4.7 million) when
it goes on sale on October 15. “Of course,
Banksy is the king of the streets, he’s
almost a bit like the Robin Hood of the art
world,” Katharine Arnold, head of Post-War

and Contemporary Art in Europe for
Christie’s, told AFP.

“Banksy used this image... outside a
printing shop, it appeared on a wall, then
a couple of years later, it appeared on the
Southbank, another little girl with another
balloon, and then in 2005, he created this
diptych addition of works,” she explained.
The girl with balloon has “become some-
thing of a leitmotif for Banksy and it’s very
very celebrated,” added Arnold. “I think
after 18 months of long pandemic, really
this sense of hope and aspiration that
you have with this little girl letting go of
the love into the world as she lets go of
the balloon is what we absolutely need at
this moment in time.”

A Banksy canvas that was partially
shredded moments after it sold at auction
in 2018 is going back under the hammer
on October 14. Originally called “Girl with
Balloon” but now entitled “Love is in the
Bin”, it is being offered for sale by
Sotheby’s, with a guide price of £4-6 mil-
lion. — AFP

UK’s top
ballet stars
leap back
into spotlight

Gloria Estefan

Royal Ballet dancers Fumi Kaneko and William
Bracewell rehearse a scene from Kenneth
MacMillan’s adaptation of Romeo and Juliet,
during a media showcase at the Royal Opera
House. — AFP 

In this file photo Kendrick Lamar performs during the 60th Annual Grammy Awards show in New
York. — AFP photos

In this file photo US rapper Eminem performs
onstage during the 92nd Oscars at the Dolby
Theatre in Hollywood, California.

In this file photo DJ Snoopadelic (aka Snoop
Dogg) performs on stage during a ‘Concerts in
Your Car’ performance at the Ventura County
Fairgrounds in Ventura, California.

California icons Dr Dre, Snoop Dogg
and Kendrick Lamar along with Mary
J Blige and Eminem will perform at

the Super Bowl halftime show in February
2022, the National Football League
announced Thursday. The celebration of
West Coast hip-hop in one of music’s most
visible gigs is fitting for Super Bowl LVI,
which will be held in Los Angeles for the
first time in nearly three decades. In 2019,
the NFL tapped Jay-Z to steer its musical

performances-the halftime show is among
pop’s most coveted slots-which the league
hailed as a move to promote social justice.
Music mogul Dr Dre has produced albums
for each performer in the lineup, with
Eminem and Lamar both signed to the pro-
ducer’s Aftermath Entertainment label.

“The opportunity to perform at the
Super Bowl halftime show, and to do it in
my own backyard, will be one of the
biggest thrills of my career,” Dre said in a

statement, vowing “an unforgettable cul-
tural moment.” The star-studded perform-
ance on February 13, 2022 will fall three
years after the NFL faced sharp criticism
by choosing pop-rock band Maroon 5 to
lead the marquee show-whose audience
usually tops 100 million-in Atlanta, for
years seen as America’s hip-hop capital.
Prominent artists including Rihanna, P!nk
and Cardi B had reportedly turned down
the offer to headline that year, amid con-

troversy over protests calling attention to
police brutality against African Americans
that were spearheaded by former San
Francisco 49ers quarterback Colin
Kaepernick. Canadian artist The Weeknd
headlined the halftime performance at
this year’s Super Bowl, with Jennifer
Lopez and Shakira taking the stage in
2020. — AFP

Dre, Snoop Dogg lead jam-packed Super Bowl halftime lineup


