Artist invited to buy back 'stolen’ paintings

Photo: Richard Dobson
Celebrity artist Charles Billich and wife Christa at their gallery in The Rocks, Sydney

JAMIE WALKER

Pricey paintings and artworks by celebrity Sydney artist Charles Billich will be sold for a fraction of their
claimed worth by the Croatian town accused of stealing them 15 years ago. Adding insult to injury for
Billich, municipal officials in Lovran - his birthplace on Croatia's scenic Adriatic coast - have invited him
to bid for what he maintains is his own property.

The 32 oil paintings, sketches and illustrations are all that remains of an 87-item cache seized in 2008
in lieu of alleged non-payment of rent and taxes to the Lovran council by Billich, 89. He and socialite
wife Christa Billich, 78, who controls legal title to his art through their gallery business, insist no money
was owed and the $2m-plus collection was illegally confiscated.

Last week, Lovran Mayor Bojan Simonic advised that what was left of it was being exhibited prior to a
silent auction opening on November 30. But the council's valuation of the 32 paintings and artworks at
€45,577 ($76.495) was a gross underestimation when Billich's paintings had commanded six-figure
sums, his wife said. "I'm not sure | believe anything they say," Ms Billich told The Australian "I mean,
they're what legally belongs to us”.

In a letter to the Billiches friend and troubleshooter, independent filmmaker Steve Ravic, who spent
three months this year pursuing the outstanding artworks, Mr Simonic indicated the council's strong
preference was to sell to the couple. "I would sincerely be happiest if you could purchase them, thus
concluding this longstanding relationship," he wrote last week. "I hope you are aware that the public
announcement is the only way to change ownership of the paintings If you are interested, | truly ask
you to get in touch.”

A sceptical Ms Billich said the couple were unlikely to bid when they had made an offer last year to
meet the council's price - again at Mr Simonic's urging-only to hear nothing back.

Instead, they were seeking legal advice in Croatia on going to court to halt the sale. Under the guidelines
forwarded by Mr Simonic, written offers above the calalogue price would be considered until December
4,

The council wants to sell the collection as a single lot. This included a series of 12 paintings on Croatian
innovators especially prized by Billich and valued at €18,581 ($31,182) by the council.

But his wife said "We don't even know if the paintings are original. From what we have been told, there
are six or seven reproductions among them, and we’re not prepared to be misled again." However, Mr
Ravic said there was a Plan B. He was in touch with a wealthy Croatian businessman who was prepared
to purchase the Lovran collection and donate it to a charitable donation set up by the Billiches.

"Our concern is that this offer to sell to the Biliches is just a tick-the-box exercise by the Mayor so that
the paintings can go to one of his cronies ... as has happened in the past when they've been scammed."
Mr Ravic said on Friday. "I'd like to think this time they're genuine. There is certainly a pressure on the
council to do the right thing but let's see."

The case has been raised in federal parliament by Liberal senator Hollie Hughes, who detailed Billich’s
"shameful treatment” after he returned to his home town to help in the wake of the collapse of communist
Yugoslavia in the 1990s. Mr Simonic was contacted for comment.
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Australia’s richest person, Gina
Rinehart, has accused Mark Zuck -
erberg of doing nothing to stop the
promotion of scams and
“deceptive contert” on his social
masdia platforms, induding Face-
book and Instagram.

s Rinehart has personally
writbento the Meta chiel exemtive
to alert him o the “numerous
scammers” falsely using her name
and wentity onling o “Traod-
ulently solicit money from valner-

able people”
“In the last few weeks, 1 have

had mare than?s0 scams onFaoe-
bk, a5 opposed to only one on
Twitter (the platform now known
as X) in the same time period,
henee IU'd appreciate more efforts
laken in attempting to address
these issues Greater aclion is
needed to stop scams and inlen-
tonally fravndulent content Trom
being available and advertised to,”
Mrs Rinehart said.

“Meta needs to do more (as)
innocent  Australians are falling
victim to job scams through Faoe-
o™

ChatGPT investors
talk of CEO’s return
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Investorsbehind the Al company
behind ChatG PT are making «f-
forts tobring back chiel executive
Sam Altman, who was ousted on
Friday.

hr Alltman is considering re-
turning buthastold investorsil he
does return, he wants a new board
and  povernance  strocture  at
OpenAls sources say.

He has separately discussed
slarling a company that would
bring on former Opend lemploy-
e, induding several whe quit in
probest of his custer.

Leading  shareholders  in
CrpenAL including Microsolt and
venture fivm Theive Capital, are
helping to orchestrate the effocts

Altman

to reinstate Mr Altman. Mioo-
soft invested §US DN into Open-
Al and B its primary Anancial
backer. Thrive Capital is the sec-
ond-largest shareholder in the
COITIRNY.

her investors in the oome-
pany are supporlive of these
efforts, the souroes say.

The talks come as the oom-
pany was thrown into chaos after
OpenAl s board abruptly decided
topart ways with b r Altman, cit-
ing his alleged lack of candowr in
communications, and demoted
its president and co-founderGreg
Brockman, leading him to quit

Several high-level researchers
resigned: some of OpenAl's oor-
porate customers are looking for
alternativess and a high-stakes
financing with venlure capitalists
% nowy in jeopardy.

The exact reason for Mr All-
man’s firing remains unclear but
for weeks tensions had boded
arpund the rapid expansion of
OpenAls commercial offedngs,
which some board members felt
vielated the company’s inilial
charter todevelop safe Al

Under Mr Allman, OpenAl
went from asmall non-profit to a
multibillion-dollar company at
near-record speed thanks in part
to the launch of a for-profil arm

that enabled it to raise billions
from Microsofl

The whiplash of the past three
days reflects tension between the
research non-profit Mr Allman
co-founded  eighl vears ago,
whese board just Fived him, and
thecommercial arm that released
ChatGPT a vear aga, which be-
came oive of the most vical prod-
ucls inthehistory of technology.

Behind the turmaod is the odd
sovernanee structure that Mr
Altman helped create for Open-
AL which he oflten noted had the
pawer bolive him

Mot tech founder CEOs own
equity in their companies and re-
port b 2 board filled with repre-
senlatives of theirr investos o
helpensure decisions are made in
thebestinterestzof sharehalders.

Mr Altman and his @
founders purposely created a
structure in which neither of
thesethings wastrue

OpenAlwasfounded as anon-
profit in 2005, Mr Altman orea bed
a commercial arm for OpenAl
four years later — shortly after he
became CEC - to allow the oome-
pany terase thebillionsoldollars
it needed to fund the training of
its Al models However, that
commerdal arm was still pov-
ernad by a non=profit parent.

Thenearly $US30bn for-profit
arm is 49 per cent owned by
Microsoflt and indudes a bevy of
top venlure capilaligts as hackers
who were promised a share of
OpenAl's profits. None ultimat-
ely had any control over running
thecompany.

Opendl is poverned by a non-
profit board Mr Altman himsell
had nooequily in the company,
further diminishing his influence
with the board.

Thi allowed the board to es-
sentially oust Mr Altman without
the consent of some of OpenAl's
larpest investors and despile the
fact that he delivered rapid finan-
cial suecess for the company and
sent itsvaluation soaring.

His puster came as a shock to
Opendl's investors, employees
and customers. Micosoft, Thrive
and other investors were told of
the news minutes before it was
announced. Most employvees and
customers found out when the
blog peet was published on Friday
alternooe

Mr Altman wasenraged by the
board’s dedsion

He told friends last week itwas
ridiculous that the major share-
holders had no say in the om-
PANY'S BOVErTE NOE, SOITWE SOUICES
s
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Akubra caps off Forrests’
foray into Aussie fashion

PERRY WIEILLIA NS

Billionaires Andrew and MNicola
Forrest have bought Australian
hat maker Akubra, adding o a
string of  high-profile  brands
ol by the mining magnatein-
cluding BEM Williams and a stake
in Camilla.

The dsal by the Forrests™ pri-
vale inviestrment group Tattarang,
covers the handmade hats busi-
ness in Bempsey MSWwhichems-
ploys 20 staff

“We are humbled to be en-
tristad with a company which is
0 important o Australias na-
tioral identity,” Andrew Forrest
said. “Tattarang invests Lo ensure
companies like Akubra remain
Australian-owned  and  we're
proud to be able to ensure the
growth of Auvstralian manufac-
turing, both protecting and cre-
ating new jobs, particularly inour
regions”

Micola Forrest said: "Growing
up in regional KSW, my parents
taught me lifelong lessons about
hard work and resilience The

image of my Bther's tireless en-
erey and perseverance, measured
by the sweat on his Akubra, re-
rrei s etched Dnomy memaory.

“An Akubra has always been
part of my life, and a5 a new cus-
toddian 1 am excited to help new
peneraions discover this trea-
sured Australian ioon”

Three years ago the Forrests
bought bootmaker and bash out-
fitter B_AL Williams fom French
fashion giant Louis YVuitton in a
deal believed to be worth almoest
$200m. In January, Tattarang re-
portedly outlaid $42 5m for a 25
per cent stake in the Camilla re-
sort wearbrand.

Andrew and MNicola Forrest
splitasa couplein July this yvear.

Dr Forrest hadbeen ranked as
Australia’s second-richest person
behind fellow West  Australian
irenoremagnateGina Rine hart

While the Forbescue share-
holding is by Far their largest
azsel, they alsoown adiverse suite
of businesses and assels nceluding
pumerous  agricullure assets
commerdal buildings, and bou-
tique hospitality properties.

THE NATION

The letter, dated November 9,
is written by the mining magnate
on behall of several other promi-
ne it Avstralians such as entrepre-
e Dick Smith and billionaire
realestate developer Harry Trigu-
boff whose AT generated likeness-
=5 are being used o encourape
people o serd money booor invest
in dodgy business ventures like
cryplo currency and diet tech-
riques

She alsg cites “high profile
media personaliies” such as for-
mer & Current Affair host Tracy
Grimshaw and Today host Karl
Stefanovic, whise imapes are

=
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=
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Rinehart fuckerberg
being used for Mraudulent online
activities on Metas platforms.
Her personal letter & a last-
straw act and comes after Meta -
the owner of Facebook, Insta-
eram, Threads and mesasing app
WhatsApp — has failed o respond

or act on any of the official com-
plaints lodged with the tech com-
pany by her stalf over a number of
o the,

She called Meta's failure to act
o the numerous complaints of
the “huge surge in scams and
fravdulent content proliferating
acress - your soddal media plat-
forms" an “all too common trend”
where “real Avstralians are losing
their hard -ea rred money™

“Acmrding o the MNational
Anti Scams Centre, Australiansre-
ported a2 record $3lm lost to
scams in 2022 This represents an
B0 prer cend increase from the year

before The MASC ako estimates
that about B0 per cent of all scams
reported indude some form of im-
personation of a legiimate entity.
This has happened using me hun-
dreds of times, and my staff can't
keep v there are so many,” Mrs
Rinehart said.

“Bevond the tangible losses of
Billions of dollas, the emotional
and psvchological toll B huee. De-
spite our gaffs concerted efocls o
report such content, there remains
an alarming persistence of scams,
and new ones increasingly emerge”

Last vear, fellow hillionaire An-
drew  Forrest commenosd  legal
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proceedings against Facebook's
parent company after alleging the
spcial media company was crimi-
nally reckless in allowing bopus
advertsements using his image to
appearon itssite

Former Sunrise host David
Koch & secking legal action
against social media platforms
over several fake ads he under-
stands have swindled his fans out
oftens of thousa nds of dollars over
several years

“These (sodal media) plat-
forms have o be held account-
able)” he said in September. “If
these digital platforms can stop

Celebrity artist Charles Billich and wife Christa at their gallery in The Rocks, Sydney

Artist invited to buy back ‘stolen’ paintings

JAaMIE WALKEK

Pricey paintings and artworks by
celebrity Swdney  artist Charles
Billich will e sold for a feaction of
their claimed worth by the Croa-
tian town accused of stealing them
B yearsapo

Adding insull o injury For Bil-
lich, municipal offidals in Loy ean
—his birthplace on Croatia‘sseenic
Adriatic coast — have invited him
{0 bid Tor what he maintains is his
WL property.

The 32 oil painlings, shelches
and illustrations are zll that re-
mains of an B7-item cache seized
ine 2008 in leu of alleg ed non-pay-
ment of rent and taxes b the Lov-
cancounc by Billich, 859,

He and sodalite wife Christa

Billich, 78, who controk legal title
to his art through their gallery
siness, nsEl no money was
owisd and the $2m-plus colledion
was llegally confiscated.

Last week, Lovran Mayor
Bojan Simonic advised that what
was left of it was being exhibited
prior to a silent aucton opening
o ovember 300 But the coundal’s
valuation of the 32 pamtings and
artworks at €45577 (§76.4%) was
a gross underestimation when Bil-
lich's paintings had commanded
six-fgure sums, his wife said. “I'm
nel sure 1 believe anything they
say,” Ms Billich told The Austra-
lian “I mean, they've what legally
belongs tous”

In a letter to the Billiches
friend and troubleshooter, inde-
pendent filmmaker Steve Ravic,

who spent three months this vear
pursuing the oulstanding arl-
works, Mr Simonic indicated the
council’s strong preference was to
el tothe couple

“I would sincerely be happiest
if vou could purchase them, thus
conchuding this lonegstanding rela-
tionship,” he wrobe last week.

“I hopee you are aware that the
public announcerment & the only
way o change ownership of the
paintings If you are interested, |
truly ask vou togel in bouch.”

A seeplical Ms Billich said the
couple were unlikely o bid when
they had madeanoffer last vear to
meet the council’s prioe —again at
B e Simonic’s urging —only tohear
nothingback.

Instead, they were secking
legal advice in Croatia on going to

court to halt the sale. Under the
cuidelines forwarded by bMr Simo-
nic, written offers above the cala-
logue price would be considered
until December 4.

The council wants to sell the
collection as a single loL This in-
cluded a series of 2 paintings on
Croalian  innovators  especially
prized by Billich and valued at
€18581{$3L182) by the couneil

Bul hi wife =aid “We don't
even know if the paintings are
original From whatwe have been
told, there are six oF Seven repro-
ductions among therm, and we're
not prepared tobemisled again”

However, Mr Ravic said there
wasa Plan B Hewas in touch with
a wealthy Croatian businessman
whowas prepared to purchase the
Lovran collection and donate it 1o

B HARLY D s 0N

a charitable donation set up by the
Billiches.

“Our coneern is that this offer
tosel tothe Billiches is just atick-
the-box exercise by the Mayvor so
that the paintings can 2o o one of
his cronies .. as has happened in
the past when they'we been
scarnmed.” Mr Ravie said an Fri-
day. “I'd like to think this time
Lhey've genuine There is certainly
a pressure on the council to do the
right thing but lelssee”

Thecase has been raised in fed-
eral parliament by Liberal senator
Hollie Hughes, who detailed Bil-
lich’s “shameful treatment” after
he returned to his home Lown Lo
help in the wake of the collapse of
communit Yugoslavia in the
1990 Mr Simaonic was contacied
fior corrmumendt.

theaustralian.com.aun

Rinehart’s scam dunk on Zuckerberg

peoplke from posting because they
pul & rude picture up or the con-
tent & offensive, why cant they do
the same thing with these ads?"
Mrs Rinehart & vel to receive
any response from Meta and
wirnldn't be drawn on her next
step. “We will wait for 2 response
from br Zuockerbere” she said.
The Awstralian wnderstands
the socizl media giant is moving o
dishand its Australian news part-
nership tea m, with the last exen-
ive being moved into a role
focused on muosicpartnerships
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Search for
missing in
jet trainer
collision

RICIA RIVERA

A collision between two former
military planes trigeered a
multi-apency search in Victor-
ia’s Morningten Peninsula ate
on Sunday.

IU's understood the HMalian
military aircraft, two Viper
521 Marchett planesused as
jet trainers, were conducting a
formation [light over Port Phil-
lip Bay when they oollided and
one crashed intothe ooean

It is understood the other
plane sueeesslully made its way
back to Essendon Airpork

Police and air ambulance
helicopters, along with water
vessels, were scouring  the
waters  in Mount  Martha,
about S0km southeast of Mel-
bourne, for the two peeple be-
ligvied to have been in the
mEsin e plane

Crash debris had been spot-
e Doating on the water near
where the emergency vessels
were searching

Police confirmed they ar-
rived at The Esplanade at
Lé45pmand Ambulance ¥ ictor-
2 had been called shortly be-
forethen

Victoria Police said more
information would be released
“whenit was appropriate”™

John Mullen from Ambu-
lanee Victoria said ambulanees
were called at 1d43pm and
“We're involved in the search
along with other emergency
SETVIoes”.

The Awstralian Maritine
Safety  Authority  confirmed
each plane had two people on
it. “AMSA understands there
were Dwo people on board each
girraft one aircaft landed
safely at Essendon  airfiekd,
while the other crazhed into
the water in Port Phillip”™ it
waid

“AL L42pm, Alr Traffic Ser-
vioes advised the AMSA of a
mid-air collizion invelving bwo
light aircraft, about I2km west
of Mornington in Vidoria,” the
AMSA caid

The apency s co-ordinating
the response o the incident
and has tasked three rescuc
helicopters at the scere

Australian Transport Safety
Bureau  chiel  commissioner
Angus Mitchell said an investi-
gation would be launched inte
the inddent
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Coldplay runs hot in eco-friendly bizarro world coup

CobCYREME GHAY
ENTERTAI MMENT REPORT ER

The Tourem WA cheque must
have been one handsome payday
for Coldplay — near the end of the
first mghtof the British rock quar-
tet’s two Perth-exdusive shows,
frontmanChris Martin pe dormed
a “one-ime-only” ode for the
slate

“IT it's shitty, please don't pat it
on TouTube” he warned the
crowd before launching into a
song that referenced everything
from snakes in parks, hardoore
surfers who fear no sharks, Perth
musical heroes Bon Scott and
Tame Impala, and cricket legends
Justin Langerand Dennis Lilles

“My life would have been a
total failure if 1 hadn seen West-
ern Awstralia” Martin warbled to
a swooning crowd of 60,000,

It's hardly surprising that Mar-
tin and hiscrew — guitarist Jonny
Buckland, bassist Guy Berryman,
and drummer Will Champion -
can command a aowd they've
bee n packing stadiums forthebet-

ber parl of theircareer v et this mao-
ment was breathtaking inits mme-
shackle intimacy and weirdness.

In retrispect, the whole show
was wisitd Stepping intothes tadi-
urm el like touching down in an
eoo-friendly bizarroworkl.

The schtick for the bands
Busic of the Spheres shows isthat
they are eoo-0onscious — a point
driven home via QR oodes that
L o b it o linee mani festo.

Energy is harnessad from sta-
Liorary bikes and a Kinetic damoe-
Moo a backstage penerator hums
on woking ol the audience B
decked out in LED wristhands
rade fom B0 per cent oompo-
stable, plant-based materials,

In between support acts, the
sereens flitted between Coldplay’s
philanthropic work with Client-
Earth, The Oeean Cleanup and
Oine Tree Planted and advertise-
ments for their ¥/5 T<shirts Yet
whatever thoughts you may have
about the environmental/buy my
merch  hullabaloo  immediately
exit your brain oncoe the band
takes the stage and launches into
anunrelenting barrage ofhits

It almost goes withoul saying
that Coldplay is anepic live band.
They are impressively light Mar-
tin bounces around stage with all
the wvigour vou'd expect from
someone married to Gwyneth
Pallrow for more than a decade
and likely has a healthy reserve of
Lion's Mane adaptopens coursing
through their veins

IHUNCAN HAR NES

Coldplay does Perth at the Optus Stadium on Satunday

They are masstros al coaxing
emaotions out of the crowd. A
their melodies — even on limper,
new songs like Human Hearl -
spurkd positively gargantuan in
thestadium selting.

If vou hadn’t already fulfilled
vour biological destiny by shed-
ding a tear to The Scientist, you
were reduced 1o ablubbering mes

when Marin invited a voung fan
who had beaten cancer on o the
stage to sit with him by the piano
andsing Everglow. Even the idest
heart stood no chanee against the
thawing power of witnessing Yel-
low live, the entire stadium aglow
with goldenbeams bwinkling from
Lhe wristbands

The strength of the hils alone
would have sustained this show
but Caoldplay is committed o the
spectade I was a sensory overs
load attacking at every angle
pryrotechn ics, confett cannons fir-
ing off beach balk bouncing
around the audience, Martinon a
hoverboard, the entive band per-
Forrming inalien rolywl masks, and
a bizarre bit of puppetry with the
Jim  Henson  studio-designed
Angel Moon . which felt a lotlike
a seene from the Leps Carax
Cannes-winner Annette

There were three Australian
suppaort acts. Local opener Adrian
Davuke was up first and had the
sauce in spades. Dressed ina twee
Wes Andersonish burnt orange
dux, he dripped with charisma as
hoe poswered throue h 20 minutes of

liquid smooth Afre Pop. Brishane
indie-popr artist Thelma Plum was
mervous (one suspecs there were
issues with her in-ear monitors)
but her dosing song, the glorvious
Betterin Blak, was imumense

It seems like Amy Shark, the
last o po on before Coldplay,
crawlad out of the womb primied
for a stadium stage. She was all
swareerand seasoned profession-
alisrm, making her way through
hils like Adore and [ Said Hi and
crowd-pleaser  covers of  Bic
Rungas Sway and Kylie Min-
opue’s Can't Get You Cut of My
Hizad.

With chutzpah, she playfully
imagined the conversation within
the Coldplay camp about her se-
lection as the support act, imgper-
spnating Martin in what canonly
be deseribed as a drunk-Cockney
accent “MNow theres this Amy
Shark bird .. bloody hell, she's
amazing let’s go, baby!”

The two Coldplay concerts at
Perth's Oplus Stadium were the
enly Australian dates for the band.

Creordie Graywasaguest of Liwe
Mation.
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