
L i f e s t y l e  |  Fe a t u r e s
Friday, December 8, 2017

Friday 25

Da Vinci sold for 
$450 mn is headed 

to Louvre Abu Dhabi

‘Salvator Mundi,’ a painting of Christ by Leonardo Da
Vinci that recently sold for a record $450 million, is
heading to the Louvre Abu Dhabi in a coup for the

bold new museum, it announced Wednesday. The move be-
came possible after a little-known Saudi price reportedly
bought the painting last month. The Louvre Abu Dhabi, the
first museum to bear the Louvre name outside France, has
been billed as “the first universal museum in the Arab world,”
in a sign of the oil-rich emirate’s global ambitions.

“Da Vinci’s Salvator Mundi is coming to #LouvreAbuD-
habi,” the museum said on Twitter in Arabic, English and
French. The post displayed an image of the 500-year-old
work but did not identify its owner. Auction house Christie’s
has also steadfastly declined to identify the buyer, whose
purchase in New York for $450.3 million stunned the art
world. “Congratulations,” Christie’s said in a tweeted reply
to the Louvre Abu Dhabi.

The New York Times on Wednesday, citing documents it
reviewed, identified the buyer as Saudi Arabia’s Prince Bader
bin Abdullah bin Mohammed bin Farhan al-Saud, whose
country forbids the official worship of Christ or any other re-
ligion except Islam. Prince Bader has no history as a major
art collector but is a friend and associate of Saudi Arabia’s
powerful Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, the Times
said. Prince Mohammed, in turn, has been called an admirer
of Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Zayed Al-
Nahyan. The French weekly le Journal du Dimanche earlier
reported that two investment firms were behind the painting’s
purchase as part of a financial arrangement involving several
museums. The newspaper said that the work will be lent or
resold to museums, largely in the Middle East and Asia.
Prince Bader is listed as a director of Houston-based Energy
Holdings International, Inc.  The firm’s website describes him
as “one of Saudi Arabia’s youngest” entrepreneurs, present
in sectors including real estate, telecommunications and re-
cycling. The sale more than doubled the previous record of
$179.4 million paid for Pablo Picasso’s “The Women of Algiers
(Version O)” in 2015, also in New York.

High ambitions in Abu Dhabi 
The Louvre Abu Dhabi opened on November 8 in the

presence of French President Emmanuel Macron, who de-
scribed the new museum as a “bridge between civilizations.”
It is the first of three museums slated to open on the emi-
rate’s Saadiyat Island, with plans also in place for an edition
of New York’s Guggenheim. The island will also feature the
Zayed National Museum, which had signed a loan deal with
the British Museum-although the arrangement has come in-
creasingly into question due to construction delays.

Featuring a vast silver-toned dome, the Louvre Abu
Dhabi was designed by French architect Jean Nouvel, draw-
ing inspiration from Arab design and evoking both an open
desert and the sea. The museum opened with about 600
pieces including items from early Mesopotamia. — AFP

Christie’s employees pose in front of a painting entitled Salvator
Mundi by Italian polymath Leonardo da Vinci at a photocall at
Christie’s auction house in central London on October 22, 2017
ahead of its sale at Christie’s New York. — AFP

The rat kept crawling over Phekan
Manjhi’s arm as he battled to pin it to
the ground before he eventually man-

aged to kill it with repeated blows to the
head. The execution drew applause from
neighbors huddled around the 60-year-old
in a grimy courtyard outside his mud and
straw hut. Another meal lined up for the Rat
Eaters-some of India’s poorest people.
Phekan said it would take 15 minutes to pre-
pare the rat stew, as he dissected the animal
with his fingernails. 

“Almost everyone here loves this and
knows how it’s prepared,” he added. Phekan
is one of about 2.5 million Musahars-’Rat
Eaters’-one of India’s most marginalized
communities. Even the browbeaten low-
caste Dalits look down on them. “They are
the poorest amongst the poorest and rarely
hear about or get access to government
schemes,” said Sudha Varghese, who spent
three-decades working among Musahars in
the northern state of Bihar, where most live
and survive as dollar-a-day laborers. 

Rat eater minister 
“It’s a daily struggle for the next meal and

diseases like leprosy are an everyday reality,”
added Varghese, who was awarded India’s
top civilian honor for her work. Phekan’s
neighbor in the village of Alampur Gonpura,
28-year-old Rakesh Manjhi, bemoaned his
life. “We sit at home all day with nothing to
do. Some days we get work at the farm, on

other days we go hungry or catch rats and
eat it with whatever little grain we can get,”
Rakesh said. “Governments may have
changed but nothing has changed for us. We
still eat, live and sleep as our ancestors,” said
Phekan as he took the roasted rat off the fire
and poked the tender meat.

He cut the flesh with his hands into a bowl
and added mustard oil and salt.  The feast
disappeared in seconds as a dozen men and
half-naked children grabbed what they could.
“Nothing but education can change our lives
and future,” said Jitan Ram Manjhi, who in
2014 became the first Musahar chief minister
of any Indian state. His nine-month tenure
heading Bihar, one of India’s most populous
states, is considered a huge achievement for
the Musahars. “My community is so down-
trodden that I think even government records
don’t yet show its real numbers, which could
easily be around eight million,” Jitan Ram
added.

Training for life
As a child, the former minister herded cat-

tle for a rich landowner who employed his
parents as laborers. “They were almost like
bonded laborers, getting one kilogram of
grain for each day’s work. Even today, things
haven’t changed much for many,” he added.
Well-intentioned programs are often pri-
vately-run-like the Shoshit Samadhan
Kendra residential school for Musahar boys
on the outskirts of the state capital Putna. “I

started the school around a decade back
with only four students and today it has 430,
from remote Musahar communities across
the state,” founder JK Sinha told AFP. He dis-
covered how Musahars live while on a police
raid as a young officer four decades ago.
“They were cramped in a small hut with pigs
and the filth. It was shocking. Inhumane. I
can’t forget it,” Sinha said. 

RU Khan, the school principal, said the
Musahars face discrimination, seclusion and
squalor wherever they gather. “Most still only
work as farm laborers who are forced to
catch rats or snails in fields and scavenge for
grain if the crop fails,” Khan said.  Out of 430
pupils at Shoshit Samadhan Kendra, 117 lost
their fathers at an early age. “Once here, it
takes us at least a month to teach them the
most basic personal and social skills-like
using toilets, personal hygiene, washing
hands or eating food,” Khan said.

The regular education only starts after.
But once given a chance, the boys are proud
to get the opportunity to improve their lives.
Bihar’s Welfare Department Minister Ramesh
Rishidev insisted that life has improved for
the Musahars. 

“We’ve been working hard with the dif-
ferent communities, which includes the Musa-
hars,” the minister said. “Our workers go to
the communities to get their young enrolled
in schools. They are linked to government
skills and training projects to get them em-
ployment opportunities,” he added. — AFP

The ‘Rat Eaters’ of Bihar:
India’s poorest people?

A member of the
Musahar community
roasting a rat at
Alampur Gonpura
village in the eastern
Indian state of 
Bihar. — AFP photos

A member of the Musahar community 
holding a rat at Alampur Gonpura village.

A boy of the Musahar community eating roasted rat.


