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Man faces court for slashing 
Gainsborough painting

Satirical sculptures burn during the traditional Fallas festival in Valencia, Spain, Sunday. Every year the city of Valencia celebrates the ancient  ‘Las Fallas’ fiesta, a noisy week that is full of fireworks and processions
in honor of Saint Joseph that ends in the midnight of March 19, burning large paper mache satiric figures displayed around the streets of the city. — AP

Folks on Sesame Street have a way of making every-
one feel accepted. That certainly goes for Julia, a
Muppet youngster with blazing red hair, bright

green eyes - and autism. Rather than being treated like
an outsider, which too often is the plight of kids on the
spectrum, Julia is one of the gang. Look: On this friend-
liest of streets (actually Studio J at New York's Kaufman
Astoria Studios, where "Sesame Street" lives) Julia is
about to play a game with Oscar, Abby and Grover. In
this scene being taped for airing next season, these
Muppet chums have been challenged to spot objects
shaped like squares or circles or triangles.

"You're lucky," says Abby to Grover. "You have Julia on
your team, and she is really good at finding shapes!"
With that, they skedaddle, an exit that calls for the six
Muppeteers squatted out of sight below them to scram-
ble accordingly. Joining her pals, Julia (performed by
Stacey Gordon) takes off hunting. For more than a year,
Julia has existed in print and digital illustrations as the
centerpiece of a multifaceted initiative by Sesame
Workshop called "Sesame Street and Autism: See
Amazing in All Children."

Social skills
She has been the subject of a storybook released

along with videos, e-books, an app and website. The
goal is to promote a better understanding of what the
Autism Speaks advocacy group describes as "a range of
conditions characterized by challenges with social skills,
repetitive behaviors, speech and nonverbal communica-
tion, as well as by unique strengths and differences." But
now Julia has been brought to life in fine Muppet fettle.
She makes her TV debut on "Sesame Street" in the "Meet
Julia" episode airing April 10 on both PBS and HBO.
Additional videos featuring Julia will be available online.

Developing Julia and all the other components of this
campaign has required years of consultation with organ-
izations, experts and families within the autism commu-
nity, according to Jeanette Betancourt, Sesame
Workshop's senior vice president of US Social Impact. "In
the US, one in 68 children is diagnosed with autism spec-
trum disorder," she says. "We wanted to promote a better
understanding and reduce the stigma often found
around these children. We're modeling the way both
children and adults can look at autism from a strength-
based perspective: finding things that all children share."

Julia is at the heart of this effort. But while she repre-
sents the full range of children on the spectrum, she isn't
meant to typify each one of them: "Just as we look at all
children as being unique, we should do the same thing
when we're looking at children with autism," Betancourt
says. It was with keen interest that Stacey Gordon first
learned of Julia more than a year ago. "I said, 'If she's ever
a puppet, I want to BE Julia!'" No wonder. Gordon is a
Phoenix-based puppeteer who performs, conducts
classes and workshops, and creates whimsical puppets
for sale to the public.

Little differently
She also has a son with autism, and, before she start-

ed her family, was a therapist to youngsters on the spec-
trum. Although she figured her chances of landing the

dream role of Julia were nil, her contacts in the puppet
world paid off: Two friends who worked as Muppeteers
on "Sesame Street" dropped her name to the producers.
After submitting tapes, then coming to New York for an
audition, she was hired. In the introductory segment,
Julia is having fun with Abby and Elmo when Big Bird
walks up. He wants to be her new friend, but she doesn't
speak to him. He thinks she doesn't like him.

"She does things just a little differently, in a Julia sort
of way," Abby informs him. Julia, chuckling, then dis-
plays a different-but-fun way of playing tag, and every-
one joins in. But when a siren wails, she covers her ears
and looks stricken. "She needs to take a break," Big
Bird's human friend Alan calmly explains. Soon, all is
well and play resumes. "The 'Meet Julia' episode is
something that I wish my son's friends had been able
to see when they were small," says Gordon. "I remem-
ber him having meltdowns and his classmates not
understanding how to react."

Gordon says her son, now 13, isn't drawn to puppetry.
"He's more interested in math and science, and plays the
piano brilliantly," she says with pride. But she's having a
blast being part of the show that helped hook her, as a
child, on puppeteering. "It is so much fun to be on set
with everyone, and get to play up all the positive things
I've seen with the kids that I've worked with," Gordon
says. "At the same time, I come at this with a reverence. I
don't want to let the autism community down." — AP

A Muppet with autism to be 

welcomed soon on 'Sesame Street' 

Banksy West Bank hotel
to receive first guests

Secretive British street artist Banksy's hotel next to Israel's
controversial separation wall was due to welcomed its
first customers yesterday, two weeks after its surprise

launch. The Walled-Off Hotel in Bethlehem is only four meters
(yards) from the controversial wall which cuts through the
occupied West Bank, and all the rooms face it. The nine rooms,
which Banksy described as having the "worst view of hotel in
the world," range from $30 for a bunk bed in one room to
$965 per night for the presidential suite.

Guests, who will each put down a $1,000 deposit to ward
off theft of the dozens of new Banksy works on the walls, were
due to start arriving early afternoon, hotel staff said. Manager
Wissam Salsaa said they were nearly totally booked for the
next three months. "We have arrivals today from six different
countries, and I think most of our clients are flying just to stay
here," he told AFP. He rejected criticism the prices were unaf-
fordable for many Palestinians, saying they had nearly 50 staff
to pay and any profits would go back into the community.

"Everyone that came here thinks this is the most amazing
project," he said. "For letting the voice of the Palestinians be
heard." The hotel was announced unexpectedly at the begin-
ning of the month and the artwork, Banksy's largest new col-
lection in years, has been donated to the local community, the
hotel's website says. The artist closely protects his identity and
was not in attendance at the launch. The wall is one of the
most striking symbols of Israel's 50-year occupation, and has
become a major focus for demonstrations and artwork-includ-
ing by Banksy.

Israel refers to it as the security barrier and insists it is cru-
cial for keeping out would-be attackers, but an advisory opin-
ion by the International Court of Justice declared it illegal in
2004. The hotel's website encourages guests to explore the
possibility of painting on the wall-with a graffiti supplies store
next door with "everything you need to make your mark".
There was no major launch party planned, with staff dressed
in red waistcoats serving Walled-Off Salads and afternoon tea
in the lobby. A few tourists mulled around inspecting the
gallery selling Palestinian art and a museum highlighting the
history of the region.

Bea Kaufmann, a German living in the Israeli commercial
capital Tel Aviv, said she had come with friends as she thinks
it is "important to see the other side" of the conflict. The
rooms themselves have a deliberate faded luxury, with typi-
cal Banksy touches. Above a bed in one room an Israeli sol-
dier and Palestinian protester fight with pillows, while a tel-
evision supposedly showing CNN is cracked and backwards.
In the presidential suite, a working jacuzzi is fed from a leak-
ing water tank similar to those that adorn the roofs of many
Palestinian homes.

Museum, not gym 
The museum's curator, British professor Gavin Grindon,

told AFP earlier this month they wanted to highlight the
negative impact of Western intervention. "A lot of other
hotels have a gym, this one has a museum." "It is 100 years
that British people have been coming here and making a bit
of an imperial mess, from Tony Blair all the way back to Lord
(Arthur) Balfour in 1917." The Balfour Declaration, signed by
then British foreign secretary Balfour in 1917, promised the
Jews a homeland in what was then mandate Palestine. The
agreement is hailed by Israel as paving the way for its cre-
ation in 1948 and detested by Palestinians, who say it gave
away their homeland.

Banksy has a long history in the Palestinian territories. In
February 2015, he allegedly sneaked into the Gaza Strip
through a smuggling tunnel and painted three works on the
walls of Gaza homes destroyed in Israeli air strikes during the
previous year's conflict. In 2007, he painted a number of art-
works in Bethlehem, including a young girl frisking an Israeli
soldier pinned up against a wall. In 2005, he sprayed nine
stenciled images at different locations along the eight-meter-
high (27 foot) wall. They included a ladder reaching over the
wall, a young girl being carried over it by balloons and a win-
dow on the grey concrete showing beautiful mountains in the
background. His works, like elsewhere in the world, have
become tourist attractions. — AFP

This file photo shows a Banksy installation hangs above
the booths in the lobby at street artist Banksy's newly
opened Walled Off hotel in the Israeli occupied West Bank
town of Bethlehem. — AFP photos

This file photo shows a visitor looking inside a room at
street artist Banksy's newly opened Walled Off hotel in the
Israeli occupied West Bank town of Bethlehem.

This image released by Sesame Workshop shows Julia,
a new autistic muppet character debuting on the 47th
Season of ‘Sesame Street,’ on April 10, 2017, on both
PBS and HBO. — AP


