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Amateur Iraqi painter Mustafa Al-Tha’i talks to AFP in Hammam Al-Alil, south of
Mosul. — AFP photos
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Mustafa Al-Tha'i worked in secret at night, using his
brushes and pencils to record the violence he saw
during the day under the Islamic State group's bru-

tal reign in Iraq. The bloodied body of a man suspended by a
foot, another lying in a pool of blood with his severed head
on his back, a woman with her face burned by acid-these are
just some of the scenes captured by Tha'i. The 240 paintings
and drawings-which Tha'i composed from the time IS seized
his hometown of Hammam Al-Alil, south of Mosul, in 2014
until Iraqi forces recaptured it in late 2016 -- are an exhibi-
tion of horror.

"IS is the enemy of the arts, the enemy of life, so I told
myself that whenever I saw one of their crimes or something
they did, I would relate it," he said. "There were no journalists
and they did not allow photographs, so I recorded the image

in my head and at night at home, I painted," said the 58-year-
old, an oven and boiler repairman by trade who has been
"addicted" to drawing since childhood.

"The army is fighting against (IS) with weapons. Me, it's
with my brush, my colors, my drawings, my paintings," Tha'i
said as he sat cross-legged in his living room, drawing board
in his lap. At a time when art was banned by the jihadists-who
view depictions of people as contrary to Islam-and drawing
materials could not be found, Tha'i drew from his old stocks of
paints, papers and pencils to "resist." The pieces are simple
and colorful, and each one tells a story. "This child is a
Christian," he explained, pointing to a portrait of a weeping
girl. "They took her when she was 12 years old. She was mar-
ried to one of them, who left her to another, who married
her"-something that happened "four or five times," Tha'i said.

'It is my addiction' 
"I met her when I was in the hospital. She was crying. She

had bruises on her face, wounds on the hands and body. I
took a sheet of my medical record. I drew on it." Another
sketch depicts a man tied to a pole handcuffed and blindfold-
ed. Tha'i said the man was captured after firing at the
jihadists.  "They tied him to an electric pole and they execut-
ed him after torturing him." Tha'i did not keep his works at
home, instead leaving them with a friend who hid them
behind the back seat of his car. But he believes he was
denounced to IS, especially when he made sketches at work
during the day. IS "came to my house several times, they
found nothing," he said.

The religious police came one night: "They told me they
wanted my paintings and calligraphies. They took me away to

the desert." The jihadists lashed him and tied his legs to a car
and dragged him behind it. "I was reciting the Quran in a loud
voice... Then, they tied my hands and my feet, brought me
back and threw me in front of my house. I was found the next
morning," he said. Tha'i said he was detained for a total of 45
days because of his artworks, and twice sentenced to the lash.

But each time, the grandfather of seven kept drawing. "I
cannot give up drawing. It is my addiction, it calms me. I don't
smoke-I draw," Tha'i said. During one stint in jail, he broke
open a battery and used its contents to draw on a wall. A
guard made him erase it by licking it off. Today, he keeps his
artwork in boxes as testimony to what he saw, and paints
"what I have in front of me, what I find beautiful." — AFP

Iraqi artist secretly chronicled IS brutality

Brazil is home to the largest rainforest on Earth. It has
miles of sandy, deserted beaches, and stunning flat-
topped mountains. It invented samba and a devilish

little drink called the caipirinha. It has massive reserves for
native peoples and charming colonial towns built by the
Portuguese. Despite the seeming abundance of riches for
travelers, it has a tourism problem. Because while you may
have heard about the Amazon or the stunning beaches of
Rio de Janeiro, you have probably also heard that Brazil has
high crime, was swept by a Zika outbreak and that its politi-
cians have concocted the largest graft scheme in Latin
American history.

Most likely you've never visited Brazil. Only 6.6 million
foreigners did last year, according to the Ministry of Tourism.
That's about half the number that go to the tiny city-state of
Singapore, and this in a continent-sized country that the
World Economic Forum ranks No. 1 in natural resources and
No. 8 in cultural resources. Oh, and that hosted the 2016
Summer Olympics. "The highest gap between potential in
tourism in the world and what's been realized so far is Brazil,"
said Vinicius Lummertz, the president of Embratur, Brazil's
tourism board. "We have (everything) from Xingu (an indige-
nous reserve) and Indians to Oktoberfest in Santa Catarina."

Cheaper flights
In the face of a deep and protracted recession, the gov-

ernment is now hoping to change all that with several meas-
ures that aim to nearly double the number of foreign visitors
in the next five years. But hoteliers, travel bloggers and oth-
ers who work in tourism say there are many obstacles. The
government plan includes a law to allow 100 percent for-
eign ownership of airlines, with the aim of increasing flight
routes and driving down the cost of travel. Another plank
will allow Americans, Canadians, Japanese and Australians -
all of whom need visas to visit Brazil - to apply for visas
online, instead of at a consulate.

Cheaper flights and a smoother visa process will address
some tourist complaints about Brazil, but Alison McGowan
says the plan ignores the most glaring problem: Nobody
knows how great Brazil is in the first place. "People don't
even get as far as (applying for a visa)," said McGowan, the
CEO of hiddenpousadasbrazil.com , a guide to inns, bou-
tique hotels and B&B's in Brazil. "They haven't got people
wanting to go to Brazil yet."

McGowan and other tourism professionals say the gov-
ernment lacks a coherent campaign to promote Brazil
abroad - the real country, not just the cliches of Carnival and
soccer great Pele. Part of the government's plan is to beef up
Embratur. Officials there said they hoped that would lead to

a doubling of investment in promotion. Last year, Embratur
had a $16 million budget - which the agency said was much
less than what other South American countries spend.

McGowan and others said Brazil is particularly bad at
reaching modern global travelers who research trips and
make reservations online. McGowan called the country's
main tourism portal for foreigners, visitbrasil.com , "a dis-
grace." Lummertz, the president of Embratur, says the gov-
ernment's plan will help promote Brazil abroad. But he says
that the nation's tourist blues go beyond that. Latin
America's largest nation is still struggling to overcome
decades of isolation and remains the most closed of the so-
called BRICS economies, he says.

That has repercussions for tourism: High import taxes
and other hangovers from isolation make the country
expensive for travelers and reduce the quality of goods and
services. Few Brazilians speak English, partly because they
are unlikely to come across global travelers here. It's impossi-
ble, of course, to gloss over Brazil's real problems. It has one
of the highest homicide rates in the world. Rio's bay is pollut-
ed. And Zika is a risk. But the government and Embratur
need a counter-narrative for tourists.

Capital of pickpockets
"What is the world capital of pickpockets? It's Barcelona,"

said Ricardo Freire, who founded the Brazilian travel blog
viajenaviagem.com . "But (the residents) don't tell you not to

come there." The drawbacks of Brazil also need to be put in
context. Tourists are not likely to be visiting tough urban
neighborhoods where most crime happens, notes
Emmanuel Rengade, the owner of the luxury, ecological
hotels Pousada Picinguaba and Fazenda Catucaba. In the
countryside, Rengade says he doesn't even lock his door.

As for Zika, a mosquito-borne disease that has been
linked to a rare birth defect, cases this year have fallen dra-
matically, and the government declared the emergency over
this month. Rio's bay might be polluted, but the country has
more unspoiled nature to visit than any one person could
hope to see in a lifetime. And contrary to Brazil's messy
image, Ben Feetham says: "Everything seems to work."
Feetham, who is a reviewer for i-escape.com , a site that
curates a selection of boutique hotels and inns, honey-
mooned in Brazil in April and said he had none of the usual
stress about airport transfers or bus connections. All of the
fuss over reputation and promotion ignores the No. 1 thing
tourists like best about Brazil in surveys: the people, known
for being easygoing and welcoming. "Anybody who goes to
Brazil comes back loving it," said Pauline Frommer, the co-
publisher of the Frommer's guidebooks and frommers.com .
"The key is getting people there." — AP

In this file photo shows women wearing feathered hats with colorful ribbons performing the Retumbao dance during Marujada religious celebrations in honor of St
Benedict in the fishing town of Braganca, Brazil. 

In this file photo, girls in costume dance during Maracatu Carnival cele-
brations in Nazare da Mata, Pernambuco state, Brazil.

Tourists pose for a photo in front of the Sugarloaf hill in Rio de Janeiro,
Brazil. — AP photos

Brazil packed with travel riches, so why so few tourists?
'The key is getting people there'

In this file photo, people watch the sun set from Arpoador beach in Rio
de Janeiro, Brazil.

File photo shows tourists sit in a bar at a hotel overlooking Copacabana
beach, in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.

File photo shows the neighborhood of Pelourinho is decorated for the
World Cup in Salvador, Brazil.

File photo shows Caipirinha vendor Vanderclei Silva Santos, who says he struggles to communicate with for-
eign tourists, poses for a portrait at his stand on Copacabana beach in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.


