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People look at the sand nativity scene after it was unveiled in St Peter’s square at the Vatican. — AFP

The traditional nativity scene in St. Peter’s Square
won’t be so traditional this year.  For the first
time, it is made of sand - 720 tons of it. For the

past two weeks, Rich Varano, a professional sand artist,
has been guiding three sculptors from the Netherlands,
Russia and the Czech Republic, to craft the work, which
measures about 5.5 meters high by 16 meters wide.
Varano, 60, the artistic director of the massive work,
doesn’t mind if you call him “Mr Sandman”. Sand is his
life and love. The American from Florida divides his
time between the United States and Italy.

“It’s very special to be making one here in a place

with so much history, so much culture, so much art and
in the shadow of such masters,” he told Reuters on
Thursday as his team worked quietly to finish ahead of
Friday’s unveiling to the public. “It is an incredibly
humbling experience to be here,” he said. Heavy trucks
brought the sand, of a type particularly suited for
sculpting, from the northern Italian seaside city of
Jesolo, near Venice, in mid-November.

It was compacted into a large rectangle and the
artists started sculpting away from the top down with
tools including sticks, trowels, and even dental utensils
for the finer parts. “What separates us professionals

and the average person playing on the beach is that we
understand how to make sand stick together well,” the
white-bearded Varano said, wearing a yellow hard hat.
The scene consists of Joseph, Mary, the infant Jesus,
angels, shepherds, animals and the three wise men,
kings the Bible says followed a star in the east that led
them to Bethlehem.

Varano said beach sand is not suitable, partly
because it is not very compactable. The sand is taken
from more inland areas and is similar to river sand. A
large overhead canopy will protect the scene from any
heavy rain and plastic curtains will be lowered in case

of storms or strong winds before it is dismantled in
January. “It’s an ephemeral art in the sense that it is not
intended to last forever,” he said, “even though we
could make it last indefinitely if we wanted to”.

Varano said he expected some criticism from con-
servatives who think nativity scenes should be made
up of traditional statues. “I would not be surprised if
there were some people who had concerns, but there
are so many more who will enjoy it and that makes
me happy,” he said. Once the Christmas season is
over, it will be returned there and used for other sand
sculptures. —Reuters

Vatican’s St. Peter’s Square gets 
720-ton sand nativity scene

Dozens of chartered planes carrying celebrities, including former US
secretary of state Hillary Clinton, flew into a sleepy airport in west-
ern India for the lavish pre-wedding festivities for the daughter of

India’s richest man. Isha Ambani, 27, daughter of Reliance Industries chair-
man Mukesh Ambani, will marry Anand Piramal, 33, in the financial capital
of Mumbai next Wednesday, but the celebrations began this weekend in the
desert city of Udaipur, with feasts, singing and dancing, and other pre-
wedding rituals.

Security was beefed up as the high-profile guests started arriving at
Udaipur’s airport, said a source at the scene, who asked not to be identified.
Outside, they were awaited by luxury sedans driven by chauffers wearing
white uniforms and colorful Rajasthani turbans. The Clintons and the Ambanis
have an association that goes back more than 18 years and have met several
times both in India and abroad, according to Indian media reports.

Then President Bill Clinton held meetings in India with the Ambanis, includ-
ing deceased founder and Mukesh’s father Dhirubhai Ambani, just before and
after he left the presidency in 2000-2001. In March this year, when Hillary
Clinton visited India to deliver a keynote speech at a conference in Mumbai,
she dined with the Ambanis at their 27-floor Antilia residence - one of the
world’s most expensive homes, according to local media. Many other top
industrialists, politicians, sports and Bollywood stars descended in Udaipur on
Saturday to join what has been dubbed locally “the big, fat Indian wedding.” 

Indian steel magnate Lakshmi Mittal, Maharashtra Chief Minister Devendra
Fadnavis, cricket legend Sachin Tendulkar and newly-weds, actress Priyanka
Chopra and singer Nick Jonas were among the guests joining the bash. Former
head of advertising giant WPP, Martin Sorrell, BP Group CEO Bob Dudley,
Huffington Post founder Arianna Huffington, 21st Century Fox CEO James
Murdoch and Saudi Energy Minister Khalid Al-Falih are also invited.  The
wedding will bring together two of India’s most influential families.

Ambani, the chairman of Reliance Industries, has a net worth of $47 billion,
Forbes magazine says. The Piramals have interests in pharmaceuticals and real
estate, and according to a report in the news magazine India Today, have given
the couple a 50,000-sq-foot sea-facing home in Mumbai. Many in India,
where millions live in dire poverty, have closely followed the preparations,
including the couple’s engagement at the luxury Villa D’Este hotel on Italy’s

Lake Como, attended by more than 600 guests, and featuring a private per-
formance by singer John Legend.

Newspapers and websites have been full of details about the ceremonies,
the designer jewellery and clothes, with some of India’s top designers dress-
ing the wedding party. The wedding invitation includes necklaces and pre-
cious stones stacked in a two-tier floral box, at a cost of 300,000 rupees
each, India Today said. The wedding is the latest in a series of high-profile
marriages that began last year, when cricket captain Virat Kohli tied the knot
with Bollywood actress Anushka Sharma. Just last week, actress Priyanka
Chopra and US singer Nick Jonas had a two-day wedding at one of India’s
most ostentatious royal palaces. —Reuters

VIPs arrive at pre-wedding bash for daughter of India’s richest man

This handout photograph shows Reliance Industries chairman Mukesh
Ambani, right, and his wife Nita receiving former US first lady Hillary
Clinton, center, who arrived for the pre-wedding function of Mukesh’s
daughter Isha Ambani with Anand Piramal, in Udaipur. — AFP photos

Isha Ambani, right, daughter of Reliance Industries chairman Mukesh
Ambani, serves food to guests during an ‘Anna Seva’ ritual.

Reliance Industries chairman Mukesh Ambani, 2nd left, and his wife Nita,
left, serves food to guests during an ‘Anna Seva’ ritual.


