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When Mariel Chura joined a youth orchestra
at age 14, she did not even know what a
viola was.  Seven years later, she loves the

instrument, which has offered her an escape from the
hardships of everyday life in Bolivia’s biggest coca-
producing area. The Chulumani Youth Symphony
Orchestra has helped teens avoid the usual pitfalls
plaguing the region: drug and alcohol abuse, violence,
and family drama, according to the group’s director
and conductor Erik Castro.

Instead, they learn the discipline of classical music,
forge lasting friendships and dream of a future career
in the arts. Bright-eyed and slender, Chura grew up
picking coca leaves on her parents’ land in the
Cocayapu region, near Chulumani in the Yungas val-
ley, about 120 kilometers east of the capital La Paz.
When she received visitors on a suffocatingly hot and
humid day, she took out her instrument and filled the
family home with music, as her mother Lidia turned
the pages of her sheet music. 

“I feel calm (playing the viola). It’s like you forget
everything-you’re focused on playing, you forget your
problems,” Chura said. A fan of German Baroque
composer Georg Philipp Telemann-but also Vivaldi,
Mozart and Bach-Chura says she dreams of playing in
a symphony orchestra like Venezuela’s Simon Bolivar
Symphony Orchestra, founded in the 1970s by Jose
Antonio Abreu, who developed the country’s El
Sistema music education program.

She is not alone-many of the 80 or so children and
young adults in the Chulumani Symphony hope their
love of music can turn into a lifelong occupation.
Chura’s foray into music wasn’t easy. She was picked
on by classmates. The boys in the group were the tar-
gets of homophobic slurs for playing in the orchestra.
At age 18, Chura used her income from the coca fields
to buy her own her viola for $115 - a significant
amount of money for her.

Now, she is studying engineering at the Higher
University of San Andres in La Paz, where she lives

during the week. On weekends, she goes home to
teach viola to two little boys and continue rehearsing
with her fellow orchestra members.

Orchestra is a ‘sanctuary’    
The Chulumani Symphony welcomes children from

ages four to 22 who are hoping to learn about music
and invest in their futures. “The orchestra has become
like a sanctuary, where kids come and feel like they’re
free from those problems” that usually mark adoles-
cence, Castro told AFP.  Like other Bolivian kids, these
young musicians “have a lot of social problems
(around them). These days, it’s not just drugs and
alcohol; instead, there’s violence, the issue of family
abandonment, lack of affection,” he said. 

“We’ve been a kind of prevention program”
against drug and alcohol use by default, said Castro,
who has become a role model for his music students.
The orchestra was founded in 2011 with a combina-
tion of support from the city of Chulumani and private
organizations.

Since then, several students have been awarded
scholarships to universities at home and abroad, as
well as to conservatories in Peru and Costa Rica,
Castro says.  The conductor agreed with Chura that
they need to combat the stigma about young boys
playing in the orchestra, and the bullying they are
suffering, as it resulted in fewer young boys wanting
to join. —AFP 

Bolivian youth orchestra 
plays for the future

General view during the presentation of the Youth Symphonic Orchestra of Chulumani - where Bolivian coca grower Mariel Chura, 21, plays the viola - in Chulumani, some 120 km north of La Paz. — AFP photos

Bolivian coca grower Mariel Chura, center, 21, plays the viola.

Mariel Chura, 21, harvests coca leaves in her lot.

Cuba’s Communist government defended on
Friday a controversial new decree tightening
control on the cultural sector but said it would

seek artists’ backing for how it will be implemented, a
move those who had protested against the decree
hailed as a victory. Culture Minister Alpidio Alonso
Grau said during a roundtable discussion broadcast
on state TV that the government, which has promoted
local artists since Cuba’s 1959 revolution, was target-
ing vulgar, offensive and mediocre content with the
legislation.

Decree 349, which was published in July and theo-
retically came into force on Friday, gives government
inspectors the right to shut down exhibits and per-
formances deemed to violate Cuba’s revolutionary
values and to confiscate artists’ belongings. Alonso
Grau said the authorities would meet with artists
nationwide over the coming days to seek their con-
sensus on how enforcement of the decree would work
in practice.

Except in the most extreme cases, the minister said,
the decision to shut down a cultural event could only
be made by a group of officials, and not a single
inspector. “The enemies of the revolution have tried to
present the decree as an instrument for censorship
and to ignore what cultural policy signifies,” he said on
a show that also featured well-known local artists who
voiced support for the decree.

When decree 349 was first announced, only a small
group of artists working outside state institutions and
most affected by the legislation spoken out against it.
Such artists had gained greater autonomy in the wake
of Cuba’s market reforms by exhibiting or performing
in newly opened private venues. — Reuters

Cuba defends controversial
arts decree but seeks 
consensus on norms 

Belgium’s Africa Museum will reopen to the public on
Sunday after five years of renovations designed to mod-
ernize the museum from an exhibition of pro-colonial

propaganda to one that is critical of Belgium’s imperialist past.
The museum, full of artifacts and stuffed wildlife, was often
criticized for ignoring the brutalities of King Leopold II’s fief-
dom, whose troops collected the hands of those who resisted
slave labor at a time when millions of Congolese people are
estimated to have died.

Many of the artifacts remain, but there is more commentary
from African people on video screens, displays by Congolese
artists, one including a 120-member family tree, in a bid to
centralize Africans rather than Europeans. Colonial history is
now concentrated in one gallery, rather than dominating the
whole museum, which also deals with current issues facing
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) and its diaspora.

“We also assume our responsibility that for more than 60
years, we’ve diffused, we’ve disseminated an image of a supe-
rior, western way of thinking to African cultures,” said museum
Director Guido Gryseels. In the large rotunda, a statue remains
of a European missionary with an African boy clutching his
robes with a plaque that reads: “Belgium brings civilization to
Congo”. But now the room is dominated by a giant wooden
sculpture of an African man’s head, sculptured by an artist
born in DRC. The museum also features a new entry pavilion.

Many Belgians remain ignorant of their country’s harsh rule
in what is now Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) in the
late 19th century. It became the setting for Joseph Conrad’s
influential 1899 novella “Heart of Darkness”. Belgium’s colonial
past made the small European country one of the world’s most
successful trading economies. The 66 million euros renovation
to the Africa museum, set in a palatial, neoclassical building in a
landscaped park just outside the capital Brussels, hopes to
confront Belgians with their colonial past.

But activists says that by containing stolen artefacts it rep-
resents a continuation of colonialism. “There is no decolonisa-

tion without restitution,” said Mireille-Tsheusi Robert, who
was born in the DRC before moving to Belgium, where she
authored a book on racism. The debate about whether colo-
nial-era art should be returned home has intensified after
French President Emmanuel Macron promised to return some
African art to the continent and Germany this year published
guidelines for considering repatriation.

Gryseels said the museum was open to returning some
artefacts. King Philippe declined an invitation to attend the
museum’s inauguration on Saturday, but Prime Minister
Charles Michel and some ministers will attend. Activists will
hold a separate ceremony nearby at the graves of seven
Congolese who died of influenza when they were imported for
exhibition in a human zoo. The group is demanding Belgium
erect a plaque in remembrance. — Reuters

Belgium’s Africa Museum reopens to
confront  its colonial demons 

Britain’s Prince Harry made a solo
appearance at a gala performance
of the rock musical “Bat out of

Hell” on Thursday in aid of his Invictus
Games Foundation. Harry met several of
the wounded servicemen and women
helped by the foundation and addressed
the audience on stage at the Dominion
Theatre. The musical, written by com-
poser Jim Steinman, is based on the “Bat
out of Hell” rock album trilogy by Meat
Loaf and follows a love story set in a
post-apocalyptic Manhattan.

The show began a partnership with
the Invictus foundation earlier this year
and offers free tickets, theatre work-
shops and private tours to wounded
service people and their families. Harry
and his wife Meghan Markle - officially
known as the Duke and Duchess of
Sussex - are expecting their first child in
the spring. In August, they both attend-
ed a special performance of the musical
“Hamilton” at the Victoria Palace
Theatre in London. —Reuters

UK’s Prince
Harry attends
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in London

A journalist visits Belgium’s Africa Museum before its reopen-
ing to the public in Tervuren, Belgium. — Reuters


