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Young Somalia 
residents attend a
book fair held in
Hargeisa,
Somaliland. — AFP 

Six paintings by Dutch-American abstract master Willem de Kooning, artist of “Excavation”
seen on an electronic billboard in New York in 2014, were found in a storage locker in New
Jersey. — AFP 

People perform on the stage a scene from the play “To kill the
elephant”, during the premiere of the festival called “Class
Act: East-West” in Kiev. — AFP photos

People perform on the stage a scene from the play “Romeo
from Avdiivka”, during the premiere of the festival called
“Class Act: East-West”.

Actors and directors hold placards reading a hashtag “FreeSentsov” with an appeal to free Ukrainian film director Oleg
Sentsov, at the end of the premiere of the festival called “Class Act: East-West”.

Aged just 16, Abdishakur Mohamed confidently
presented his latest work to the Hargeisa book
fair, an event that has transformed Somaliland’s
literary scene over the past decade. Abdishakur

spent four years writing “Ab-ka haleel” (“In the footsteps
of our ancestors”), intended as a rebuttal of friends who he
says were not “embracing their culture”. “Instead they see
it as unimportant, and their Somali identity is in danger,”
he told AFP.

At the first annual event in 2008, organizers only exhib-
ited a handful of books borrowed from friends and attract-
ed just 200 visitors. Ten years on and literature has taken a
prominent place in Somaliland’s culture. New writers have
emerged, volumes are being edited, book clubs formed
and public libraries opened.

The book fair, being held from Saturday July 21 to
Thursday July 26, has been a key factor in Somaliland’s
embrace of literature. The fair now has international
appeal and attracts exhibitors from across the world while
helping to raise awareness of the self-proclaimed coun-
try’s relative stability in contrast to Somalia. Somaliland
broke away from the rest of the troubled Horn of Africa
country in 1991 — but has gone without international
recognition since.

‘Here to encourage the young’ 
“I come because it’s a space that really allows people

from all walks of life, from ambassadors, to politicians, to
artists, to thinkers; different people to just come here and
share ideas about the future of Somaliland-as well as
looking back at the past,” said filmmaker Khadra Ali. “We
are here to encourage the young people and tell them the
value of writing, whether it’s books, poetry or things relat-
ed to art,” said author and playwright Yasmin Mohamed
Kahin, whose work was exhibited at this year’s fair.

Somaliland and Somalia have a long oral storytelling
tradition that celebrates poets like Mohamed Ibrahim
Warsame, known as Hadraawi, who is considered by some
to be the Somali Shakespeare. It was only in 1972 that the
Somali language was codified by the military government
of Siad Barre in an effort to strengthen national identity.
But armed resistance to Barre’s increasingly authoritarian
rule slowed the momentum of the language’s formalization.
The Somali army subsequently bombed Hargeisa, pushing
Somalilanders into exile in Europe and the Gulf as well as
to refugee camps in Ethiopia.

One visitor to the fair is activist Edna Adan, the 80-
year-old former foreign affairs minister and wife of
Somaliland’s second president, Mohamed Ibrahim Egal.
Adan, who enjoys celebrity status among young people
for her activism, recalled her late 1990s visit to the site
where the Hargeisa cultural centre that hosts the fair now
stands. The complex, comprising a library, gallery and the-
atre, opened its doors in 2014. “I couldn’t walk in the
streets here because the Somali soldiers had laid mines,”
she said. Initial efforts to promote books and reading
received a “very tepid” response, she said. “But then it

took off extraordinarily.” Adan added that every year there
were more and more young people inspired to write in
Somali, as well as foreign languages including Arabic and
English.

‘The value of books’ 
“It introduced young people to the value of books-

something they didn’t know before,” she said. Jama Musse
Jama, a researcher at the University of Pisa, returned from
Italy in 2008 and founded the fair. He had previously
assumed that his countrymen did not read because of their
strong oral tradition. “But then I came here and I realized
that was not the reason. What was missing was the raw
material. There were no books circulating,” said Jama.

“We forgot who we are. We forgot art, culture, music.
You know, in the 40s, 50s, 60s, Somali music used to be
one of the best African music scenes. Today maybe young
people have no idea what Somali music is.” But Jama
insists that “things have completely changed” as aware-
ness of literature and other art forms has grown.
Photographer Huda Ali, who in 2017 published an antholo-
gy of images depicting Somaliland, agrees. “Ten years ago
they were sometimes surprised to see a girl with a camera
in the street-it was something very strange to accept. But
over time they changed,” she said.  A delegation from
Rwanda were the guests of honor at this year’s event.
Rwandan artist Carole Karemera said that Somaliland, like
her own country, had been buoyed by a new artistic “self-
confidence” after coming close to total destruction. 

When an American art dealer
dropped $15,000 on what he
thought was “junk” in a New
Jersey storage locker, he nev-

er imagined it could be the deal of a life-
time. But he now believes stashed in the
unit were six paintings by Dutch-American
abstract master Willem de Kooning, which
could be worth millions of dollars. The auc-
tion record for a de Kooning is $66.3 mil-
lion, set for large canvas “Untitled XXV” at
Christie’s in 2016, while another sold pri-
vately for a reported $300 million in 2015.
Another piece of luck, according to New
York gallery owner David Killen, is a
painting by Swiss modernist Paul Klee that
he says was also found in the unit.

The works originally came from the stu-
dio of Orrin Riley, a superstar in the art
restoration business who died in 1986,
leaving everything to his partner, Susanne
Schnitzer, who was killed in a traffic acci-
dent in 2009. Her executors-friends in
New Jersey-spent years trying to find
rightful owners for the art, but no one
came forward to claim the 200 pieces lan-
guishing in the storage unit, near the Ho-
Ho-Kus township. “Honestly all I knew was
(an)other auction house passed on it, so
my feeling was it was a bunch of junk,”
Killen told AFP by telephone. “All these
things are boxed up. I said, ‘Look, I’ll give
you $15,000 for it. I’ll take a chance,’” he
said. If nothing else, he thought the items
would pad out auctions he holds every two
weeks. It was only once the items were
being unloaded that he spotted what he
believes to be de Kooning paintings.

‘Blown away’ 
The work is not signed, but Killen said a

restorer based on Long Island, who used
to work for both Riley and de Kooning,
also believes they are genuine. “I can see in
his eyes, he’s shaking,” Killen told AFP. “He
said ‘this is exactly what de Kooning was
doing in the ‘70s, one after the other.”  Art
conservator Lawrence Castagna says he
“absolutely” believes the six oil-on-paper
works to be de Koonings, but stressed it
was “just my opinion.” “I’m just blown
away by the whole discovery to tell you
the truth,” he told AFP. Castagna said he
did “minor repair work” but otherwise the
works would be sold as they were found,
anticipating significant interest when they
go on display for the first time publicly in
nearly 35 years.

Killen is hosting a party on Tuesday to
unveil the paintings, which he believes
could fetch anywhere from $10,000 to $10
million when he offers them for auction lat-
er this year and next January. “I’m excited.
Believe it or not-and people will laugh
when they hear this-it’s not about the mon-
ey. I want some publicity for my auction
house,” he said.

But what would he do with a bonanza
check? New doors for his gallery and a
“really nice apartment,” he replies. The
New York Post first reported the story on
Sunday. Since then, the telephone has been
ringing off the hook, he said. “The reac-
tion’s been tremendous.”— AFP

Art dealer ‘finds’ six de 
Koonings in New Jersey unit

Book fair turns the page 
for literature in Somaliland

Aboy flees his war-scarred hometown, leaving his
mother behind. A gay youth struggles for
acceptance from his parents. A gang harasses a
young black footballer. These and other dramas

took center stage in a show in Kiev this month, which
brought together teenagers from the east and west of
Ukraine to write plays. “It is moving,” said 15-year-old
Filip Kazlauskas, who wrote one of the pieces, a rock
opera entitled “Romeo from Avdiivka”. “I wanted to
achieve the effect of making audiences sad and making
them burst into tears.” The play is named after the
teenager’s eastern hometown, which lies on the frontline
of the conflict dividing the country.

Performed by professional actors, it won a standing
ovation from the audience. But the event was really about
the young playwrights-in a bid to bridge the cultural
divide in the war-scarred country. “This project positive-
ly affects the future... it establishes a dialogue between
the east and west” of Ukraine, one of the organizers,
Natalya Vorozhbyt, told AFP as spectators filed into the
auditorium in Kiev city center. “When young playwrights
from different parts of the country meet and find com-
mon themes, then dialogue emerges, and an understand-
ing that they have much in common.”

Backdrop of war 
The “Class Act” theatre project was born three

decades ago in Scotland and has migrated to various
countries. It first came to Ukraine in 2016. Twenty pupils
aged 14 to 16 came to Kiev from Avdiivka, a government-
controlled eastern town, and from the western town of
Chop. The 10 short plays they devised were produced by
professional directors and staged back-to-back. “We
worked very easily,” Valentyn Yelizaryev, a 15-year-old
from Chop, told AFP. “I really liked it, I’ve learned a lot
from being here.” In post-Soviet Ukraine, cultural differ-
ences persist between the Ukrainian-speaking west and
the mainly Russian-speaking east.

A Moscow-backed insurgency broke out in two indus-
trial eastern provinces in 2014 and has claimed more than
10,000 lives. That is the backdrop for “Romeo from
Avdiivka”. The government-controlled town of 20,000
inhabitants lies right on the frontline. It suffers near-daily
armed clashes between Kiev forces and pro-Russian rebels.
“A son fled the country but his mother opted to stay there
as the war rages,” says Kazlauskas, the young playwright.

Like his protagonist, he himself got away from the war
zone-if only for a week of rehearsals and a one-off per-
formance with the “Class Act” professionals. “The very fact

that these children are going to Kiev, that they are studying
under the influence of playwrights... gives us hope that a
new intellectual generation can grow up,” said one of the
actors involved, Oleksiy Vertynskyi. “If it helps even half of
them decide on their future, that would be great.”

Jailed filmmaker’s blessing 
The project won praise from one of the most prominent

artistic figures caught up in the conflict, Ukrainian film
director Oleg Sentsov. He wished the teenagers good luck
in a letter published online by a friend. Sentsov, who is
being held in a remote Russian prison, has been on hunger
strike for more than two months after being jailed for

alleged terrorism in Russian-annexed Crimea. But he insists
he is a political prisoner. 

At the end of the show in Kiev, everyone who had been
involved in the performances went onstage and held up
signs saying #FreeSentsov. Despite the regional and cultur-

al divide, the participants are “so similar in our differences”,
Pavlo Arie, one of the project’s directors, told AFP. “Young
people get the belief that they are worth something and that
they can do something beautiful.”— AFP

Ukraine teens pen plays to bridge war divide

This project positively affects the future... it establishes 

a dialogue between the east and west


