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People stand outside the anti-corruption cafe. People talk near a cardboard cutout depicting ex-deputy customs chief Rayimbek
Matraimov at the anti-corruption Communa cafe in Bishkek on Dec 5, 2019. 

A musician performs at the Communa cafe.

In a self-styled “anti-corruption cafe” in
Kyrgyzstan’s capital Bishkek, a barista dusts
cinnamon over a stencil, leaving a familiar

portrait staring out from the latte foam. Ex-
deputy customs chief Rayimbek Matraimov’s
likeness is everywhere in the Communa cafe -
on coffee cups, on wall posters, even looming
over customers in the toilet. Matraimov is at
the centre of smuggling and bribery claims
that have brought hundreds onto the streets in
this ex-Soviet nation in Central Asia, many
angered by the murder of the main whistle-
blower in the case in Istanbul. 

Some are hailing the movement, called
UMUT 2020 and based at Communa, as a
hopeful sign in a country with a history of
rowdy opposition-led protests but only spo-
radic civic engagement. This “is a new direc-
tion in our polit ical  culture,” Azamat
Akeneev, a noted economic analyst and
enthusiastic Twitter user, told AFP at an
evening of political poetry at the Communa
cafe earlier this month. 

“We want to pressure the government to
take real measures (against corruption),”
Akeneev said - a point reinforced by demon-
strators holding up football-style yellow cards
during a November 25 rally where

Matraimov’s image featured prominently.
Many are accustomed to corruption in
Kyrgyzstan, a Muslim-majority country of six
million and the second-poorest of the 15
republics that gained independence from the
Soviet Union. 

Two Kyrgyz presidents have been over-
thrown - in 2005 and 2010 - following protest
movements driven in part by anger over graft
and nepotism. But a recently released investi-
gation by three media outlets into contraband,
money-laundering and customs corruption
schemes in the landlocked republic has con-
vinced many that the system which drove
those uprisings remains unchanged.

Whistle-blower murdered 
Matraimov - derided as “Rayim Million”

by his detractors - is accused of having
been involved in wide-scale bribery and
smuggling at the customs office and taking
part in schemes that saw hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars spirited out of the country.
He denies any wrongdoing and has not been
charged with a crime. The Customs Service
has also denied that smuggling exists in its
ranks and noted that Matraimov no longer
holds a position there.

Matraimov has twice been called in by
Kyrgyzstan’s national security service for
questioning triggered by the investigation
carried out by Radio Free Europe’s Kyrgyz
service, local outlet Kloop.kg and the US-
based Organized Crime and Corruption
Reporting Project. He has said he is suing one
of the Kyrgyz journalists that investigated his
family, as well as Shirin Aitmatova, a former
lawmaker who founded the Umut 2020 move-
ment and the Communa coffee bar. 

The media investigation would likely not
have generated such an upswell of indignation
were it not for the murder of its main whistle-
blower in Istanbul on Nov 10. Aierken
Saimaiti, a Chinese national of Uighur her-
itage, had provided documents to journalists
showing he funnelled hundreds of millions of
dollars out of the country in order to benefit a
Uighur business clan engaged in contraband.
He also claimed he facilitated bribes for
Matraimov and other officials. 

Saimaiti fled Kyrgyzstan in 2017 and told
journalists he feared for his life, having
already survived one assassination attempt in
the Central Asian country. He was gunned
down in a hotel garden in central Istanbul just
two weeks before the probe was published.
Turkish police said they have arrested four
people in connection with the shooting. So far
the government’s response to the investiga-
tion’s claims has been mixed.

Political connections 
While activists have applauded

Matraimov’s questioning, many are sceptical
that it will lead to the powerful figure’s
arrest or trigger real reform. Many who
attended the poetry evening at Communa

also raised alarm over the detention on
incitement charges of a popular blogger the
day before the Nov 25 rally. Human Rights
Watch said the accusations against the
blogger, Aftandil Zhorobekov, were a pretext
to punish him “for his controversial posts
about government figures.”  

He has since been released but is under
house arrest. State television has downplayed
the protest and raised doubts over the investi-
gation, while lawmakers have defended
Matraimov in parliament. Aitmatova, the Umut
2020 and Communa coffee founder, said some
in the government are trying to “whitewash”
the image of Matraimov - who is reportedly
connected to members of the country’s politi-
cal elite. 

But she is adamant that Matraimov is a
super-charged “bagman” of the type that
have operated behind the scenes in Kyrgyz
politics for years alongside organised crime
and other vested interests. Until these inter-
ests are uprooted, “Kyrgyzstan will not have a
future,” she said. — AFP 

Owner of the anti-corruption cafe Shirin
Aitmatova.

Danish scientists have managed to extract a
complete human DNA sample from a piece
of birch pitch more than 5,000 years old,

used as a kind of chewing gum, a study revealed
Tuesday. The Stone-Age sample yielded enough
information to determine the source’s sex, what she
had last eaten and the germs in her mouth. It also
told them she probably had dark hair, dark skin and
blue eyes. And genetically, she was more closely
related to hunter-gatherers from the mainland
Europe than to those living in central Scandinavia
at the time, they concluded.

“It is the first time that an entire ancient human
genome has been extracted from anything other
than human bones,” Hannes Schroeder of the
University of Copenhagen, told AFP. Schroeder is
co-author of the study, which was published in the
review Nature Communications. They found the
sample during an archaeological dig at Syltholm, in
southern Denmark, said Tehis Jensen, one of the
other authors. “Syltholm is completely unique,” he
said. “Almost everything is sealed in mud, which
means that the preservation of organic remains is
absolutely phenomenal.”

The researchers also recovered traces of plant
and animal DNA - hazelnut and duck - confirm-
ing what archaeologists already know about the
people who lived there at the time. But they were
not sure why their subject chose to chew the
bark: Whether to turn it into a kind of glue, to
clean her teeth, to stave off hunger - or simply as
chewing gum. — AFP 

A handout photo provided Tuesday shows a 5,700-year-
old type of “chewing gum” made from birch pitch found
during archaeological excavations at Syltholm in south-
ern Denmark. — AFP 

The grass is greener, the sky is cleaner and dozens of
tiny details have been exposed to delight art histori-
ans and inspire the devotion of the faithful. The cen-

tral tableau of the 15th century Ghent Altarpiece - a panel
known as the Adoration of the Mystic Lamb - has
emerged refreshed from a three-year refurbishment. It
has been an object of veneration for the Catholic faithful
of Flanders since 1432, and is a landmark of world art his-
tory visited by tens of thousands every year.

Installed in St Bavo’s Cathedral in the Belgian port city
of Ghent, over the centuries it has survived outbreaks of
iconoclasm and international intrigue. During World War
II it was initially sent to France for safekeeping, only to be
seized on the orders of Adolf Hitler and stored for safety
in a German salt mine. Time took its toll - salt, soot, sweat,
varnish and dust all added to the patina. But now the low-
er half of the altarpiece including the central panel has
been renewed.

“The landscape of the Mystic Lamb has opened up!
Joyous, sunny!” declared restoration leader Helene
Dubois as her team’s painstaking work was revealed to
journalists. “We have rediscovered its virtuosity and
finesse,” she exclaimed. Historians believe the painted
panels, depicting biblical figures and a congregation wor-
shipping the Lamb of God, was produced by brothers
Hubert and Jan Van Eyck.

‘Four ears’ 
As such it is one of the finest examples of medieval

art’s transition from idealized depictions of figures
towards naturalism. For the restoration, it was transferred
from the cathedral to Ghent’s MSK museum and placed
behind a protective window, so visitors could watch the
work take place. The outer panels were restored between
2012 and 2016, and the upper register that sits above the
tableau of the lamb will receive attention in 2021.
Restorers used microscopes to guide their scalpels as
they gently scraped away the grime that had built up over
the centuries across the 20 panel piece that is 4.4 m high.

The paintings were retouched in the 16th century and
this layer has to be removed by hand, for fear that any
solvents would damage the Van Eyck original beneath.
The result is a new look at the painstaking detail of the
brothers’ 12 years of work: Pilgrims are shown with
swollen feet, water drops fall from the fountain of life, sun-
light glints of a knight’s armor.

And at the heart of the main tableau, the Lamb of God
is revealed in its mystic splendor - and with the correct
number of ears. The mid-life touch up had moved the
sheep’s ears, and a partial 1950 refurbishment had

uncovered the originals, meaning that for a while it was
sporting four.

‘Da Vinci of the North’ 
“Removing the repainting has totally modified its

physiognomy. He had a sheep’s head, with his eyes on
the side. Now we see his eyes looking straight ahead of
him,” said restorer Marie Postec. “Today, he has a physi-
cal presence and a gaze that challenges the devotee, the
spectator. He has rediscovered the power of an arresting
gaze,” she said, dubbing the Van Eycks the “Da Vincis of
the north”. The panels will be returned to the cathedral
at the end of next month, and will be displayed in a large
glass-walled case.

The date of the transfer has not been revealed for
security reasons - perhaps reasonable ones. In 1934 two

of the painted panels, known as the “Just Judges” and “St
John the Baptist”, were stolen by a sacristan and the
judges have never been found. At the outbreak of World
War II the church planned to send the altarpiece to the
Vatican for safe keeping, but it ended up in Pau in south-
ern France, as several countries staked their claim to it.

Germany’s Nazi regime seized the work and eventually
hid it in a salt mine to protect it from air raids. The hunt to
retrieve it was depicted in the 2014 film “The Monuments
Men”. The restoration of the upper register - large panels
depicting Christ the King and the Virgin Mary - will wait
until 2021. “This third phase will be the hardest,” Dubois
warned. “There is a lot of overpainting and the embossed
tin brocades are very damaged.” — AFP 

A picture taken on Tuesday shows a detail of the restored original of ‘Adoration of the Mystic Lamb’ altarpiece (1432) by brothers
and Flemish artists Hubert van Eyck and Jan van Eyck at the Museum of Fine Arts Ghent in Ghent. — AFP 


