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A painting, believed to be the second version of ‘Judith Beheading
Holofernes’ by Italian artist Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio,
is pictured during a photocall in London yesterday following its
restoration. — AFP 

A woman (left) visits an exhibition entitled “Before the 14th” at
the Bardo museum in the Tunisian capital Tunis. — AFP photos

A man visits an exhibition entitled “Before the 14th” at the Bardo
museum in the Tunisian capital Tunis.

A woman visits an exhibition entitled “Before the 14th” at the
Bardo museum.

Dramatic mobile phone footage, firsthand accounts on social
media and other digital content, often made by protesters
dodging censorship, have helped immortalize Tunisia’s 2011

revolution in a new exhibition. With videos of angry protesters in
clouds of tear gas and an audio recording ending with the cry
“Ben Ali has fled”, the multimedia exhibits chart the 29-day up-
rising that toppled longtime dictator Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, in
what is known as one of the first Facebook revolutions. “Work,
freedom and dignity!” The slogans that were to trigger uprisings
across the Arab world meet visitors to the famed Bardo Museum
in Tunis on an audio recording of protesters shouting.

Nearby, a TV plays an interview with the mother of Mohamed
Bouazizi, filmed the day the young street vendor set himself alight
in the town of Sidi Bouzid in December 2010. His death sparked
riots in protest at unemployment and the cost of living. His
mother’s interview was broadcast by foreign satellite channels,
adding momentum to the demonstrations which eventually forced
Ben Ali to flee with his family to Saudi Arabia on January 14, 2011.
One visitor to the “Before the 14th” exhibition, 22-year-old stu-
dent Hassen Tahri, was in high school when the uprising broke
out. “I was very young at the time and I don’t remember much,
but with this exhibition, we can reconstruct the sequence of
events,” he said. “It reminds us of January 13 and 14, when we
didn’t know what would happen, especially after (Ben Ali) fled.”

Saving the historical record 
The creators of the exhibition aim to bring together a digital

record of the days leading up to Ben Ali’s fall. A storm of images
and videos posted online were instrumental in turning a street
vendor’s death into a full-blown uprising-but many were only
saved as posts on social media. That worried activists and re-
searchers, who feared that the online historical record was start-
ing to be deleted. In response, they set up a collective of NGOs
and worked with institutions including Tunisia’s National Library
to preserve the material.

They brought together photos, videos, blog posts, poems,
statements and even Facebook statuses, along with information
on their locations, dates and the people who posted them. The re-
sult of four years of work, the archive now holds nearly 2,000
photos and videos, mostly taken by protesters themselves.  It is
preserved for posterity at Tunisia’s National Archives.

The exhibition, which will also go on show in the southern
French city of Marseille later this year, includes material on
protests dating back as far as 2008, through to the mass protests
of early 2011. “It’s important for young people to understand ex-
actly what happened,” said Hiba Jebali, a 21-year-old student vis-
iting the exhibition.  “They are the future of the country.”

‘Unprecedented’ 
Kmar Ben Dana, a historian who took part in the research, said

it had been challenging to verify digital content created by people
who had braved Ben Ali’s censorship. “It’s unprecedented, be-

cause it’s made up of digital material,” she said. Tunisia’s demo-
cratic transition has been held up as a success story in a region
since rocked by uprisings and wars. But unemployment in the
North African country remains high and Tunisia has faced a
deadly jihadist insurgency. The exhibition venue itself was the site
of a massacre in 2015 when two jihadist gunmen opened fire,
killing 22 people.

And eight years after Ben Ali’s departure, many in Tunisia say
the hopes of the revolution have been unfulfilled. In the face of
insecurity and the high cost of living, some even say they now
miss the rule of Ben Ali. But Ben Dana hopes that as well as being
a record for historians, the archive can preserve the gains of the
revolution. “We hope it (the exhibition) will help to show that the
revolution was an extremely positive, extremely liberating event,”
she said.  And it will help in the future “to write history based on
these archives”, she added. — AFP

‘Lost Caravaggio’ set
for big London unveiling
The naked warrior looks plaintively up into the averted eyes of a

graceful woman methodically slicing off his head with a sword.
It is a burst of violence painted in haunting tones by a Renais-

sance master worth at least $100 million-or yet another fake distress-
ing the art world. The mystery may be about to be solved when a
London gallery on Thursday reveals the restored version of what
some think is Caravaggio’s great lost work.

The canvas discovered in a Toulouse attic in 2014 was “very im-
portant” and “must be fully investigated,” France’s culture ministry
cautiously noted in 2016. Caravaggio referred to the painting’s exis-
tence in letters written to a friend.

Hot-tempered genius 
Caravaggio’s mastery elevated Europe’s understanding of art by

the time he died from what some scientists think was gradual poison-
ing from the lead in his paint at the age of 38 in 1610. His arresting in-
terplay of shadows and radiant light heralded the onset of the
brooding Baroque style that flourished for 150 more years and pro-
duced the likes of Rubens and Rembrandt. Caravaggio’s best works
resemble scenes on a macabre theatre stage. The Biblical heroes are
played by models he picked off the street-mostly beggars and street
kids-and cast against dark backgrounds in a candle-lit glow.

But he was a hot-tempered genius who was wanted for murder
and hiding from the Rome authorities in his final years of life. He was
“notorious for brawling, even in a time and place when such behavior
was commonplace,” the Caravaggio Foundation writes. The 144 cen-
timeters by 175 cms (57 inches by 69 inches) canvas depicts the mo-
ment the chaste widow Judith beheads the Assyrian general
Holofernes to defend the city of Bethulia.

She decapitates him after plying him with drink. The more risque
takes depict Judith as a seducer who first tempts him to bed-the path
also chosen by Caravaggio in a similar work he painted eight years
earlier that now hangs in Rome. The general’s head is then taken away
in a basket or on a silver platter for display. The old maid in the scene
from what could be Caravaggio’s missing work is disfigured by bul-
bous goitres-a condition affecting the thyroid gland-that compete for
the eye’s attention with the streams of blood gushing down the war-
rior’s chest.

Inveterate copyist 
But what if this is not a Caravaggio but an admittedly fine copy by

one of his Flemish disciples? Louis Finson was a recognized artist in
his own right who both owned and reproduced Caravaggio’s work.
Finson was also an art dealer who may have had an ulterior motive in
making Caravaggio duplicates and then selling them off to wealthy
merchants in his native Bruges and Amsterdam. Finson’s death in 1617
would still make the canvas discovered in the Toulouse attic by a
family working on a leaky pipe more than four centuries old. Car-
avaggio expert John Gash told The New York Times in 2016 that
Finson was “an inveterate copyist”. “But I think the quality here
looks better,” Gash said. French art expert Eric Turquin-who has
the backing of Caravaggio specialist Nicola Spinosa and has been
entrusted with the painting-is also sure that this is the missing de-
piction of the graphic scene. The French Judith captures an “energy
that radiates”, Turquin told AFP in 2017. — AFP

People visit an exhibition entitled “Before the 14th” at the Bardo
museum.

Digital exhibits keep
Tunisia revolution vibrant


