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In this file photo the Federal
Government’s Commissioner
for Culture and the Media
Monika Gruetters, right, talks
with heirs Maria de las
Mercedes Estrada, left, and
Wolfgang Kleinertz, center,
during the restitution of a
painting titled ‘Portrait of a
seated woman’ by artist
Thomas Couture in Berlin. 
— AFP 

In this file photo demonstrators react as police use water cannon during a
protest calling for better safety for women.

In this file photo Indian protesters hold candles during a rally in New
Delhi, following the gang rape of student Jyoti Singh on December 16,
2012.— AFP photos

Valencia’s Las Fallas festival lit up on the early hours
of yesterday the Mediterranean sky with fireworks
and flames from blazing sculptures of all shapes

and sizes - beautiful amazons, fairytale dragons and car-
toonish effigies of politicians such as US President Donald
Trump. The festival, during which hundreds of intricate
‘ninots’, the Valencian name for papier-mache dolls, are
brought into the streets and then burned on the last day, is
a centuries-old tradition honoring St Joseph, the patron
saint of carpenters.

The themed dolls and doll sets, some as big as a four-
story building, are made by groups of artisans and cost
hundreds of thousands of euros to produce. In 2016
UNESCO, recognized Las Fallas as an Intangible Cultural
Heritage of Humanity. The themes vary from musicals and
magic to hot social and political issues, with the current
edition featuring women’s rights, the global rise of pop-
ulism and the far right or Catalonia’s bid to gain independ-
ence from Spain.

In one ensemble, a sculpture of Trump wearing nothing
but a cowboy hat appeared alongside equally naked Adolf
Hitler, Joseph Stalin and Spain’s former dictator, Francisco
Franco. The divisive planned removal of Franco’s body
from a state mausoleum also merited comic references.
Spain’s Socialist Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez was pic-
tured as a prince waking “Sleeping Beauty” Franco from
his tomb.

In another, a grinning Sanchez flies a government jet in
an allusion to allegations that he used one for private trips.
Each year, members of the public vote on their favorite
sculptures to save the best two from the final bonfire
called “Crema”. The festival is believed to have originated
from pagan rituals marking the end of winter.—Reuters

Dragons, politicians go up in 
flames in Spain’s fiery festival

Figures that are part of a Fallas
monument burn during the finale of
the Fallas festival, which welcomes

Spring and commemorates Saint
Joseph’s Day in Valencia. — Reuters

Anew exhibition has uncovered a hoard of
art looted from a Jewish family almost
wiped out by the Nazis in the Louvre

and other leading French museums. The show
about the booming art market in occupied Paris,
when more than two million objects went under
the hammer in a frenzy of forced sales and loot-
ing, has turned up works by Delacroix and
Forain taken from the family by the collabora-
tionist French Vichy authorities.

Curator Emmanuelle Polack discovered that
the Louvre bought a dozen works seized from
the Dorvilles while researching a new book on
how Jewish families and some of the most
important dealers in modern art were plundered.
The paintings are still in the French national col-
lection, with three loaned to the Shoah
Memorial museum in Paris for the show.

Three more works taken from the family-
most of whom perished in Auschwitz-have
turned up in the Gurlitt hoard of 1,500 Old
Masters, Impressionist and Cubist works found
in a Munich apartment in 2011. Despite decades
of pressure to restore works to their rightful
owners, Polack told AFP that there had yet to be
a proper audit of the works acquired by the

French national collection during the war.
“We need to look at their provenance very

calmy and scientifically to lift all suspicion over
them. It is hugely important that this is done,”
she said. France’s Prime Minister Edouard
Philippe  — who visited the museum Monday-
boosted the investigative powers of a commis-
sion which awards compensation to victims of
Nazi looting last year after criticism of the slow
pace of restitution more than 70 years since the
end of World War II.

Amnesia
In January, Polack helped return a painting

plundered from the home of France’s heroic
pre-war interior minister Georges Mandel, a
man Winston Churchill hailed as “the first
resister”. Mandel, who refused to flee to London
with Charles De Gaulle after France fell in 1940,
was murdered by members of the French collab-
orationist “Milice” militia a month before Paris
was liberated by the allies in 1944. The portrait
of a young woman by Thomas Couture was
returned by the German government from the
Gurlitt trove. 

Polack told AFP that the free-for-all auctions
during the war “utterly changed” the Paris art
market, then the biggest in the world, and has
been cloaked for decades behind “a kind of
amnesia”. “Major players whose suspect prac-
tices helped them flourish during these dark
years were rarely investigated,” she said. Some
art world dynasties rose during the war while
others never recovered.

The exhibition shows how the pillage was
pre-planned, with galleries sealed off by
German troops after the French capital fell in
1940, and the premises of its most famous mod-
ern art dealer, Paul Rosenberg, seized and
turned into the Institute for Jewish Affairs, which
pumped out anti-Semitic propaganda. More
than a third of Rosenberg’s 162 seized paintings
are still missing, including works by Picasso,
Degas and Matisse.

Greed and treachery    
Another legendary gallerist Rene Gimpel,

who joined the resistance, was denounced by a
rival dealer Jean-Francois Lefranc and died in a
German concentration camp. Others were
forced to “aryanise” their businesses, like
Pierre Loeb, who had to hand over his gallery
to his colleague Georges Aubry. But as the
exhibition shows, when the war was over
Aubry refused to give it back until Picasso-a
communist who had remained in France
throughout the war-forced him.

Polack said she was now working to help the
family of collector Armand Dorville, who had
given works to French museums before the war
and had intended to leave more in his will. “It is
not just about getting paintings back, it is about
grief and acknowledging the terrible injustices
of the past,” she said. “Confiscating art works
was part of a process which started with people
being demonized, excluded from professional
life, then pauperized when their bank accounts
were seized before finally being deported for
extermination in the camps,” Polack insisted.

The paintings they were deprived of could
have helped buy their escape, so “they were
caught in a trap”, she said. Prime Minister
Philippe did not refer to the often drawn-out
legal process of restitution during his speech at
the museum, but promised to double state fund-
ing for the memorial from next year. Polack said
she was encouraged by the attitude of the
Louvre. 

“I think lending the three works to us (for
the show) is a very big step and there is a
good dynamic. They know the context and
they know we need to work together to do
everything properly to solve this problem,”
she added.—AFP 

Exhibition turns up trove of
looted Nazi art in Louvre

Growing pains in

Ethiopia: Film 

spotlights hidden

cost of urban growth

Living in a tool shed on the outskirts of
Ethiopia’s capital, 10-year-old Asalif
Tewold straddles a unique space between

modernity and tradition. In his short life, he has
lived on a rural farm and in the shadows of a
towering condominium complex - learning how
to dodge dangerous hyenas and land develop-
ers - as he and his dispossessed family try to
find a place to call home.

The young boy and his mother are the sub-
ject of the film “Anbessa”, meaning “lion” in
Amharic, one of Ethiopia’s main languages, that
tracks their displacement off farmland to make
way for a block of flats on the fringes of Addis
Ababa. The playful protagonist, Asalif, takes
centre stage of the documentary by US film-
maker Mo Scarpelli, premiering in London on
Wednesday at the Human Rights Watch Film
Festival - as he lives and plays in the looming
shadow of the buildings.

“Asalif is the perfect person ... he lives literal-
ly on the rift of old and new,” Scarpelli told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. “Anbessa” fol-
lows Asalif over two years as he seeks to ward
off roaming hyenas both literally in the forest
and in the form of lurking land developers.

As he carves out a space to call home, he
and millions of others globally are learning that
“progress” is not for them, said Scarpelli, as the
film analyses universal themes of gentrification
and urbanisation.

Ethiopia, a nation of 105 million and an eco-
nomic power in East Africa, is grappling with a
housing crisis and new developments are leav-
ing millions like Asalif out of the picture,
Scarpelli said. About 40 percent of Africa’s 1
billion people live in towns and cities and the
urban population is expected to double over
the next 25 years, the World Bank predicts. “I
do feel like there’s this kind of sweeping narra-
tive about the future and about a better way of
life that for sure has been exported from
Europe and North America to the rest of the
world,” said Scarpelli.

“That this is the way we should live - big-
ger is better.” But the film is concerned with
what gets lost along the way, from storytelling
to family structures, steam-rolled by moderni-
ty, she said. In Ethiopia, all land is formally
owned by the state, making security of tenure
rare and dispossession easier, said Felix Horne,
senior Ethiopia researcher for Human Rights
Watch. Recourse to courts is often difficult,
making forced displacement a major social
issue, he said.

Lions and hyenas
The contested edges of Asalif’s home also

shed light on wider issues in Africa’s second-
most populous nation, and a country in the
midst of social and economic change. Unrest
spread in Ethiopia in 2015 and 2016, sparked
initially by an urban development plan for the
capital. Anger over land expropriations and
unfair compensation, in particular, drove
protests, leading eventually to a new reformist
Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed in 2018.

“Most residents of the city do feel stretched
because there isn’t enough supply of decent
housing for many of them,” said Mekonnen
Firew Ayano, an Ethiopian legal expert at
Harvard University in the United States. “Rural
dwellers have been pushed away from their
land without any meaningful alternative.” Ayano
said the government’s housing policy targeted
the middle and upper social classes and that
the pace of growth was leaving many behind,
which could stoke ethnic and social tensions. 

Asalif’s story does not, however, present
a clear division between good and evil, as
the new tower blocks offer treasures and
adventures for the child. “Everybody living
on either side is connected to each other,
they can’t not be, and that’s the way that the
world is,” said Scarpelli. The film ends with
Asalif, the metaphorical lion, besting the
hyenas, and his future remains promising,
said Scarpelli. “I don’t know how things will
unfold, but I do have a hope that the aver-
age Ethiopian will have more of a say on
what happens to their land and their family
moving forward.”— Reuters

Netflix dramatizes 
notorious India 
gang-rape 
murder case
Filmmaker Richie Mehta was at first reluctant to

make Netflix’s latest Indian series, document-
ing the aftermath of the notorious gang-rape

and murder of an Indian student that made global
headlines. Jyoti Singh, a 23-year-old physiotherapy
student, was violently raped and assaulted and left
for dead by five men and a teenager on a bus in
New Delhi in December 2012. The horrific crime
shone an international spotlight on India’s high lev-
els of sexual violence, and sparked weeks of
protests and eventually a change in the law to intro-
duce the death penalty for rape.

“Initially I was against the idea. I thought it was
inappropriate for anyone to do it,” the Indian-
Canadian director said during an interview in
Mumbai. “But after I read the verdict and met some
of the officers involved, I was amazed. The verdict
detailed the manhunt and who these people were
and how they were found. “I realized that this analy-
sis of hunting these guys is also a way of under-
standing why these things happen,” he added.

“Delhi Crime”, a seven-part series written and
directed by Mehta, will be released on Netflix
worldwide on Friday. The thriller recreates the
police investigation, tracing the pursuit of the six
men behind the shocking crime. Four of the
adults accused received death sentences, while
one died in prison by a suspected suicide. The
teenager was released after three years in a
youth detention home.

Mehta said Delhi’s police commissioner at the
time of the atrocity, Neeraj Kumar, had first sug-
gested to him that the investigation would make a
powerful film. The filmmaker disagreed at the outset.

But gradually he changed his mind and went on to
spend four years interviewing police officials
involved in the case.

Too painful
It is their perspective on the case that he tells.

“When the crime happened, there was a lot of
anger pointed toward this institution. But when I
got to know their point of view I realized the
police were trying their best, especially given the
statistics. “As we say at the start of the show:
‘11,000 heinous crimes are reported every year (in
Delhi). Prevention is nearly impossible with half
the police force stuck on traffic duty and VIP pro-
tection’,” he added.

The series, filmed in English and Hindi, was well
received at its premier at the Sundance Film Festival
this year. It stars Shefali Shah (“Monsoon
Wedding”) as the lead investigating officer, and also
features actors Adil Hussain (“Life of Pi”) and
Denzil Smith (“The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel”).
Nearly 40,000 rape cases were reported in India in
2016. But activists say that is just the tip of the ice-
berg, with many victims too scared to come for-
ward. Politicians and religious leaders initially
blamed Singh for inciting her own murder, echoing
prevailing attitudes in India where rape victims face
overwhelming prejudice.

Even one of the perpetrators blamed her, saying
women who went out late at night attracted men.
Indian authorities banned the broadcast of a BBC
documentary by British film-maker Leslee Udwin
about Singh in 2015, saying they would not allow
anyone to use the incident for commercial purposes.
Mehta said he spoke to Singh’s family to assure
them their daughter’s horrific murder would not be
depicted in the drama.

But her father, Badrinath Singh, said the series
would still open too many old wounds. “We will not
watch it because it will be too painful,” Singh told
AFP. “Of course we can’t ever forget what hap-
pened to our daughter but we don’t want to be tak-
en through the horror all over again. The pain will
be too much to bear for my family.”—AFP 


