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Afghan film director Salim Shaheen displays a print of him posing with Indian Bollywood actor Sunny Deol,
during an interview with AFP in his residence in Kabul. —AFP

Afghan film director Salim Shaheen works at a computer in his residence in Kabul. —AFP

A collector Gul Kakar shows his antique clocks at a museum housed inside the city’s tribal police headquarters compound in Quetta. —AFP photos

Photo shows an antique clock from Gul Kakar col-
lection at a museum housed inside the city’s tribal
police headquarters compound in Quetta. 

An employee maintains an antique clock, hand-
made in 1847 by East India Company colonial
administrator John Jacob, in a government building
in Jacobabad, Sindh province. 

Christmas tree turns 
symbol of hope at 
Brazil dump
An illegal garbage dump seems an unlikely

setting for a holiday story, but when a
photojournalist captured 12-year-old

Gabriel Silva pulling a Christmas tree from a
fetid mountain of trash, the image quickly went
viral. Silva lives with his mother and two older
brothers in a small mud hut next to the dump in
the town of Pinheiro, in northeastern Brazil. It is
a disturbing landscape of rotting waste and dis-
carded plastic, where dozens of trash-pickers
compete for scraps of food with vultures, cats,
dogs and cattle.

Silva was with his mother on November 8,
digging through the garbage as he does most
days after school, when he unearthed a blue
plastic bag with a small artificial Christmas tree
inside. “I had never had a Christmas tree
before,” he says. His face has an inscrutable
expression in the picture that photographer
Joao Paulo Guimaraes captured of that moment,
as if the shirtless young trash-picker were
unsure what to make of this find: it intrigued the
child in him, but would do nothing to feed his
family.

But then the image went viral on social net-
works, and the little plastic tree turned into an
unexpected Christmas present. Silva and his
family’s dirt-floor hut now has a giant, sparkling
Christmas tree inside - not the one from the
dump, but a gift from a benefactor who was
moved by the photograph. It is just one of a
flood of donations the family has received.
“We’ve gotten clothes, mattresses, baskets of
food. Thank God, we’ll be able to get by fine for
Christmas this year,” says Silva’s mother, 45-
year-old Maria Francisca Silva.

There has also been money, thanks to online
collections - a windfall for Maria Francisca, who
earns around 600 reais ($105) a month selling
recyclable materials from the dump. The family
hopes to soon fulfill their dream of building an
actual house. They have already realized one
longtime wish, thanks to an initial donation of
500 reais: install a hydraulic pump to bring up
water from their well, replacing the rope and
bucket they used to use. But Silva’s favorite gift
is a bicycle he received from a teacher at his
school.

‘Like the apocalypse’ 
Silva spends much of his free time at the

dump with his mother. “I prefer to bring him
with me. If I let him run around in the street, he
could get into drugs, do things he’s not sup-
posed to,” she says. “He’s a good boy. He always
helps me.” The episode has turned Silva into a
local celebrity. “Every day, people want to take
my picture, ask me things,” he says. Guimaraes,
a freelance photographer who collaborates with
AFP, lives in the neighboring state of Para. He
got the idea to shoot pictures at the dump after
seeing a video of residents there running after a
garbage truck carrying waste from a supermar-
ket. “It was just crazy. There were probably 50
people chasing it,” says Pinheiro’s public
defender, Eurico Arruda, who shot the video.

“That dump is like something out of the
apocalypse. There are fires and smoke every-
where, vultures, dogs. It’s the bottom rung of
destitute poverty.” Arruda, who has set up a
cooperative to help the trash-pickers defend
their rights, says he hopes the Christmas tree
picture will raise awareness about the plight of
people like the Silvas. The local government has
already promised monthly welfare payments of
100 reais ($18) for the trash-pickers, and vowed
to build a legal dump next year that complies
with sanitation regulations. —AFP

Four years ago, Afghan film director Salim
Shaheen was in the spotlight at Cannes, but
now he spends his days confined to his home,

afraid of the new Taleban regime and their clamp-
down on arts and music. Prolific and exuberant,
Shaheen often speaks in the third person or as the
on-screen personas developed in his 125 ultra-low-
budget films. 

A mention of his moment in the Cannes limelight
elicits particular rapture. “It was the most beautiful
day of my life!” Shaheen cries out from his home in
Kabul. “All the French knew me. They were shout-
ing: ‘Shaheen! Shaheen!’” The film presented at
Cannes was a documentary called “The Prince of
Nothingwood,” produced by journalist Sonia
Kronlund, which followed Shaheen as he made his
111th film.

The 56-year-old still savors the memory of the
minutes-long standing ovation he received after the
documentary’s press screening at Cannes. But all

that now seems very far away, and though he has not
received any direct threats from the Taleban, he now
lives in fear of the hardline Islamists who returned to
power in mid-August after a two-decade insur-
gency. “I’m afraid,” he admits, momentarily ditching
his theatrical persona. “I’m no ordinary guy going
out onto the streets. I am Salim Shaheen.”

‘Cinema has died in Afghanistan’ 
Shaheen fled to Pakistan during the Taleban’s

first brutal regime of 1996 to 2001, when cinema
and television were banned and the arts severely
restricted. Afghanistan’s new government has
pledged a softer rule this time round-television has
so far been permitted but with heavy restrictions on
content, while the country’s few cinemas have most-
ly closed because of the worsening financial crisis.
But restrictions on dancing, playing music and
singing have been imposed variably across
provinces.

When the Taleban rolled unopposed into Kabul
on August 15 during the collapse of the Western-
backed regime, Shaheen burned dozens of posters
of his films, keeping only two in an otherwise bare
room. He tried to leave the country later that month
and he says he was on a list of people accepted by
France. “I was meant to leave the day of the explo-
sion at the airport,” says Shaheen, referring to an
August 26 suicide bombing by an Islamic State
group affiliate that killed more than one hundred
people. He was in a vehicle at the airport when the
explosion took place, and “we received a message
telling us to get out of the area,” he explains. He has
since closeted himself away at home, along with 12
other family members who were also meant to be
evacuated.

“All the actors and actresses from my films are
currently in France... I want to go to somewhere I
can resume my art and cinema,” he says. His films
focus on social issues including violence against

women, crime, and drugs - topics not to the
Taleban’s taste. Taking inspiration from Bollywood,
he flirts with all the main genres-drama, comedy,
police action-while song and dance are also integral
features. His exaggerated style isn’t always appreci-
ated by educated Afghans, but he is very popular
among ordinary folk-many in Kabul break into a
smile at the mere mention of his name.

The Taleban’s Ministry for the Promotion of
Virtue and Prevention of Vice has made it clear that
films that it says go against Islamic and Afghan cul-
ture are not permitted. In mid-November, it also
issued a religious directive urging Afghan television
channels to stop broadcasting dramas featuring
women. A ministry spokesman told AFP he was not
familiar with Shaheen or his work. The filmmaker
has just finished editing his last three projects, but
doesn’t know if they will ever reach the public.
“Cinema has died in Afghanistan-and Salim
Shaheen has died too with that!” —AFP

The tick-tock of hundreds of antique clocks fills
a small hall in the southwestern Pakistani city
of Quetta, where collector Gul Kakar swears

he will spend all the time he has left caring for them.
Delicate wristwatches, weighty pocket pieces and
battered table models clutter every surface, while the
pendulums of wall-mounted and standalone grandfa-
ther clocks sway as their deep bongs mark each new
hour. “I know their language,” Kakar, a 44-year-old
police officer, tells AFP during a visit to his collection.
“They tell me their problems, and I understand.”

Kakar’s collection, some of which dates back to
1850, is housed inside the city’s police headquarters
compound. That means they are behind heavy gates
and high concrete blast walls in a province that for
years has been rife with ethnic, sectarian and sepa-
ratist violence. The tight security may contribute to
the lack of traffic, though Kakar admits he has found
few other aficionados to admire his museum and
there are hardly any visitors. “People in Quetta don’t
show much interest,” he confesses.

Kakar’s obsession began decades ago, when two
family clocks fell out of order and were sent for
repairs. “I started taking an interest... then I got the
idea that I should get more clocks.” Soon he began
collecting in earnest and his museum today is the
result of more than 18 years of scouring the internet
for antiques - even persuading friends overseas to
buy secondhand pieces and ship them to him. He has
also lost count of how many he has - or how much
he spends on his collection - but income from a fam-
ily-run landholding means a “major portion” of his
police salary goes to clocks.

Oldest clock
“For as long as I am alive, I will take care of them,”

says Kakar, dressed in a smart black vest and carrying
a brass-topped walking stick. He admits, however, that
nobody in his family shares the passion, and that after
his death, the collection may simply be sold. He is
ready to donate everything if an official or the private
sector steps in to fund a museum in his name. “I have

not so far received any such offer,” Kakar admits.
Despite all the pieces, he still yearns for one last

item - a grandfather clock similar to a famed 19th-
century timepiece kept in Jacobabad, in Sindh
province. That clock - said by some to be the old-
est in what is present-day Pakistan - was hand-
made in 1847 by John Jacob, the East India
Company colonial administrator who gave the town
its name. Kakar lights up as he explains the mecha-
nism of the clock, whose pendulum is sunk 32 feet
deep in a well. He has never seen it, but is keen to
one day. “I would give up my entire collection for
that one.”—AFP

Photo shows an antique clock from Gul Kakar col-
lection at a museum housed inside the city’s tribal
police headquarters compound in Quetta. 


