
Monday, June 28, 2021L i f e s t y l e Fe a t u r e s

Established 1961 11

A visitor stands inside the Colosseum, which restoration of arena’s
underground labyrinth has been sponsored by fashion group Tod’s, in
Rome. —AFP photos

This picture taken in Rome shows the hypogeum and inner walls of
the Colosseum, which restoration of arena’s underground labyrinth
has been sponsored by fashion group Tod’s.

This picture shows the Colosseum, which restoration of arena’s
underground labyrinth has been sponsored by fashion group Tod’s.

A painting by British pop icon David Bowie in Toronto,
Canada. —AFP photos

In this file photo taken on June 14, 1997 British singer David
Bowie performs on stage, during a concert at the Parc des
Princes, on the first day of the rock festival in Paris.

The din of caged animals, the smell of gladiators’
fear and the thunder of tens of thousands of
cheering spectators above have all evaporated

with the passage of time. But walking through the
bowels of the Colosseum, the subterranean ruins of
ancient Rome’s most famous amphitheatre, the extent
to which technical expertise was harnessed to such
bloody ends becomes painfully clear. The reopening
to the public was announced Friday after meticulous
restoration of the “hypogeum”, or below ground area,
with a new pathway offering intimate views and an
app explaining the grisly details of the behind-the-
scenes area.

“It was dark, smelly. There were terrible conditions
for the slaves and animals,” said guide “Cristina”,
showing journalists through the underground. Once
covered by a wooden floor, the maze of dark corridors
and chambers served as the amphitheatre’s backstage-
and the last holding space for men and beasts who
were released above to meet their fate. “Let’s imagine
that from the darkness, suddenly they emerged,”
Cristina said. “Imagine the terrible noise that came
from the arena.”

Monument inside monument 
Sponsored by Italian luxury shoe group Tod’s, the

restoration, begun in 2018, involved 81 archaeologists,
engineers and others working to clean and reinforce the
walls within the hypogeum, which stretches over half a
hectare. “We finally are returning to the public this mon-
ument within the monument,” site director Alfonsina
Russo told reporters. Tod’s chairman Diego della Valle

pledged 25 million euros ($30 million) in 2011 for the
entire restoration of the Flavian Amphitheatre, the
Colosseum’s real name. Yet to be constructed is a wel-
come center at the UNESCO site, which received seven
million visitors a year before the coronavirus pandemic.

Alive or dead 
The Colosseum was first completed in 80 AD and the

hypogeum constructed under Emperor Domitian. The
site was last used in 523 AD and the hypogeum was
gradually covered by rubble until being dug out in the
19th century. The labyrinthian system of passageways
and chambers were key to the spectacles above ground,
whether gladiator fights, hunts with wild African ani-
mals, or public executions. An imposing eastern tunnel
led to a gladiator training camp, which included a hospi-
tal and morgue. Animals also entered the amphitheatre
via the tunnel before being caged.

Visible on the herringbone brick floors of the 15 tun-
nels are holes cut into travertine  and lined with bronze,
the bases for massive winches to hoist up cages, set
scenery, or platforms holding gladiators. It required
eight slaves to spin each winch. Approaching the level of
the amphitheatre, the cage doors  would open, thrusting
the hungry, disoriented beasts into the arena. Despite
the importance of the Colosseum’s sub-structure, it will
soon be covered under a controversial decision to build
a new floor. Last month, Italian engineering firm Milan
Ingegneria won the contract for a 18.5 million euro
design, featuring wooden slats that will open and close
allowing for a glimpse into the hypogeum beneath. The
project is due to be finished in 2023. —AFP

Colosseum’s underground 

labyrinth restored to eerie splendor

A passer-by walks next to the Colosseum, which restoration of arena’s underground labyrinth has been sponsored by
fashion group Tod’s, in Rome.

Ah yes, Venice Beach in California: synonymous
with sun, surf, palm trees and, now, homeless peo-
ple. As many as 200 tents line the oceanfront in

this Los Angeles-area town that for decades has been a
lure for surfers and tourists. The area is a chaotic jumble
of any material that can create shelter, and of waste and
detritus, amid appalling hygiene conditions. The smell of
urine competes with that of suntan lotion. “I didn’t
expect to see so many homeless people here in Venice.
Already in Hollywood a few days ago, I was a bit sur-
prised, but here, all these tents touching each other,
these shacks, these tarpaulins, it’s almost like a village,”
said John Jackson, who was visiting from the southern
US state of Alabama.

Before the coronavirus pandemic,  authorities made
homeless people living on the beach take down their
tents during the day. But city hall suspended that rule to
limit the risk of contagion among people who are already
vulnerable to illness. Homeless people in the Venice area,
many of whom lost places in shelters and free meals
because of the pandemic, have used the health crisis to
converge on the city’s beach. “The homeless have been
part of Venice folklore since the 60s or 70s, but now
their numbers have exploded. And they’ve changed too,”
said an assistant in a souvenir shop who did not want to
be named.

“Before a lot of them were hippies, beach bums who
had more or less chosen this way of life. Now they are
really poor guys. Almost everyone out there is very bad
physically and mentally,” said this man in his 60s. “I see
pain, mental illnesses, drugs ... And it’s been rough for me
this past month,” said Denise Diangelo, a homeless
woman who spoke to AFP near the beachfront encamp-
ment. “Probably the main problem that I’ve had person-
ally is sleeping. I usually like to sleep alone by the water,
the Pacific Ocean, to keep away from problems,” said
Diangelo. Her only shelter, she says, is a beach umbrella.

Right before the pandemic nearly 2,000 people were
recorded as being homeless in the streets of Venice. The
numbers have grown steadily. But now that life is return-
ing to normal and tourists are coming back, the beach-
front homeless camp is beginning to bother some and
even take on a political bent. Mike Bonin, a city councilor
who advocates relocating the homeless population, has
found himself locking horns with the Los Angeles County
sheriff’s office and neighborhood associations that want
a much more forceful evacuation the homeless.

A chronic problem in  California 
Like many people who visit Los Angeles, Jackson, the

Alabama tourist, said he cannot understand “why all these
people are homeless when California has the reputation of
being so rich.” Indeed, California boasts the world’s fifth-
largest economy in terms of GDP. But it is also one of the US
states with the most poor people. It holds the sad title of
being home to the largest homeless population in America:
more than 66,000 in Los Angeles County alone before
Covid-19, up nearly 13 percent from the previous year. One
of the main reasons for this, according to the Los Angeles
city agency that tries to address homelessness, is the lack of
affordable housing in a city where rent is very expensive.

Rent shot up 65 percent from 2010 to 2020, nearly twice

the average rate of increase for the country as a whole. In the
same period, median Los Angeles household income rose
only 36 percent. Some groups are working to provide aid and
housing for the homeless people of Venice, but this is a tough
job because some of them having been living in the streets for
years. Take the case of Rodrick Sims, who is 50 and has been
homeless for 15 years. He said his descent started when he got
divorced. “I don’t know what to do. I’m hoping that they give
me, you know, a place where I can start learning how to live
inside again,” he told AFP while eating grapes outside his tent
on the beach. “I’ll tell you, when once you’re outside, you get
feral, like a wild wild man,” Sims said. —AFP

California’s famed Venice Beach 
grapples with homeless problem

Rodrick Mims, 50, who has been homeless off and
on over the last 15 years, kneels for a portrait with
his artwork and tent shelter on the beach by the
Pacific Ocean at Venice Beach in Los Angeles,
California. —AFP photos

Apainting by British pop icon
David Bowie recently discov-
ered and purchased for about

$4 at a Canadian store that resells
donated goods, has been sold at auc-
tion in Toronto for nearly $90,000
(Can$108,120), the auction house
said Friday. The sale price blew past
auction house Cowley Abbot’s esti-
mated $7,000 to $10,000 valuation
of the diminutive artwork, which went
to an American collector.

Auctioneer Rob Cowley said a
dozen bidders vied for the computer
and acrylic collage on canvas that is
part of the so-called D Head series of
portraits of the Ziggy Stardust rocker
himself, his friends, and others that he
painted between 1995 and 1997. The

24 by 20 centimeter painting of a
pale figure dressed in teal clothes,
with teal and red hair on a crimson
background, was originally sold
through a website around 2001. It
somehow found itself two decades
later at a donations store in South
River, Ontario — 300 kilometers
north of Toronto. There, an anony-
mous buyer paid $4 (Can$5) for it.

“We were very excited to discov-
er that the artwork was original and
authentic,” Cowley had told AFP at
the start of the two-week online auc-
tion. Bowie’s signed initials on the
back, he said, were authenticated by
a Bowie autographs expert. The sell-
er is “delighted and shocked” that the
painting fetched such a high price,

Cowley said on Friday. Bowie attend-
ed art school and collected hundreds
of artworks during his lifetime that
were sold off for tens of millions of
dollars after his death. But his own
artworks, according to Cowley, rarely
go on sale.

Starting with “Space Oddity” in
1969, Bowie scored hit after hit over
more than four decades, ranging
from “The Jean Genie” and “Heroes”
in the 1970s to “Let’s Dance” and
“Modern Love” in the 1980s to
more recent hits like 2013’s wistful
“Where Are We Now?”. Two days
after the release of his 25th studio
album, “Blackstar,” on his 69th birth-
day, Bowie died of cancer on
January 10, 2016. —AFP

David Bowie painting bought for
$4 sold at auction for nearly $90,000

Apotentially toxic seaweed originally found off Japan has
colonized a stretch of the Mediterranean coast near
Marseille that is home to one of France’s most popular

natural attractions. The green algae, rugulopteryx okamurae,
poses a health risk because once it washes up on rocks and
beaches it begins to decompose and emit hydrogen sulfide, a
putrid gas that can be lethal in large doses. In recent weeks the
plant has “proven to be invasive” at the wildly popular
Calanques National Park, whose secluded beaches tucked in
narrow, steep-walled inlets draw thousands of people every day
in the high season, a spokesman told AFP. It has also been spot-
ted on wharfs in Marseille and to the west of the city along what
is known as the Cote Bleue.

“It spreads and stinks up everything, the smell is nauseat-
ing,” said Guy Coulet, a Marseille resident. The weed is even
more prolific in the shallow waters off the coast, he said, where
it “is a real problem for fishing boats, clogging up their nets.”
Thierry Thibault, a researcher at the Mediterranean Institute of
Oceanography, said the algae has been present in the Thau
Bassin, around 200 kilometres west of Marseille, since 2008. It
was probably spread by “someone who ate sea urchins from the
Thau Bassin... and threw the shells back into the sea,” he said.

Marseille officials say the situation is under control and
analyses are underway to determine how best to eradicate the

seaweed. “At this point there is no danger for humans, but if the
gas concentrations get too high we’ll have to close beaches,”
said Herve Menchon, a deputy mayor in charge of marine biodi-
versity. He acknowledged, however, that children swimming in
the port-in theory prohibited-”is a problem,” and officials have
stepped up measures to keep people out. Regional authorities
have also been pulling out dense piles of the algae that form
underwater, but for now there is no solution on what to do with
the reeking plants as they rot. —AFP

The Netherlands is to verify the origin of works
of art stolen by the Nazis and hand over to the
Jewish community objects that cannot be traced,

the government said Friday. A total of 3,040 objects
from the collection of cultural works returned to the
country after the war will be examined. No proper
research into the origin of the works has been carried
out since 2007. “We have to keep up our efforts to
restitute to the right people the cultural assets which
were unintentionally lost or obtained illegally during
World War II,” Culture Minister Inge Van Engelshoven
said in a statement.

“We will succeed through systematic research and

better communication,” she added. The work will start
next year seeking new information on the origins and
original owners of the art. If no new light can be shed,
the authorities will decide with the Central Jewish
Council what to do with the works that are likely to be
handed over to Jewish communities, museums or insti-
tutions. The move launches a “strengthened restitution
policy”, costing 1.5 million euros ($1.8 million) over the
next four years, the education, culture and science
ministry said. Until now, the origins of a work of art
were only checked if a restitution request was filed or
if researchers from the center for the restitution of
valuable objects took an interest. —AFP

Dutch to check artwork stolen by Nazis for restitution

Invasive Japanese seaweed 
threatens French Mediterranean coast

This picture shows the invasive algae “rugulopteryx
okamurae” from Japan proliferating underwater in
the Calanque de Callelongue.


