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Cooked at 1,000
degrees Celsius: 
Guatemala’s 
volcanic pizza
Guatemala’s Pacaya volcano has

been erupting since February,
keeping local communities and

authorities on high alert. But for David
Garcia, the streams of molten lava oozing
down the mountainside have become his
kitchen. Garcia, a 34-year-old account-
ant, serves up “Pacaya Pizza” cooked on
the smoldering volcanic rock to awed
tourists and locals.

“Many people today come to enjoy the
experience of eating pizza made on vol-
canic heat,” Garcia told AFP from a rocky
area that leads to the Pacaya crater, and
which he’s converted into his workplace.
In his makeshift kitchen, Garcia spreads
the dough on a metal platter that can
resist temperatures up to 1,000 degrees
Celsius, slathers it with tomato sauce, a
generous helping of cheese and pieces
of meat.

Wearing protective clothing from head
to his military style boots, Garcia places
the pizza on the lava. “It’s done, just let
the cheese melt some more,” he
announces 10 minutes later. “That pizza
looks so good!” exclaims one of the
tourists as the cheese bubbles. Garcia’s
kitchen has become a magnet for tourists
that work up a appetite climbing the mas-
sive volcano - one of three active ones in
Guatemala - located just 25 km south of
the capital.

‘Only’ in Guatemala 
He first started baking pizzas on the

mountain side in 2013 in small caverns

he found amongst the rocks. “I didn’t sell
much the first few days,” said Garcia,
whose fame has now spread throughout
social media. In recent weeks, with
Pacaya regularly spitting out molten rock,
he started cooking the pizzas directly on
the moving lava, some of which has
come close to population centers.

It’s a potentially risky undertaking giv-
en the plumes of volcanic ash blasted
into the sky by the angry beast, to which
some local villagers pray, pleading with it
to desist. “Having a pizza cooked in the
embers of a volcano is mind-blowing and
unique in the whole world,” said Felipe
Aldana, a tourist trying out one of
Garcia’s specialties.

He found about the pizza joint on
Facebook and thought: “I have to have
this experience.” “It’s ridiculous just
thinking that you’re going to eat some-
thing cooked on lava, but it’s something
that you can see only here” in
Guatemala, said Kelt Van Meurs, a
Dutch visitor. — AFP  

The Titanic is being brought back from
the deep, more than a century after
its ill-fated maiden voyage, at a land-

locked Chinese theme park where tourists
can soon splash out for a night on a full-
scale replica. The project’s main backer
was inspired to recreate the world’s most
infamous cruise liner by the 1997 box
office hit of the same name - once the
world’s top-grossing film and wildly popu-
lar in China.

The original luxury vessel, the largest of
its time and branded “unsinkable” by its
owners, has become a byword for hubris
ever since it plunged into the depths of the
Atlantic in 1912 after striking an iceberg,
leaving more than 1,500 people dead.
Investor Su Shaojun says he was motivat-
ed to finance the audacious, 260-metre-
long duplicate to keep memories of the
Titanic alive. “I hope this ship will be here
in 100 or 200 years,” Su said. “We are
building a museum for the Titanic.” 

It has taken six years - longer than the
construction of the original Titanic - plus
23,000 tons of steel, more than a hundred
workers and a hefty one billion yuan
($153.5 million) price tag. Everything from
the dining room to the luxury cabins and
even the door handles are styled on the
original Titanic. It forms the centerpiece of
a Sichuan province theme park more than
1,000 km from the sea. 

The site features a replica of
Southampton Port seen in James
Cameron’s 1997 disaster epic, where
Leonardo DiCaprio’s fictional character

Jack swings on board after winning his
ticket in a bet. Tour buses play the film’s
theme tune, Celine Dion’s “My Heart Will
Go On”, on repeat. It costs up to 2,000
yuan (around $150) to spend one night on
the ship for the “five-star cruise service”,
Su says, adding that with a functioning
steam engine guests will feel that they are
really at sea. He was so excited by the
challenge that he sold his energy industry
assets, including a stake in several
hydropower projects, to invest in the
Titanic.

‘Inherit the great spirit’
But even before opening, the replica

has drawn plenty of controversy. Online
users have questioned whether the
famous ship would attract tourists given
the disaster that struck its real-life inspira-
tion. Others feared it would join other
ambitious Chinese building projects that
turned into white elephants - including a
2008 replica of the USS Enterprise, an
American aircraft carrier, which cost over
$18 million and was abandoned shortly
after it opened.

But Su hopes as many as five million
annual visitors will come to see his Titanic.
“This tourist volume should guarantee the
return of our investment,” he added.
Project manager Xu Junnian said he felt it
was important to preserve the vessel’s
memory. “The greatest significance of
building this ship is to carry forward and
inherit the great spirit of Titanic,” he said.

Aside from the enduring appeal of the
Hollywood blockbuster, the Titanic has
stolen headlines in China in recent weeks
with the release of a new documentary
called “The Six”. The film tells the story of
a group of Chinese travelers on board
when the ship sinks, of whom six survived.
But the developers are hoping to rope in
some bigger names to help draw visitors.
“We’d like to invite Jack, Rose and James
Cameron to the inauguration ceremony,”
Su said. — AFP  

British journalist Martin Bashir, who is
being investigated over how he
obtained an explosive 1995 inter-

view with Princess Diana, is stepping
down from his role as the BBC’s religion
editor, the corporation said Friday. “Martin
Bashir has stepped down from his position
as the BBC’s Religion Editor, and is leav-
ing the corporation,” said deputy director of
BBC News, Jonathan Munro, adding it
was due to health issues.

“He let us know of his decision last
month, just before being readmitted to
hospital for another surgical procedure on
his heart,” said Munro. Bashir’s interview
with Diana, in which she lifted the lid on
her troubled marriage to Prince Charles,
dropped a bombshell on the royal family.
But his methods in securing the interview
have been investigated by former
Supreme Court judge John Dyson, whom
the BBC appointed after calls from the late
princess’ brother, Charles Spencer.

Dyson’s spokeswoman said Friday that
he “has concluded his investigation and
the report has been passed to the BBC for
publication in due course.” Spencer has
alleged that Bashir showed him faked doc-
uments to persuade his sister to take part.
In the November 1995 interview, which
was watched by a record 22.8 million peo-
ple, Diana famously said “there were three
people” in her marriage - her, Charles and
his long-time lover Camilla Parker-Bowles.
Diana and Charles formally divorced in
1996. She died in a Paris car crash the fol-
lowing year.

New reports have surfaced alleging that
Bashir used underhand methods to per-
suade Diana to talk, including by claiming
her own staff members were being paid to
spy on her. The BBC has been accused of
a cover-up in a previous inquiry when
rumors about Bashir’s alleged methods
first surfaced. Bashir was little-known at
the time of the interview but went on to
have a global career and famously inter-
viewed Michael Jackson. The journalist
has not been at work in recent months
after contracting coronavirus and undergo-
ing heart bypass surgery. — AFP 

Anyone can easily own a Basquiat
painting, a pair of Yeezy sneakers
or even a Ferrari - at least, that’s the

promise of a growing number of fractional
ownership platforms that sell shares of
these rare items, starting at just a few dol-
lars. One platform, Masterworks, in spring
2020 turned the $6 million painting “The
Mosque” by Jean-Michel Basquiat into
284,420 shares at $20 each.

With fractional ownership, there’s no
chance of hanging the painting in a buy-
er’s home, parking a Lamborghini in their
garage or storing six bottles of Romanee-
Conti wine in their cellar. But by owning at
least a piece of the property-at least on
paper, like the shares of a publicly listed
company - anyone can now directly bene-
fit from an increase in the item’s value, just
like a wealthy collector.

Whether it’s paintings or baseball
cards, “it’s not a new industry,” says Ezra
Levine, the CEO of Collectable, a platform
that specializes in sports paraphernalia.
“It’s not like cryptocurrencies where it was
literally invented five or 10 years ago,” he
said. “It’s just that the ways that people
can participate in (the market) and experi-
ence it, enjoy it, have just dramatically
changed in the last six months.”

Slugger, the username of a collector
who preferred to stay anonymous, made a
500 percent profit on a few shares of a box
of Pokemon cards, initially priced at
$125,000. The platform Rally had offered
the box via an IPO, similar to the listing of

a company on the stock market and also
subject to controls by the US market regu-
lator, the SEC.

“These fractional platforms just open up
the class to people who can’t afford to buy
a full (Michael) Jordan (trading) card,” said
John Schuck, 43, whose holdings amount
to about $20,000 in cars, paintings or
sports memorabilia. The concept of
shared ownership of physical assets start-
ed with real estate. Over the past 20
years, it has expanded to include private
jets and yachts, but entry prices have
remained high and largely inaccessible to
the general public.

The new fractional platforms have dras-
tically lowered prices, sometimes to less
than $10 a share. Such entry prices allow
sneaker enthusiasts, for instance, who ini-
tially built the “sneakerhead” culture but
were priced out, to own at least a part of
cult pieces, explains Gerome Sapp. His
platform, Rares, will in June list a pair of
the Nike Air Yeezy 1 inspired by musician
Kanye West, which it acquired for a
record-breaking $1.8 million in late April.

‘Purely an investment’ 
But the emotional aspect of buying is

not quite the same, as most shareholders
will never actually see the object in person,
unlike old-school collectors. Rally opened
a museum in New York that displays some
of the pieces listed online, and
Masterworks has a gallery, but few people
plan on visiting. “The fact that I can’t touch
it kind of takes away the emotion of it,”
said Gregg Love, who belongs to this new
generation of collectors. “I don’t feel a con-
nection at all to any of these assets,” said
Slugger. “This is purely an investment and
entertainment for me.”

Considered a pioneer of this new frac-
tional ownership trend, Rally has seen a
major surge in interest during the coron-
avirus pandemic, surpassing 200,000
users, with about $25 million in assets list-
ed on the platform. —AFP

Pablo Picasso’s “Woman Sitting Near
a Window (Marie-Therese)” sold
Thursday for $103.4 million at

Christie’s in New York, the auction house
said. The painting, completed in 1932,
was sold after 19 minutes of bidding for
$90 million, which rose to $103.4 million
when fees and commissions were added,
Christie’s said. Christie’s had estimated

the painting - bought by an online bidder
in California - would sell for $55 million. 

The sale confirms the vitality of the art
market despite the COVID-19 pandemic -
but also the special status of Picasso,
who was born in 1881 and died in 1973.
The generally good performance of
Thursday’s auctions, totaling $481 million,

“signals a real return to normal and also a
message that the art market is really back
on track,” said Bonnie Brennan, president
of Christie’s America.

The painting, depicting Picasso’s
young mistress and muse, Marie-Therese
Walter, was acquired only eight years ago
at a London sale for £28.6 million (about
$44.8 million), less than half the price

offered Thursday. Five works by the
Spanish painter have now crossed the
symbolic threshold of $100 million. Even
before this sale, he was already alone at
the top of this very exclusive club with four
paintings, including “Women of Algiers”,
which holds the record for a Picasso, at
$179.4 million in 2015. 

“He was an artist, but he was also sev-
en artists at the same time,” said
Giovanna Bertazzoni, vice-president of
Christie’s 20th and 21st centuries depart-
ment. She said Picasso’s personal life, his
aura and his love life still resonate today
even though his work dates back more
than 100 years. “It’s still incredibly con-
temporary and speaks to us,” she said.

This is the first time in two years that a
work has broken the $100 million mark
since an 1890 Claude Monet “Meules”
painting reached $110.7 million at
Sotheby’s, also in New York. On Tuesday,
the painting “In This Case” by the
American artist Jean-Michel Basquiat sold
for $93.1 million at Christie’s in the first of
the major spring sales, one of the two
most important events in the auction
world. 

The year 1932, when Picasso painted
“Woman Sitting Near a Window”, is often
considered the most productive period of
his career and many major exhibits of his
works have been devoted to that single
year. 

Women painters also fared well at the
Christie’s auction Wednesday with several
works sold setting artist records. “We saw
incredible prices for female artists across
the 20th century tonight,” said Emily
Kaplan, co-head of the 20th Century
Evening Sale. “Barbara Hepworth and
Grace Hartigan achieved new records.
Alice Neel, who is having a real market
moment and an exhibition at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, doubled her
previous auction record.”— AFP                 

In this photo taken on April 22, 2021, gallery workers display an artwork titled ‘Femme assise
pres d’une fenetre (Marie-Therese)’ by Spanish painter Pablo Picasso during a photocall at
Christie’s auction house in central London. — AFP 

This aerial photo taken on April 27, 2021 shows a still-under-construction replica of the
Titanic ship in Daying County in China’s southwest Sichuan province. — AFP 

Garcia serves pizza to tourists after cooking on the lava rivers. 

Martin Bashir

David Garcia places a pizza on a lava river
that comes down from the Pacaya volcano at
the Cerro Chino hill in San Vicente Pacaya
municipality, Guatemala, on May 11, 2021. 
—  AFP photos 

New dinosaur found 
in Mexico was 
‘very communicative’

Anew species of dinosaur identified
by Mexican paleontologists is
believed to have been “very com-

municative” and used low-frequency

sounds like elephants to talk to each oth-
er, a researcher said Friday. The speci-
men, which has been named Tlatolophus
galorum, is thought to have died around
72 million years ago in what is now
Mexico’s northern state of Coahuila.

After initially discovering the tail, pale-
ontologists said they later found most of
its skull, a 1.32-m bony hollow crest
through which it communicated, as well
as bones such as its femur and shoulder.
“We are calculating the size, which could
be between eight meters and 12 meters

long because just the tail is around six
meters,” said paleobiologist Angel
Alejandro Ramirez.

“We believe that these dinosaurs were
very communicative. They even produced
and perceived low-frequency sounds like
those made by elephants, which travel
several kilometers and are imperceptible
to humans,” added Ramirez. These
“peaceful, but talkative” dinosaurs could
also have had the ability to emit loud
sounds to scare off predators, the
National Institute of Anthropology and

History (INAH) said on Thursday when it
announced the discovery.

Mexican researchers think Tlatolophus
galorum’s crest may have been red. “We
believe that these dinosaurs, like modern
birds, saw in color and so these structures
like the crest were possibly brightly col-
ored. They could have been completely
red, or multi-colored, with spots,” Ramirez
said. The discovery is still under investiga-
tion, but research about the ancient reptile
has already been published in the scientif-
ic journal Cretaceous Research, accord-

ing to the INAH. 
“It is an exceptional case in Mexican

paleontology,” it said. “Highly favorable
events had to occur millions of years ago,
when Coahuila was a tropical region, for it
to be conserved in the conditions it was
found in.” The name Tlatolophus is
derived from tlahtolli - which means word
in the indigenous Nahuatl language - and
lophus, meaning crest in Greek, the
researchers said. — AFP  


