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A group of tourists visit the ancient city of Hatra in northern Iraq, as local authority initiatives seek to encourage tourism 
and turn the page on the years of violence by the Islamic State IS group. —AFP photos

A tourist visits the ancient city of Hatra in northern Iraq. 

Former US President Barack Obama kisses former US First Lady Michelle Obama during 
a ceremony to unveil their official White House portraits, in the East Room of the White 
House in Washington, DC. —AFP Photos

Former president Barack Obama and first lady Michelle Obama 
finally got their official White House portraits Wednesday, after 
four years of being snubbed by Donald Trump, in an emotional 

ceremony doubling as a rousing defense of American democracy. 
The paintings, destined to hang alongside those of generations of 
previous first couples in the White House, were unveiled by the 
Obamas themselves. Deafening cheers sounded through the packed 
East Room as they pulled up the plain blue cloths covering the art 
works. 

Obama, the country’s first Black president, was depicted by Robert 
McCurdy looking straight out, hands in pockets, his dark suit contrast-
ing against a startlingly white background, and shadow falling over 
half of his face. Michelle, who was painted by Sharon Sprung, posed in 
a light blue gown, seated on a red sofa. 

Obama joked that McCurdy’s signature precision and sharp lines 
meant he “refused to hide any of my grey hairs,” but said the direct-
ness of the style countered the tendency where presidents “often get 
airbrushed,” getting “mythical status, especially after you’ve gone and 
people forget all the stuff they didn’t like.” The cheers kept coming 
during President Joe Biden’s speech kicking off the event and the vol-
ume rose further when the Obamas took the podium. 

Michelle Obama veered into distinctly political territory with a 
powerful homage to US democracy and barely disguised criticism of 
Trump. “Traditions like this matter,” she said, describing the portraits 
custom as part of the passing of the torch between successive, even 
opposing administrations. “We hold an inauguration to ensure a 
peaceful transition of power,” she said in a barbed reminder of the 
way Trump refused to accept his 2020 defeat by Biden, stymied the 
incoming government’s preparations-then failed to invite the Obamas 
to unveil their official portraits. 

Michelle Obama reduced the room to silence with her observation 
that growing up as a Black girl in Chicago she’d assumed “she was 
never supposed to be up there next to Jacqueline Kennedy” or other 
famous-always white-first ladies. “Too often in this country, people 
feel like they have to look a certain way or act a certain way to fit in,” 
she said. “What we are seeing is a reminder that there’s a place for 
everyone in this country,” where “the two of us can end up on a wall in 

the most famous address in the world.” “Our democracy is so much 
stronger than our differences,” she said. “We love you,” a man in the 
crowd called out, prompting more cheers. 

 
Contempt  

Past presidents and first ladies have typically had their portraits 
hung in White House halls and corridors after ceremonies hosted by 
successors. Democrat Obama, for example, hosted George W. Bush, a 
Republican, and his wife Laura Bush at portrait unveilings in 2012. 
However, Trump declined to invite the Obamas-amid undisguised con-
tempt between both leaders in the wake of the Republican’s shock 
2016 election win-and the tradition ground to a halt. 

The norm-shredding Trump even reportedly ordered portraits of 
Bush and his predecessor Bill Clinton to be taken down from the walls 
of the Grand Foyer and put in storage. But a portrait of Hillary Clinton, 
the former first lady whom Trump had defeated in his presidential 
campaign, remained visible in a lower corridor through his tempestu-
ous 2017-2021 term. 

As for Trump, the Biden administration says it has no direct say on 
whether or when his own portrait could be hung up. It is not clear 
whether the ex-president, now in deep legal peril after the discovery 
of top-secret documents taken from the White House to his Florida 
estate, has even commissioned an official painting. 

 
Mutual praise  

Biden, who served as vice president throughout Obama’s two 
terms, poured praise on his former boss, recalling how they first took 
office in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis. “We trusted him, all of 
you in this room. We believed in him, we counted on him. And I still 
do,” Biden said. 

Obama returned the compliments, telling Biden “I was even luckier 
to have a chance to spend eight years working day and night with a 
man who became a true partner and a true friend.” “Joe, it is now 
America’s good fortune to have you as president,” he said. Talking of 
his own rise to the top job with defeat of Trump in 2020, Biden said 
“nothing could have prepared me more” for the presidency than 
working alongside Obama. —AFP

Obamas get their White  
House portraits after Trump snub

Former US First Lady Michelle Obama applauds while standing next to her newly 
unveiled official White House portrait.

Prolific Swiss filmmaker Alain Tanner, considered a 
pioneer of Switzerland’s new wave film move-
ment, died Sunday at the age of 92, his foundation 

said. “Alain Tanner was one of the beacons of Swiss cin-
ema,” his foundation said in a statement issued in con-
sultation with his family. Tanner was an internationally 
renowned director with more than two dozen films to 
his name, who began his career in the late 1950s. 

A contemporary of the French New Wave, he is 
credited with helping launch Switzerland’s own, smaller 

new wave in the 1970s, along with colleagues Miche 
Soutter, Claude Goretta, Jean-Louis Roy and Jean-
Jacques Lagrange. Their “Group of 5” spurred a renew-
al in Swiss films reflecting the era’s spirit of nonconfor-
mity. Tanner’s first full-length feature film, “Charles, 
Dead or Alive”, which appeared in 1969, marked the 
beginning of politically engaged cinema in Switzerland. 

That film, which tells the story of a businessman who 
decides to abandon mainstream capitalist life to take up a 
marginal existence on the fringe of society as student 

protests rage, won the top prize at the Locarno film festi-
val. Among his best-known films are “Jonas who will be 
25 in the Year 2000,” from 1976 and “Light Years Away”, 
which won the Grand Prix at the 1981 Cannes Film 
Festival. On his foundation’s website, he is quoted as say-
ing he felt lucky to have been born when he was. “Over 
50 years, during the second half of the last century, I lived 
through was probably the most engaging for cinema, with 
the questioning of the old styles, the break with old struc-
tures and the arrival of modernity,” he said. —AFP
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Strolling along the ancient ruins of 
Hatra in Iraq’s north, dozens of visitors 
admired the site, where local initiatives 

seek to turn over a new leaf after a brief but 
brutal jihadist rule. Designated an endan-
gered world heritage site by UNESCO, 
Hatra dates back to the 2nd and 3rd cen-
turies BC. It is a two-hour drive from Mosul, 
the former “capital” proclaimed by the 
Islamic State (IS) group, which was recap-
tured in 2017 by Iraqi forces and an interna-
tional coalition that backed them. 

A tour of the site on Saturday, the first of 
its kind organized by a private museum in 
Mosul, aimed to boost tourism in the area. 
Some 40 visitors, most of them Iraqis, were 
allowed to walk around the more than 
2,000-year-old archaeological site in the 
golden hour of twilight. The tourists took 

selfies in front of impressive colonnades and 
inspected the reliefs vandalized by IS 
jihadists. 

“It has great history” allowing a peek 
into an ancient civilization, said Luna Batota, 
a 33-year-old on tour with her Belgian hus-
band. “A lot of history but at the same time a 
lot of unfortunate events took place here 
with IS,” she told AFP. Batota works for a 
pharmaceutical company in Belgium, where 
she has lived since the age of nine. Twenty-
four years later, this is the first time she 
returns to her homeland. 

Visiting Hatra stirred up “mixed feelings” 
for her, she said. “You see bullet holes, you 
see many empty bullets.” An important reli-
gious and trading centre under the Parthian 
empire, Hatra had imposing fortifications and 
magnificent temples, blending Greek and 

Roman architectural styles with oriental 
decorative elements. In 2015, IS released a 
video showing its militants destroying a 
series of reliefs, firing at them and hacking 
away at a statue with a pickaxe. In February, 
the authorities unveiled three restorations at 
the site: a Roman-style sculpture of a life-
size figure and reliefs on the side of the 
great temple. 

 
‘Not only war’  

Five years after the defeat of IS, Mosul 
and its surroundings have regained a sense 
of normalcy, even as rehabilitation efforts 
suffer setbacks and many areas still bear the 
scars of the fight against the jihadists. The 
tour of Hatra was organized by the Mosul 
Heritage House, a private museum inaugu-
rated in June. But even before it, the site 

drew individual visitors, according to one of 
the organizers, Fares Abdel Sattar, a 60-
year-old engineer. 

This new initiative seeks to “showcase 
the heritage and identity” of Mosul and its 
broader Nineveh province, he said. After its 
rise to power in 2014 and the conquest of 
swathes of Iraq and Syria, IS faced coun-
teroffensives in both countries. Iraqi forces 
finally claimed victory in late 2017. As Iraq 
gradually opens up to foreign tourism, 
dozens of visitors-particularly from the 
West-are now exploring the country, with 
some even venturing into Mosul. 

The Hatra group are pioneers, visiting at a 
time when the US, British and other govern-
ments are warning their citizens against travel 
to Iraq, citing the risks of terrorism, kidnap-
ping, armed conflict and civil unrest. The 

tourism sector also suffered a setback with the 
case of British pensioner James Fitton, who 
was detained and condemned to 15 years in 
jail over pottery shards he picked at an 
archaeological site, before a court in July over-
turned the sentence and he flew back home. 

Religious tourism to the Shiite holy 
cities of Karbala and Najaf has been thriv-
ing, mostly from Iran. However, challenges 
remain and tourist infrastructure is still 
basic in Iraq, a country rich in oil but rav-
aged by decades of fighting. “Mosul isn’t 
only war, IS, terrorism,” said Beriar Bahaa 
Al-Din, a doctoral student in anthropology 
at the University of Exeter in Britain, on the 
Hatra visit. “Mosul is a civilization, heritage, 
culture,” he added. “This impressive site 
should be full of tourists from across the 
globe.”—AFP
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