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R
omanian teenager Cosmin sweats
profusely under a gigantic
bearskin costume as he prances

to the exhilarating sound of drums, flutes
and whistles to welcome the New Year.
The parade Cosmin stars in has ancient
roots and is increasingly a tourist attrac-
tion in Romania, especially for young-
sters looking to reconnect with national
traditions. Performing in a costume
made of real bearskin and weighing 40
kilograms (88 pounds) is physically
demanding, but Cosmin would not miss
the dance for the world.

“The skin I’m wearing belonged to my
grandfather,” the 17-year-old student
says with pride, swaying the animal’s
head from side to side. The northeastern
town of Comanesti puts on the colorful
and noisy display between Christmas

and New Year’s Day to chase away evil
spirits. The centuries-old tradition is held
across the country but is most fervently
celebrated in the region that includes
Comanesti, which has emerged as the
hub for troupes of bearskin-clad
dancers.

Preparations begin in autumn and the
local council selects the hundreds of
mostly young performers, with their ages
starting from as young as eight and
rarely exceeding 30. The most expres-
sive acts win prizes, while the imposing
bearskin costumes come with the ani-
mal’s most fearsome features, including
the paws, claws and mouth.

Small traditional “mici” sausages and
kebabs are on the menu for spectators
and dancers, and boards list the names
of the participants’ home villages.

Romania is home to more than half of
Europe’s brown bear population, an ani-
mal believed to embody strength and
bravery but now protected as threatened
by deforestation. The dance, which has
pre-Christian roots, has become a mag-
net for tourists and an important source
of income in recent years.

‘Search for an identity’ 
Anthropologist Valer Simion Cosma

believes the festival has undergone a
“renaissance” since 2007 and Romania’s
entry into the European Union. As many
citizens choose to leave the country of
19 million people for brighter prospects
abroad, the younger generation has
grasped the event’s value as part of a
“search for an identity”, he said. Cosma
noted that the almost six mill ion

Romanians living abroad want to pre-
serve local customs with family when
they come back home.

That breaks with the recent trend
whereby Romania’s “cultural interest was
directed towards the outside” and folklore
was “seen as outdated and confined to
the older generations”, the researcher
added. The renewed enthusiasm for the
bear dance, encouraged by television
coverage, has given a new lease of life to
the industry producing the costumes and
attracted tourists in their thousands. “The
value of folklore no longer lies in the
meaning it was once given, but in its role
as a spectacle and its economic impact,”
Cosma said.—AFP

A reveler wearing a bearskin costume poses during the Bearskin Parade in Comanesti, Romania.

A child wearing a costume with bearskin looks on during the Bearskin Parade in Comanesti,
Romania.

Onlookers watch as revelers wearing bearskin costumes march during the Bearskin Parade in
Comanesti, Romania.

McCartney
daughter gives 
intimate tour 
of Abbey Road
T

he daughter of pop megastar
Paul McCartney has given an
intimate peek into the hallowed

halls of Abbey Road, the studio where
he-and many other music stars-
recorded masterpieces. Mary
McCartney directed the new docu-
mentary, “If These Walls Could Sing”,
which gets a worldwide release on
Disney+ on January 6 after premiering
in North America in December. The
London studio gave its name to
arguably The Beatles’ most beloved
record, 1969’s “Abbey Road”, and it
was on the nearby zebra crossing that
the Fab Four shot their legendary cov-
er photo.

“I have a personal connection with
the studio,” Mary McCartney told AFP.
“I grew up coming here, we lived near-
by. I have a very funny picture that I
love-my mum (Linda McCartney)
leading a pony across the zebra
crossing.” Inevitably, The Beatles
occupy a major part of the 90-minute
documentary, since they recorded no
less than 190 of their 210 songs there.
But Abbey Road has a long history,
established in 1931 by record compa-
ny EMI.

Initially dedicated to classical
music, it had cutting edge technology
for the time, and was used by com-
poser and conductor Edward Elgar
shortly before his death in 1934. “So
many people come to Abbey Road to
the zebra crossing but don’t come
inside because it’s a busy working
studio, so I wanted to bring the viewer
inside,” said McCartney.

The studio became “the bunker” for
The Beatles after the hysteria sur-
rounding the group led them to quit
touring in 1966, recalls Giles Martin,
son of their producer George Martin,
in the film. Many stars have since
sought to tap into the magic of the
place, from Elton John and Pink Floyd
to Led Zeppelin and Oasis-all of
whom feature in the new film. “Each
person tells a different story, different
aspects of what makes Abbey Road a
whole,” said Mary McCartney. Beatles
fans have been spoiled recently, with
the new documentary coming little
over a year after “Get Back” in which
director Peter Jackson painstakingly
reworked footage of the band writing
and rehearsing the album “Let it Be”,
including their famous performance
on the roof of Abbey Road. — AFP 

Grammy-winning
singer Anita
Pointer dies at 74
G

rammy-winning singer Anita
Pointer died on Saturday at the
age of 74 following a battle with

cancer, her publicist said. One of the
founding members of R&B group The
Pointer Sisters, she delighted fans across
the world with hits including “I’m So
Excited,” “Jump,” and “Fire.”

Along with sisters June and Ruth, the
group from Oakland, California released
their first album in 1973 before going on to
win three Grammy Awards. “Sad to report
my client Grammy Winner Anita Pointer of
the Pointer Sisters has passed away after
a heroic battle with cancer,” Roger Neal
said on Instagram.

She died on New Year’s Eve at her
home in Los Angeles where she was sur-
rounded by family, Neal told CNN. “While
we are deeply saddened by the loss of
Anita, we are comforted in knowing she is
now with her daughter, Jada and her sis-
ters June & Bonnie and at peace,”
Pointer’s family said in a statement.
“Heaven is a more loving beautiful place
with Anita there.”— AFP

Ukraine clings 
to holiday vibe
despite New
Year strikes
V

iktoria Lukovenko was making a sal-
ad for a New Year’s Eve party on
Saturday when explosions overhead

sent her running for cover in a Kyiv metro
station. Two hours later, as the air raid
warning lifted, she was back in her kitchen
peeling boiled eggs and trying on outfits,
determined not to let the latest Russian
strikes derail her holiday plans. “We will
ring in the new year with our circle of
friends,” the 18-year-old university student
told AFP. “I think it’s really cool that even in
these conditions we can have this luxury
for ourselves.”

Saturday’s volley of strikes killed at
least one man in Kyiv and injured 20 other
people, officials said, with attacks also
reported in the southern Mykolaiv region
and the western Khmelnytskyi region. Yet
across the capital, residents weary from
10 months of war said they had no inten-
tion of changing their party plans-many
involving all-night gatherings because of a
curfew which lasts from 11 pm to 5 am.

Filmmaker Yaroslav Mutenko, 23, was
in the shower when a loud explosion tore
open one corner of the four-star Hotel

Alfavito just down the street from his apart-
ment. As he watched rescue workers cor-
don off the rubble-strewn street in front of
the hotel, he told AFP that he, too, would
go to a friend’s house for a party in the
evening. “Our enemies, the Russians, can
destroy our calm but they cannot destroy
our spirit,” he said. “Why do I go celebrate
with friends? Because this year I under-
stand that it is important to have people
near.”

‘Important to be here’ 
As Russian President Vladimir Putin

asserted in his annual New Year’s address
that Russia had “moral, historical right-
ness” on its side, Ukrainian officials
denounced the latest attacks. “War crimi-
nal Putin ‘celebrates’ New Year by killing
people,” Ukraine’s Foreign Minister

Dmytro Kuleba said on Twitter. Kyrylo
Tymoshenko, deputy head of the presi-
dency, said Moscow’s idea of a New
Year’s Eve celebration appeared to
involve “footage of destroyed residential
buildings in Ukraine”. 

Waiting for the air raid warning to lift,
Kyiv residents huddled in underground
metro stations, some women already don-
ning the brightly embroidered traditional
skirts they would wear to parties later in
the evening. Khrystyna, a 30-year-old
financial analyst who gave only her first
name, told AFP she was visiting Kyiv from
her current base in Norway and said she
had no regrets about coming home for the
holidays. “It’s still important to be here, and
I think it also helps to experience it as it is,”
she said. Last year her friends hosted a
“Viking” themed New Year’s Eve party, but

this year they planned a more subdued
gathering with fewer people, she said. “I’m
really looking forward to when the air raid
finishes so that I can go and meet them,”
she said.

Dreaming of ‘victory’ 
The strikes on Saturday immediately

raised concerns about more power cuts,
which have plunged millions into darkness
in recent weeks as Russia has ramped up
what it describes as attacks on energy
infrastructure.

Shopping for fresh fruit and sushi at a
market in central Kyiv, 45-year-old
Yevgeny Starovoytov said he had already
been planning for a quiet evening at home
and that his family had gotten used to the
blackouts. “It is even good. When there is
no light, there is no internet connection,
then there is a chance to play and talk,” he
said, noting that in normal times it can be
hard to tear his seven-year-old son away
from mobile phones and digital devices.

Not everyone was in high spirits, how-
ever. At a nearby caviar stand, 40-year-old
vendor Oleksiy Tykhonov bemoaned the
lack of customers. “Apparently there is no
festive mood, and there are not enough
funds,” he said, adding that in peacetime
the market would be full with last-minute
shoppers. The empty scene left him with
just one wish for 2023: military victory.
“There is no need for holidays-the new
year, the old year, it does not matter,” he
said. “The main thing is that we win and as
soon as possible.”— AFP

Revelers wearing bearskin march during the bearskin parade in Comanesti city, Romania.

Viktoria Lukovenko answers AFP journalists’
questions before her New Year’s Eve party in
Kyiv. 

A woman and her daughters sell souvenirs to donate money to Ukrainian army ahead of the New
Year’s Eve celebrations in the center of the Ukrainian capital of Kyiv. 

A man wearing a Santa Claus costume rides a motorbike as an air raid siren sounds ahead of
the New Year’s Eve celebrations in the center of the Ukrainian capital of Kyiv amid the Russian
invasion of Ukraine.—AFP photos

Anita Pointer

Viktoria Lukovenko cooks for her New Year’s
Eve party in Kyiv. 


