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Greek archaeologist Katerina Peristeri
dug in obscurity for years before
unearthing a marble tomb from the

time of Alexander the Great-a find that has
brought her instant fame. In a land with one
of the world’s richest cultural heritages,
archaeologists rarely receive much public
notice. Yet Peristeri has become the face of
the Amphipolis crypt, a 2,300-year-old sepul-
chre beneath the sandy hills of northern
Greece. She has received three Greek awards
in the past month alone.

“I’m just a simple archaeologist, doing my
duty,” she beamed at one prize ceremony. At
another, she joined a choir in a rousing ode to
Alexander’s homeland. The tomb may be the
last resting place of Alexander’s wife Roxane,
his mother Olympias, or one of his generals,
according to competing theories. But the
speculation is not the only thing fuelling
Peristeri’s popularity.

After six years of economic crisis, political
tumult and a humiliating international
bailout, Greeks are desperate for heroes and
Prime Minister Antonis Samaras’s govern-
ment is eager for some good news. “It revives
Greeks’ hopes that despite their big struggle
to survive there is a ‘holy grail’ that will recon-
nect them to a period of glory and power,”
said Christos Kechagias, a sociologist who
teaches at the University of Athens. “In times
of crisis, people have the chance to redefine
their identity.”

The popular television program
“Anatropi”, normally a political talk-show, has
twice devoted its entire two-hour segment to
the excavation. In a front-page spread, the
Espresso tabloid suggested the identity of the
tomb’s mysterious resident could be divined
with methods taken from the novels of Dan
Brown. The answer, it said, lay in a painting by
Renaissance master Giovanni Antonio Bazzi
depicting Alexander’s wedding. Greek broad-
casters have been transfixed by discoveries
from the tomb-a pebble mosaic showing the
abduction of Persephone; two sculpted
“Caryatid” figures; skeletal remains in a lime-
stone grave that are now being analyzed for
identification. “It’s very unusual to have play-
by-play coverage of archaeological work,”
said David Rupp, a classical archaeologist and
director of the Canadian Institute in Greece.
“It’s almost become like a reality TV program.”

Samaras has frequently highlighted the
tomb in his speeches.  With his wife Georgia,
he toured the site in August, walking along

the marble wall that rings the tomb. He then
stood before the tomb’s entrance guarded by
headless sphinxes to announce a “significant
discovery” that makes “all Greeks proud”.

Hot pretzels
Stories on the Amphipolis tomb sell like

hot “koulouri” or pretzels, the Kathimerini
newspaper said. “It has unfolded in a thrilling
way, never before has an archaeological exca-
vation been unveiled this way,” Culture
Minister Constantinos Tassoulas told Greek
television. Not everyone is happy. The oppo-
sition has criticised Samaras, whose govern-
ment handles all announcements related to
the tomb, for trying to make political capital
from the discovery.

“Amphipolis is not the place for political
games,” said Panos Skourletis, spokesman for
the opposition Syriza party. Despina
Koutsoumba, an archaeologist who belongs
to the small, anti-capitalist Antarsya party,
says Samaras is using Amphipolis to hide cut-
backs at archaeological and other sites: “They
highlight Amphipolis to cover up the nation’s
bankruptcy.”

A legion of tomb-related cartoons have
emerged: one shows Samaras urging archae-
ologists to identify the deceased in order to
make him pay a new property tax; another
shows economists digging at Amphipolis in
an effort to find elusive growth. And some

say that an excavation is not going to lift the
fortunes of a country where over one in four
is unemployed and household income has
fallen by a third since the crisis began. “The
truth is we would all like this to be something
big,” said Garifallia Dedes, 40, a psychologist.
“But ultimately it’s nothing more than an
important discovery that brightens our grey
days.” At Amphipolis, there are hopes the dis-
covery will help the region prosper. The
museum that attracted about 5 visitors each
weekend now gets up to 2,000, says Anna
Panagiotarea, spokeswoman for the excava-
tions. Buses packed with tourists and school
groups arrive at the site even though it is not
open to visitors. Thessaloniki channel TV
100’s audience jumps from 3 percent to
about 24 percent of viewers when a regular
half-hour bulletin on Amphipolis is broadcast,
she adds.

“Readers feel uplifted as a nation-this
news boosts their confidence,” said Michalis
Alexandridis, director of popular northern
papers Makedonia and Thessaloniki.
Peristeri, the archaeologist, is glad the tomb
“reminds the world of Greece’s cultural con-
tribution”, But she plays down the fuss. “The
excavation has not changed my life,” she said
through a spokeswoman, declining to be
interviewed ahead of a news conference this
week. “This is scientific work I’ve been doing
for 35 years.” — Reuters

Mystery of Alexander the Great-era
tomb holds Greeks in thrall

Tibetan tapestry
fetches record $45 mn

in Hong Kong

An ancient Tibetan silk tapestry has set a world record
for Chinese art after it was sold to a Shanghai tycoon
for $45 million (HK$348 million) at auction in Hong

Kong, according to Christie’s. The 600-year-old artwork,
called a thangka and embroidered in vivid hues of red and
gold, was bought by Liu Yiqian on Wednesday and will be
displayed at his new museum in Shanghai, the auction house
said. “I am proud to bring back to China this significant and
historic 15th century thangka which will be preserved in the
Long museum for years to come,” he was quoted as saying in
a Christie’s press release Thursday.

Hong Kong has emerged as one of the biggest global auc-
tion hubs alongside New York and London, fuelled by China’s
economic boom and demand from Chinese and other Asian
collectors. The sale broke the world record for any Chinese
work of art sold by an international auction house. The piece-
which depicts the meditational diety Raktayamari, known as
the Red Conqueror of Death, standing stride a buffalo-was
created during the Ming dynasty between 1402 and 1424.

It is one of a set of three thangkas from the Jokhang
Monastery in the Tibetan capital Lhasa, according to Christie’s.
In April, Liu bought a Ming Dynasty wine cup which broke the
world auction record for Chinese porcelain in Hong Kong for
$36.05 million (HK$281.24 million). A taxi driver-turned-
financier now aged 50, Liu is one of China’s wealthiest men
and among the country’s new class of super-rich scouring the
globe for artwork. He is worth an estimated $1.6 billion. — AFP

This handout
picture taken on
November 27,
2014 and
released by
Christies auction
house shows a
600-year-old
Tibetan 
embroidered
artwork called
thangka. —AFP

A tourist read the guide of a marble Lion statue near the site where archaeologists
have unearthed a funeral mound dating from the time of Alexander the Great, in
Amphipolis, Northern Greece. — AFP photos 

Along-lost avant-garde painting has returned home to
Hungary after nine decades thanks to a sharp-eyed art
historian who spotted it being used as a prop in the

Hollywood f i lm “Stuart  Litt le” .  In 2009 Gergely Barki ,  a
researcher at Hungary’s National Gallery, noticed “Sleeping Lady
with Black Vase” by Robert Bereny (1888-1953) in the 1999 kids’
movie about a mouse as he watched TV with his daughter Lola.
“I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw Bereny’s long-lost mas-
terpiece on the wall behind Hugh Laurie, I nearly dropped Lola
from my lap,” Barki, 43, told AFP on Thursday.

“A researcher can never take his eyes off the job, even when
watching Christmas movies at home,” he said. The painting dis-
appeared in the 1920s but Barki recognised it immediately even
though he had only seen a faded black-and-white photo dating
from a 1928 exhibition archived in the National Gallery. Barki
sent a flurry of emails to staff at the film’s makers Sony Pictures
and Columbia Pictures, receiving a reply from a former Sony
employee, a set designer-two years later.

“She said the picture was hanging on her wall,” Barki told

AFP.  “She had snapped it  up for next-to-nothing in an
antiques shop in Pasadena, California, thinking its avant-garde
elegance was perfect for Stuart Little’s living room.” After leav-
ing Sony the set-designer sold the painting to a private collec-
tor who has now brought the picture to Budapest for auction.
Bereny, the leader of a pre-World War I avant-garde movement
called the “Group of Eights”, fled to Berlin in 1920 after design-
ing recruitment posters for Hungary’s short-lived communist
revolution in 1919. 

In the German capital,  he had a romance with actress
Marlene Dietrich, and, according to Barki, a rumored fling with
Anastasia, the mysterious daughter of Russia’s last tsar Nicholas
II. Bereny’s painting goes under the hammer December 13 with
a starting price of around 110,000 euros ($137,350), staff at the
Virag Judit auction house told AFP. According to Barki, the buy-
er at the 1928 exhibition, possibly Jewish, probably left Hungary
in the run-up to, or during, World War II. “After the wars, revolu-
tions, and tumult of the 20th century many Hungarian master-
pieces are lost, scattered around the world,” he said. — AFP

‘Stuart Little’ helps lost 
Hungarian painting come home

Hungarian art historian Gergely Barki poses next to a plush
figure of the ‘Stuart Little’ character of the same titled US film
in front of the painting of Hungarian artist Robert Bereny
“Sleeping woman with black vase” in the Virag Judit Art
Gallery in Budapest. — AFP


