
Pussy Riot, the Russian art collective
who became the nemesis of President
Vladimir Putin after performing a punk

protest in a cathedral, are taking their
activist message to London with a new
exhibition. The 2012 stunt saw the all-female
group hit the international headlines, but
resulted in two members serving two years
in penal colonies, gaining them notoriety
and the support of Western politicians
and mega-artists like Madonna.

London’s Saatchi Gallery is hosting
artwork from the group and other
Russian activists in an exhibition enti-
tled “Art Riot”, marking the 100th
anniversary of the country’s revolution.
Political art is as vital as ever in the
country, said Pussy Riot member Maria
Alyokhina at the show’s press launch
ahead of its opening to the public on
Thursday. “Political art is a way to
change something,” Alyokhina, one of
the two members jailed for the 2012 protest,
told AFP. “We didn’t expect a prison term,
nor attention, you just have to do things and
see what happens,” she added. “All big
things were small at the beginning.”

As part of the exhibition, fellow member
Nadya Tolokonnikova has recounted her

experience in the penal institution through
immersive theatre. Such an exhibition
would not be allowed in Russia, said
Alyokhina while highlighting Siberian artist
Vasily Slonov’s work-a pile of Lenin-era
books whose spines have been sculpted
into a face.

‘Last free person’ 

The London show, where each room is
dedicated to a different artist, was organised
by curator Marat Guelman. Some critics,
and even allies like Putin opponent Alexei
Navalny, have dismissed the group’s art as
“petty crimes for the sake of publicity,” but
Guelman insisted they had missed the point.

“We want to show an exhibition where the
artist is important, not only the art,” he
explained. “Especially when politics goes
down and there is no free media, the artist
has become the last free person, who speaks
to government and says truth, and is not
afraid.” The reaction of Orthodox Christians
to the feminist group’s performance at
Moscow’s Cathedral of Christ the Saviour

was also “very important,” he said.
“Some were more Orthodox than

Christian, meaning ‘we will kill this Pussy
Riot because they came to the church.’
“Some parts are more Christian than
Orthodox, so think there must be free-
dom. It was very important in helping
society understanding itself better.”
Among the Pussy Riot works on show are
videos of the group’s most controversial
guerilla performances and giant portraits
of the group’s founders in their trademark
brightly-colored balaclavas.
Other artists featured include Oleg Kulik,

who lived as a “man-dog” in a belief that it
embodied the period after the collapse of the
Soviet Union, and Pyotr Pavlensky, who
nailed his scrotum to Moscow’s Red Square
in a symbolic protest. While some try to
affect change from inside Russia, Guelman

said many like him had been forced to leave.
“It was impossible to do exhibitions,” he told
AFP. “It was a joke that a lot of talented peo-
ple were born in Russia, but not a lot died in
Russia,” he said, adding that the Russian

diaspora was now a “very powerful” cultural
force. Despite the limitations, both Alyokhina
and Guelman believe Russia can still be the
incubator of great art.  “Everything is possi-
ble!,” said Alyokhina. — AFP 
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‘Pussy Icons’ artwork by contemporary artist Lusine Djanyan.
An assistant poses with ‘History of Russia in Axes’ artwork by
Russian artist Vasily Slonov.

Russian political activist and member of Pussy Riot, Maria Alyokhina poses dur-
ing a press preview for the ‘Art Riot: Post-Soviet Actionism’ and ‘Inside Pussy
Riot’ exhibitions at Saatchi Gallery in central London. — AFP photos 

The Donbass-Chocolate’ artwork by Ukrainian artist Arsen Savadov.

The symbol of solidarity brought a harsh
backlash. As Lebanese rockers
Mashrou’ Leila played in Cairo, fans

hoisted in the air rainbow flags, the global
emblem of gay equality. The open-air festival
on September 22 passed peacefully. But as
pictures of the flags spread, Egyptian author-
ities launched roundups of the gay communi-
ty, arresting dozens of people, with rights
groups saying some were subjected to humil-
iating physical exams.

Mashrou’ Leila’s singer Hamed Sinno is
openly gay and the band voiced outrage over
the crackdown. Yet the group scoffs at being
viewed as poster boys — for gay rights or
also for what Sinno sees as facile Western
narratives about the Arab world. Mashrou’
Leila — which, with its unique blend of intri-
cate indie rock and enigmatic Arabic poetry,
has become one of the Middle East’s biggest
bands — sees music as a goal in itself.

“I think the question of wanting to repre-
sent anyone other than our own persons is
one that’s really troubling,” the quick-witted
Sinno told AFP at a bar near New York
University, where the band is leading a two-
month seminar. If Mashrou’ Leila ever speaks
for others, those moments “have to be
unplanned and accidental, and they have to
be a byproduct of people just being able to
relate to what you’re saying,” he said. 

Sees progress still 
Laws in the Middle East banning gay sex

date largely to Western colonialism. Egypt
had no formal prohibition on homosexuality

but its parliament is now considering one.
“The only reason that something like that
would happen right now is because of, essen-
tially, a very clear cultural tide moving
towards greater acceptance. Otherwise there
would be no reason to introduce a new law,”
Sinno said. In Egypt and other revolutionary
states in the wake of the Arab Spring, an idea
has emerged of “national masculinity as a
form of dignity,” Sinno said.

But Sinno saw Egypt’s anti-gay campaign

more as a political move by President Abdel
Fattah Al-Sisi, a former army chief who over-
threw his Islamist predecessor and has
clamped down hard on the Muslim
Brotherhood, to woo skeptical conservatives
before elections. Elsewhere in the Arab world,
Jordan last year barred a performance by
Mashrou’ Leila. Nonetheless, Sinno said he
saw growing strides on issues of gender and
sexuality in Lebanon as well as Morocco and
Tunisia. — AFP

As Egypt targets gays,
band reluctantly bears flag

Spray-painted in murals, wielded
on anti-war banners, and even
once hung as a tapestry at the

United Nations, Pablo Picasso’s
“Guernica” might be the world’s most
famous political artwork. Now organ-
izers of a new initiative are inviting art
lovers to revisit the iconic black-and-
white painting, using the latest imaging
technology and releasing a trove of
previously unseen documents to chart
its turbulent history.

“Guernica is a source of never-end-
ing artistic material and it’s a privilege
to be with as an art historian,” says
Rosario Peiro, head of collections at
Madrid’s Reina Sofia modern art
museum. She is part of the team
behind “Rethinking Guernica”, an
interactive exhibition launched this
week about the work. “Putting all of
this together allows you to rethink the
history of the painting,” Peiro said.
“Guernica”, conceived in the depths of
Spain’s devastating civil war, shows
the bombing of a Basque town on
April 26, 1937 by German and Italian
air forces under the orders of future
Spanish dictator Francisco Franco. 

Hundreds died in an aerial attack on
civilians that shocked the world and
set a precedent repeated often by
German and allied forces in World War
II. Picasso, then living in France, was
commissioned by the struggling
Spanish Republican government to
produce a work depicting the bomb-
ing for the 1937 World Fair in Paris.

Storied history 
That commission and hundreds of

other documents concerning
“Guernica” are now available online
for the first time. They tell the story of
a hugely well-travelled work, with
stops in Scandinavia, Britain and the
United States, where it spent decades

on loan at New York’s Museum of
Modern Art (MoMA). There are
papers relating to its trip to Venezuela
in 1948 that was cut short due to a
coup d’etat, and a frantic telegram sent
by MoMA collections director Alfred
H. Barr Jr informing the artist that his
works were safe after a fire tore
through the museum in 1958.

“Clearly it is a political painting
because it was requested by the gov-
ernment for a propaganda purpose,”
says Peiro. “The truth is during all
these years of travel and being in dif-
ferent places, the work was depoliti-
cised.” Researchers took thousands of
images using visible and ultraviolent
light as well as infrared reflectography
and high-definition x-rays to create a
“Gigapixel” rendering that allows
users to browse a 436-gigabyte com-
posite of the work. Details of its
restoration, individual paint strokes
and even rogue hairs from Picasso’s
brushes can be seen still stuck to the
original canvas. Residue from a 1974
act of vandalism is visible in the form
of barely perceptible reddish discol-
oration across central areas. “For me
what is interesting to see is the geog-
raphy of the painting, its surface, as if
it’s a kind of history map,” says Peiro. 

New perspectives 
The Reina Sofia currently displays

dozens of black-and-white war images
alongside “Guernica”, many captured
by legendary Catalan conflict photog-
rapher Agusti Centelles. Some critics
credit the photos for Picasso’s deci-
sion to eschew his usual vivid colours
in the piece. As Catalonia’s independ-
ence crisis exposes Spain to its deep-
est political turbulence since returning
to democracy in 1978, Peiro however
insists the current installation isn’t
about politics. — AFP 

Online exhibit shows hidden
depths of Picasso’s ‘Guernica’

Top US fashion model Gigi Hadid on
Friday pulled out of the annual
Victoria’s Secret fashion show in

Shanghai after an online video showing her
apparently making a slant-eyes face
sparked criticism in China. The announce-
ment is the second apparent snag to hit the
US lingerie maker’s A-list underwear
extravaganza set for Monday, following
reports that three Russian and one
Ukrainian model had failed to obtain
Chinese visas. Hadid, ranked fifth on
Forbes’ list of the highest-paid women
models last year at $9 million, had excited-
ly announced her participation in the show
in August. She gave no reason for the
reversal.

“I’m so bummed I won’t be able to make
it to China this year,” the 22-year-old said
on Twitter. “Love my VS family, and will be
with all my girls in spirit!” Hadid’s with-
drawal averts a potential PR disaster for
Victoria’s Secret, which is hoping to shore
up a sagging bottom line by pushing into

China’s growing intimate-wear market. The
company opened its first flagship stores in
China this year and Monday’s show is the
first held outside the US or Europe.

Chinese internet users accused Hadid of
racism after her sister Bella — another of
the three dozen or more models expected
in Shanghai — posted an Instagram video
in February showing Gigi squinting her
eyes while holding up a Buddha-shaped
cookie. After Hadid announced in August
that she would come to Shanghai, many
Chinese netizens pounced anew, warning
her to stay away. Hadid posted a bilingual
apology on China’s Twitter-like Weibo on
September 1, declaring her “respect and
love for the people of China” and swearing
she meant no harm, but even that drew flak.
A Victoria’s Secret spokesman declined
comment when asked by AFP whether
Hadid pulled out on her own, was asked to
by the company, or whether Chinese
authorities applied any pressure. — AFP 

Victoria’s Secret gala hits
snag in as Gigi pulls out

Musicians Haig Papazian, Carl Gerges and Hamed Sinno of Mashrou’ Leila pose for a picture
on November 1, 2017 in New York.  — AFP 

Pablo Picasso’s “Guernica” at the Reina Sofia museum. 

Model Gigi Hadid wears a creation by designer Tommy
Hilfiger at the Spring/Summer 2018 runway show in
London. — AP 

The artist has
become the last

free person


