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Egyptian Minister of
Antiquities Khaled
Al-Anani, center,
visits the tomb of
an Old Kingdom
priestess on the
Giza plateau on the
southern outskirts
of Cairo. 
— AFP photos 

A general 
view shows 
well-preserved and
rare wall paintings
inside the tomb of
an Old Kingdom
priestess.

Anew documentary about the scale of Nazi
medical experiments has reopened old wounds
in France as one of the country’s leading uni-

versities investigates whether its stores still contain
the remains of some Jewish victims. Dr Michel Cymes,
the star of a French television medical advice pro-
gram, believes that the remains of some of the 86
Jews tortured and mutilated by SS doctor August Hirt
may stil l  be in the anatomy collection of the
University of Strasbourg. He first raised the theory in
his 2015 bestseller, “Hippocrates in Hell”, and repeat-
ed the claim in a new film of the same name shown on
French TV this week. 

The documentary, which trended on Twitter after it
was broadcast, raised awkward questions about how
part of the “Jewish skeleton collection” Hirt assembled
at the university during the war may have survived in
its stores. The remains of Jews on which Hirt tested
mustard gas at the Natzweiler-Struthof concentration
camp near the Alastian city were supposed to have
been buried after it was liberated in 1944. But after
Cymes’ claims, the university is now conducting an

inquiry using outside experts into the contents of 20
boxes found in its collection which bear Hirt’s name.

One of worst Nazi figures  
The Swiss-born anatomist was “one of the worst

Nazi figures”, according to Dr Raphael Toledano, a
specialist on Nazi medical experiments. He was con-
vinced that the Jewish race was on the point of
extinction and wanted to study the skulls of “Judeo-
Bolsheviks”. Cymes, both of whose Polish-born
grandfathers perished at Auschwitz, said he had little
idea how extensive Nazi medical experiments had
been until he started his own investigation.

“I knew about doctors like Josef Mengele and Carl
Clauberg and I thought they were two or three others
like that, but then I discovered how vast the phenome-
non was,” he said. His eyes were opened when he
began looking in detail at the Nuremberg trials of 23
doctors which began in 1946, and in particular a post-
war account of the Nazis’ activities by the French
naval physician, Francois Bayle. His now almost for-
gotten book was a “mine of information”, Cymes said.

“He noted down everything he heard, it’s encyclope-
dic, an enormous piece of work”.  When he came to
write his own book Cymes said he tried to use his
medical knowledge to “describe what the victims
would have felt so that people would realize the suf-
fering of these (human) guinea pigs”. 

Ethics turned upside down 
Nearly 70 percent of German doctors were mem-

bers of the Nazi party, according to Cymes’ docu-
mentary. From 1933 onwards when Hitler came to
power, medical ethics “were turned upside down”,
Cymes said. “The individual was nothing, the people
was everything.” The small number of doctors tried for
war crimes at Nuremberg either worked in concentra-
tion camps or used prisoners for medical experiments
of “unspeakable cruelty”, said Telford Taylor, the
prosecutor at the trials. 

Others took part in the “Aktion T4” program to
“eliminate people were considered to carry hereditary
illnesses”, said Sorbonne historian Johann Chapoutot,
who reckons that between 70,000 and 200,000 died

in the push between 1941 and 1945. In the film, Cymes
used testimony from experts such as Evelyne Shuster,
of the University of Pennsylvania, and the surgeon and
historian Yves Ternon from the University of
Montpellier to show the scale of the cruelty and
slaughter. He concentrated on the atrocities commit-
ted by Karl Gebhardt, the personal physician of SS
chief Heinrich Himmler, and his assistant Dr Herta
Oberheuser.  But he also noted how the head of the
“Aktion T4” program, Viktor Brack, wanted to sterilize
all Jews using X-rays, which he thought “be good val-
ue for money”, writing to Himmler that it could be
“carried out on several thousand subjects in a very
short time”. 

While Sigmund Rascher, the SS doctor at the
Dachau camp near Munich, tested how the body
stood up to the cold and a lack of oxygen. Cymes said
that the documentary and the investigation into Hirt
will not be the end of his inquiries. “The subject is
very personal for me and even though it is psycholog-
ically hard maybe I will continue digging for other
films,” he said. —AFP

New French film raises ghosts of Nazi medical horrors

It lies hidden deep beneath Paris’s bustling
Gare de l’Est railway station, its sprawling
subterranean rooms and sparse furniture

pristinely preserved if a little dusty. Originally
built a few years before World War II for lug-
gage storage, the underground bunker was
repurposed after war broke out. French railway

historian Clive Lamming said its 1939 overhaul
was to provide “a place to retreat in case of an
air attack” so staff could keep the trains run-
ning east towards Germany.

Leading this AFP reporter through a con-
crete air lock and heavy door to the shelter, he
said: “The concern was gas.” “We remembered
World War I-a perfectly airtight place was
needed,” he added. With its three-meter thick
concrete ceiling, it was designed for about 70
people to be able to take refuge in the small
rooms of the 120-square-metre shelter.

But, in the end, the bunker never really saw
any action-Paris was largely spared from air
attacks during WWII, and there was little dan-
ger of poison gas. After France’s defeat in
1940 and Nazi occupation, the bunker was
requisitioned by the Germans and traces of
their presence remain, including a sign that

reads “Notausgang” (emergency exit). “In my
opinion, it hasn’t been finished,” said Lamming,
as a high-speed TGV train loudly rumbled
overhead.

Sleeping Beauty   
Today, few of the thousands of travelers

passing through the busy central Paris station
will likely have any inkling of the time capsule
under their feet. Just a discreet trapdoor on the
platform opens up to reveal a staircase leading
down to the bunker, which is not publicly acces-
sible except on certain occasions. “For 80 years,
it has been ‘Sleeping Beauty’,” Lamming said.
“Everything is in mint condition from 1939.”

Entering the machine room is like stepping
back into the 1930s, with the old contraptions,
dials, copper piping and Bakelite handles only
in need of a good polish. The room also has two

bicycles. If the power went out, ventilation
would have been provided by batteries-if they
failed, anyone sheltering in the 

bunker was to hop on the bikes and pedal
to circulate fresh air. Other rooms also feel
frozen in time, like the telephone exchange
with its tangle of wires, but most are more
spartan, furnished with a few period tables
and chairs where staff could have directed the
train traffic above. 

The shelter was designed to host 72 work-
stations, and some yellowing documents remain.
There is even a bed. Post-war, with its purpose
now passed, it gradually took on an almost
mythic status among employees of SNCF,
France’s national train operator. “The aim is to
preserve it,” especially as the shelters built in
other stations at the time have all disappeared,
said the SNCF branch in charge of stations.
Chances to visit are rare as the bunker was not
built for large crowds but it does open up for
annual Heritage Days events. —AFP 

This picture shows the interior of a World War II bunker located under the Gare de l’Est in the French capital Paris. — AFP photos

This picture shows French historian Clive
Lamming posing in a World War II bunker.

Egyptian archaeologists yesterday
unveiled the tomb of an Old Kingdom
priestess adorned with well-preserved

and rare wall paintings. Antiquities Minister
Khaled al-Enany told reporters that the tomb
on the Giza plateau near Cairo was built for
Hetpet, a priestess to Hathor, the goddess of
fertility, who assisted women in childbirth. The
tomb was found during excavation work in
Giza’s western cemetery by a team of

Egyptian archaeologists led by Mostafa
Waziri, secretary general of the Supreme
Council of Antiquities.

The antiquities ministry said the cemetery
houses tombs of top officials from the Old
Kingdom’s Fifth Dynasty (2465-2323 BC), and
that several have already been dug up since
1842. The newly discovered tomb “has the
architectural style and the decorative elements
of the Fifth Dynasty, with an entrance leading

to an ‘L’ shaped shrine”, the ministry said. “The
tomb has very distinguished wall paintings in a
very good conservation condition depicting
Hetpet standing in different hunting and fish-
ing scenes or... receiving offerings from her
children,” it said.

The paintings also show scenes of musical
and dancing performances as well as two
scenes featuring monkeys-domestic animals at
the time-one picking and eating fruit and the

other dancing in front of an orchestra. Waziri
said the paintings were unusual. “Such scenes
are rare... and have only been found previously
in the (Old Kingdom) tomb of ‘Ka-Iber’ where
a painting shows a monkey dancing in front of
a guitarist not an orchestra,” he said. 

That tomb is located in Saqqara, a necrop-
olis about 20 kilometers south of Cairo. Enany
told reporters the new tomb includes “a
purification basin on which are engraved the

name of the tomb’s owner and her titles”. “A
German expedition had found in 1909 a col-
lection of antiquities carrying this lady’s name,
or a lady who has the same name, and these
antiquities were moved to the Berlin museum
at the time,” he said. 

“And 109 years later, we find this tomb that
carries Hetpet’s name.”Waziri said archaeolo-
gists will continue to excavate the site and
hope to make new discoveries.—AFP 

Egypt unveils tomb of ancient priestess


