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“Bionic showgirl” Viktoria Modesta says she has had
to reinvent herself after being treated as an outcast
over her artificial leg, as she takes to the stage at

the risque Crazy Horse cabaret in Paris. Born in Latvia
under Soviet rule with a malformed left hip and leg due to
an accident at birth, Viktoria Modesta (her stage name)
was 20 when she chose amputation “for medical and psy-
chological reasons”. With her intense look and black outfit,
dark hair pulled into a bun and long nails painted in metal-
lic colors, the 31-year-old recounted her origins, recalling
her debut in a private salon with red walls and dimmed
light in an ambiance known as “nude chic”.

“They were destroying me as a human being and I had
to create my new identity,” said Modesta, a British national
having emigrated to the UK. “When I was born my mum
didn’t see me for five days,” she told AFP, noting that her
mother was pressured at the age of 17 to send her baby to
an orphanage.  “My mum... saved me from being sent away
somewhere,” she said.

“Growing up as a kid, it was a lot of adults making deci-
sions on my behalf. And not all of them were correct and I
ended up in a situation where my creative spirit didn’t align
with my physical ability and I really wanted to fix that.” She
recalled feeling the harsh judgments of people around her,
such as “old ladies looking at you and saying, ‘Oh my God,
how are you gonna survive when you grow up, who is
gonna marry you?’” The performer said she grew up in an
“extreme environment”, with those who were not “biologi-
cally accurate” treated as “second-class citizens”. “I felt so
outcast that I had to build my own new identity.”

‘Your body, you truly own’ 
The amputation was a watershed moment, giving her a

chance to regain control of her body and make a break
with a painful past. She has said previously that she chose
to have her leg amputated below the knee to “improve
mobility and safeguard future health”. It took her five years
to persuade surgeons to do the operation, which she

described as literally severing the thing that was holding
her back. 

Drawing inspiration from avant-garde British fashion
designer Alexander McQueen and US artist Matthew
Barney, Modesta said: “Your body is the only thing you
truly own... It was a part of survival, bringing me a more
fulfilling and happy life.” She grew up mainly in Britain and
now lives in the United States, describing herself as a “citi-
zen of the world”. In Paris, she will perform at the world
famous Crazy Horse nightclub from June 3-16, using a dif-
ferent prosthesis for each scene, surrounded by dancers
with only lighting effects to cover their nudity.

In one number, an “artistic prosthesis” breaks ice and it
has already been viewed 12 million times on YouTube. In
2012 Modesta performed at the closing ceremony of the
Paralympics in London wearing a diamond prosthesis
before a crowd of some 90,000. She said she thought then:
“The fact that I had an amputation doesn’t make me differ-
ent. There are millions of people with the same physical sit-
uation, it’s my perspective and my view on the world that
really made things different.”

‘Balancing strength, vulnerability’ 
She said the Crazy Horse experience “perfectly cap-

tures the essence of femininity” and would allow her to find
“a good balance between strength and vulnerability”. No
longer feeling the need to suppress her sexuality in the
name of her art, she said, “Here I decided to do the oppo-
site. It’s really important to bring our sexual identity into
the creative process.” She added that her message “would
be that the modern woman... is someone who chooses
exactly who she wants to be... There is no limitation of ‘I
have to be soft or I have to be hard’, the thing is creating
your own cocktail of qualities”. “I’m going to explore sev-
eral facets of myself in this performance” at the Crazy
Horse.—AFP

Baby minks, their skin still smooth and furless,
snuggle up against one another under a pile
of hay, letting out the occasional squeal: this

sight will soon be a thing of the past at Norway’s
fur farms. The Norwegian parliament is due this
month to adopt new legislation immediately ban-
ning any new fur farms and requiring existing ones
to be dismantled by February 1, 2025. Hailed by
animal rights’ activists, the ban has been slammed
by Norway’s 200 or so fur farmers: it is often a
side business for them but a very lucrative one.

“It represents about 70 percent of my income,”
says Kristian Aasen, as he inspects his 6,000
minks on the highlands of Brumunddal in south-
eastern Norway. “I can’t make a living off my farm
without the fur,” laments the 39-year-old, whose

main business is his 20 heads of cattle. He is sur-
rounded by dozens of metal cages housing female
minks, agitated and worried about their offspring
born in late April and early May. 

For now, the newborns look like large worms
that squeal. But by early November, they will have
developed their glossy winter coats, either brown,
black or grey, for which they are so keenly
desired... and for which they will be gassed and
skinned.

‘Profitable, unsubsidized sector’ 
With the new ban, Norway, which accounts for

one percent of world production of mink and fox
furs, joins a growing list of countries that already
includes Britain and the Netherlands. “It’s a big
victory for animal welfare in Norway. It’s a real-
ization that the consideration for animals can
actually weigh heavier than just money and busi-
ness interests,” says Siri Martinsen, head of the
organization Noah that has been lobbying for a
ban for almost three decades.

“It’s totally unnatural and against these ani-
mals’ needs to keep them in very tiny metal
cages.” But the Norwegian fur farmers’ associa-
tion says the ban is “unjustified, illegal and unde-
mocratic.” “It’s a profitable and unsubsidized sec-

tor that has kept remote areas financially afloat
for a century,” says its spokeswoman Guri
Wormdahl.

Political maneuvers 
The government has no plans to reverse its

decision, however. “Fur farming in Norway is
over,” insists Morten Orsal Johansen, an MP who
is overseeing the new legislation through parlia-
ment even though he is personally opposed to a

ban. In his cluttered office in the parliament
building, the populist right-wing politician said he
had agreed to take on the role of rapporteur in
order to ensure the ban would be implemented as
painlessly as possible.

The new legislation came about as a compro-
mise between the right-wing government and the
Liberal party, which made it one of its conditions
for joining the coalition in early 2018. For fur
farmers, it is a bitter pill to swallow, given that just
a year earlier, parliament gave its go-ahead for a
“sustainable” development of the sector. “These
are scandalous political maneuvers,” blasts Aasen.
“It’s unbelievable that a microscopic party that is
today polling around two percent could impose
its views on spineless politicians.” “We’re going
to continue importing furs, we can continue to sell
them, but we can no longer make them our-
selves?” he fumes.

Convert to cannabis?
Now that the battle for their livelihoods is lost,

the fight for financial compensation has begun.
The government has earmarked 500 million kro-
ner for the dismantling of the farms, of which 100

million is intended to help the farmers find other
sources of income. The farmers argue that’s not
nearly enough, saying they would need 2.3 billion
kroner. “Five hundred million kroner, that may
seem like a lot but this is not about compensating
the simple loss of a job. 

“This is about the farmers’ entire livelihood
that is disappearing,” says Wormdahl, of the fur
farmers’ association. And many are asking what
the fur farmers can do instead. “There are not a
lot of options: there is already an overproduction
of meat. We produce too much lamb, pork, chick-
en, milk,” says Wormdahl. “I’m not going to, with
a wave of my magical wand, extend my farm by
40 hectares to start doing something else,” adds
mink farmer Aasen, who fears he’ll end up crip-
pled by debt. A Liberal MP’s idea to replace fur
farms with medicinal cannabis farms has yet to
gain traction.—AFP

An aerial view shows a Mink fur farm in Brummundal, Norway.

Owner Kristian Aasen holds a Mink at his fur farm. Minks are pictured in their cages at a fur farm.

Latvian-born English singer-songwriter, performance
artist and model, Viktoria Modesta, poses during a photo-
call prior to the Premiere of the new show ‘Bionic
ShowGirl’ at the Crazy Horse cabaret in Paris. — AFP

Seventy years after its publication, George
Orwell’s classic dystopian novel “1984” contin-
ues to fascinate readers, in particular young-

sters growing up in a social media-dominated age of
increasing angst. “Some students are very shocked
by it, and remain shocked by it,” said Michael
Callanan, an English teacher and director of the
Orwell Youth Prize, which supports political expres-
sion amongst young people.

“It is part of the paradox of a book being 70-
years-old,” he added.  “I think they were taken aback
by how fresh and how true to our lives today it
strangely is.” Written in 1948, and published the fol-
lowing year, “1984” depicted a chilling future world
in which a totalitarian state controls people’s
thoughts and actions, suppressing any dissent. This
rigidly-controlled society features a so-called “min-
istry of truth” that distorts reality, with the ever-
watchful eyes of “Big Brother” keeping tabs on citi-
zens’ behavior.

The novel introduced other terms that have
endured in the lexicon, including “double-think”,
which means “the power of holding two contradicto-
ry beliefs in one’s mind simultaneously, and accepting
both of them”, according to Orwell. For Jean Seaton,
director of the Orwell Foundation, which promotes
the work of the writer who died in 1950 aged 46, and
administers various awards, his masterpiece was
“very prescient”. She noted the book’s description of
“two minutes hate”-in which citizens watch a daily
film inciting them to hate enemies of the state-as
comparable to online hate-mobs today. 

Sales spikes
Over the seven decades since its publication,

“1984” has remained omnipresent on the social land-
scape, and even seen periodic spikes in sales. In 2017
it enjoyed a boom in popularity after one of US
President Donald Trump’s advisors used the term
“alternative facts”, a phrase used in the book. In
Britain, sales that year increased by an eye-popping
165 percent, publisher Penguin Books told AFP. The
novel also saw a marked increase in purchases in
2013, after the revelations of mass state spying by
US whistleblower Edward Snowden.

Callanan, who has been teaching for 30 years,
said today’s teenagers are not “frightened of it in a
way that maybe previous generations were”. “But in
the past couple of years with the rise of Trump, there
is now significant minorities of students that are very
concerned about the way the world is going-and of
course truth is the big thing,” he added.

Thought police
Even those who have not read “1984” can be hard

pressed to avoid its influence on popular culture,
from movies and music through to video games.
When students open the book for the first time,
Callanan said they “immediately recognize things like
‘double-think’ and the ‘thought police’. “These kind
of Orwell phrases are out there in the zeitgeist, and
kids have heard of them,” the teacher at a school
northwest of London added.

The book appears particularly relevant amid
wider public interest in dystopian fiction and drama
on television and in cinemas, with television hits like
“The Handmaid’s Tale” and “Black Mirror” and film
adaptations such as the “Hunger Games” series.
Callanan tells his pupils Orwell is “the granddaddy”
of these contemporary works. —AFP

She has gone down in his history as the muse who was
almost Picasso’s match, but a new show in Paris tries
to drag Dora Maar out from under his shadow. The

huge retrospective at the Pompidou Centre-which will
transfer to London’s Tate Modern in November-portrays
Maar as a leading surrealist who had a sparkling career in
her own right before she met Picasso. Indeed, it was she
who first took him as a model when she got Picasso to
pose before her camera in her Paris studio in 1935.

Picasso was going through what he called “the most dif-
ficult period of (his) life” at the time, having not painted for
several months.  Their tumultuous nine-year affair, con-
ducted almost entirely in Spanish, began in 1936 and
helped rekindle his creative spark. From the start “they
began painting each other”, said Damarice Amao, one of
the curators of the show, with Picasso urging her to swap
her camera for a paintbrush. “Inside every photographer is
a painter trying to get out,” he declared dismissively.

The pair collaborated on his masterpiece “Guernica”,
with Dora photographing the black and white anti-war
work at every stage of its development and Picasso using
her images to develop the enormous canvass. “The
Weeping Woman” portraits of her also came out of their
work on “Guernica”, but they would later come to define
the way the macho Spanish artist used and abused her,

playing her off against his partner Marie-Therese Walter,
whom he never left.

‘Muse’ no more 
Yet from 1936 onwards Maar became Picasso’s most

important model and muse, with some 60 works based
around her. The Pompidou show, however, is at pains to
avoid the “m” words. Instead it wants to “bring her pro-
found talent to the fore... so it can prevail over the more
popular vision of Dora Maar as muse and model,” labels
which Amao argued “limit our view of her to her relation-
ship with Picasso”. And it is the defiantly independent
Dora-who was born in France and grew up in Buenos
Aires-and who was already a name on the Paris art scene
before she met Picasso, that emerges from the exhibition.

Maar had her own successful photographic studio
working with top fashion houses like Chanel, Lanvin and
Schiaparelli and was at the heart of the Surrealist move-
ment. Along with Man Ray, she was one of only a handful of
photographers to be admitted into the movement’s shows,
said curator Karolina Ziebinksa-Lewandowska. She was
“the incarnation of the modern woman”, she added, even
appearing as such in some surrealist collages works along-
side jazz bands and Bugatti sports cars. Her highly-pol-
ished work, “her childhood spent in Argentina and her
Slavic (Croat) origins created a remarkable personality that
was completed by her acute sense of style.” 

Remarkable street photos 
But the glitz and glamour was only a part of her “com-

plex creative self”, said Ziebinksa-Lewandowska. As the
world sank into the Great Depression, she became active in
leftwing politics and began shooting the poor in the streets
of Paris, London and Barcelona, creating a trove of remark-

able images to match those of her friends and contempo-
raries Brassai and Henri Cartier-Bresson. 

Such was her renown that she was the model for an
enigmatic lesbian photographer who took arty erotic por-
traits in the classic 1947 French film, “Quai des Orfevres”.
The character even wore a jumper embroidered with her
name, “Dora”. Yet at Picasso’s urging she turned her back
on photography for painting, and was hospitalized for a
short period for depression during their prolonged and
messy break-up. 

‘She wasn’t mad’ 
It was the beginning of what would become her “45

years of solitude”, where she gradually withdrew from the
world to live in the south of France. Ziebinksa-
Lewandowska said Maar never stopped working or devel-
oping as a artist, even as she retreated into Catholic mysti-
cism and meditation, sketching even during Mass. But she
admitted that she could be “rather awful” to anyone who
dared disturb her.

“Even when she was young she was sometimes seen
as haughty and as life went on that may have become
more pronounced. She could be rather horrible but she
wasn’t mad,” Ziebinksa-Lewandowska said. The
Pompidou show is also about restoring the legacy of her
later work, said her co-curator Amao. “Like many female
artists of that generation she did not create her own nar-
rative,” she said, and so Dora Maar was swallowed up in
the grand Picasso myth.—AFP


