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More than a year after the Islamic State
group fled, Syrian boys and girls are
finally back on stage-bobbing to the

rhythm of drums in the northern city of Raqa.
At the first cultural centre to open since the
jihadists’ draconian rule ended, sunlight floods
into the brand new library, while books line
shelves along a wall that still smells of wet
paint. After almost four years under IS, which
banned music and the arts, US-backed forces
expelled the last IS fighters from Raqa in
October 2017. But it’s taken a bit of time to
resuscitate cultural life.

“I can’t describe how happy I am,” said
Fawzia al-Sheikh at the centre’s opening earlier
this month, in the still largely devastated city.
“After all this destruction, and no arts or culture,
we finally have a centre where we can listen to
song and poetry” again, the Raqa resident
added. In the Raqa Centre for Arts and Culture’s
brightly lit gallery, paintings hang beside char-
coal drawings, near sculptures of human figures. 

In the concert hall, Malak al-Yatim stepped
off stage after performing-exhilarated to finally

be able to sing in public again. “I feel like a bird
sweeping through the spring sky,” he said.
Yatim added that IS smashed his instruments
and banned him from singing. “We were like
nightingales in a cage,” he lamented. “If we did
anything, they’d chop off our head or whip us.”
IS overran Raqa in 2014, making the city its de
facto Syrian capital and imposing a brutal inter-
pretation of Islam on everyone in its orbit.

Books ‘saved from the ruins’   
Before IS arrived, the city had more than 20

cultural centres, the largest housing 60,000
books. But the extremists forced all these facili-
ties to close, burning and destroying books and
paintings. But in the new centre’s library, hun-
dreds of volumes that survived the extremists
adorn shelves. “These books you can see-we
saved them from the ruins,” said Ziad al-Hamad,
the centre’s director. “During IS’ rule, residents
hid them wherever they could,” added the 62-
year-old, dressed neatly in a brown V-neck
jumper over a stripy white shirt.

“When the city was liberated, they gave

them back to us,” added Hamad, who also sits
on the city council’s culture and antiquities
commission. The Kurdish-led and US backed
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) expelled IS
from the village of Baghouz, its last scrap of
Syrian territory, in late March. While the
jihadists have continued to claim deadly
attacks in areas controlled by the SDF-includ-
ing Raqa-local artists have returned to their
easels. In the cultural centre’s gallery, painter
Amal al-Attar has work on display after
returning from exile in Beirut.

Among her works is a painting of a white
boat adrift on an ocean, and another of a home
on the shoreline. “It’s like a re-birth,” the 37-
year-old said of the centre’s opening, sunglass-
es perched atop her dark shoulder-length hair.
Attar used to run a studio for artists, but when
IS overran the city they told her art was for-
bidden. She left 50 works behind when she fled
to neighboring Lebanon. “IS burned them,” she
said. “I can’t forget what happened back then,
but this cultural centre will give us a new
drive,” she said.—AFP

In north Syria, the arts return 
to former jihadist bastion

Hollywood star Will Smith was reluctant at first to play Genie in the
live-action remake of Disney’s “Aladdin” as it meant following in
the big footsteps of late comedian Robin Williams who voiced the

character in the 1992 animated film. Smith, who shot to fame in the 1990s
television series “The Fresh Prince of Bel Air,” added a personal touch -
and some hip hop and rap - to portray the energetic CGI-enhanced blue
Genie who emerges from a lamp in a cave of treasures.

Speaking to Reuters at the musical film’s premiere in London on
Thursday, the 50-year-old actor and rapper said his first reaction about
taking on the role was: “Hell no, no way.” “Robin Williams didn’t leave
much room to improve on the Genie. ... So I looked at it and the first
thing for me was that it was going to be live action. I thought it could be
a little different,” Smith said.

“Robin Williams ... took his essentially stand-up persona and just
infused his stand-up persona into the Genie. ... I was like I could just use
the extreme version of almost my ‘Fresh Prince’ persona to be able to
infuse that into this wild character. I felt I’d be able to capture the nos-
talgia while at the same time being able to make something new.” The
film follows the 1992 movie plot that saw poor street hustler Aladdin fall
in love with headstrong Princess Jasmine, but director Guy Ritchie said
the story “needed updating.” “We are half an hour longer and there’s
just a difference between an animated film and live action,” he said. 

“Somehow you can take broader strokes in the animated movies
that you can’t afford in live action. Jasmine was the principal character
that needed evolving and developing.” That character is played by
“The 33” and “Power Rangers” actress Naomi Scott, who will also

star in the upcoming “Charlie’s Angels” remake. “(Jasmine) finds her
voice and she goes through a journey to find it. ... I want little girls to
see that,” she said. 

Newcomer Mena Massoud, who starred in last year’s “Tom Clancy’s
Jack Ryan” series, plays the title role in the movie. Cast members said
animals of all kinds and some 1,000 extras were involved in making the
musical spectacle, which features original songs from the animated fil-
mas well as new tunes. “Aladdin” is the latest live-action remake from
Disney , which has revisited old animated films like “The Jungle Book” as
well as “Dumbo” and will put out a new version of box-office hit “The
Lion King” this summer. — Reuters

Will Smith brings own
fun-loving Genie to
new ‘Aladdin’ After teasing it for weeks Justin Bieber and Ed Sheeran early Friday

released their new single “I Don’t Care,” melding a jaunty melody with
lyrics that confront mental health. The track, sure to become a summer

earworm, comes just months after Bieber, 25, said he was stepping back from
music to focus on his health and family. “I have been looking, seeking, trial and
error as most of us do, I am now very focused on repairing some of the deep
rooted issues that I have as most of us have, so that I don’t fall apart,” the
Canadian singer posted on Instagram in March.

In his collaboration with Sheeran, 28, the superstar sings of feeling out of
place and battling anxiety. “With all these people all around / I’m crippled with
anxiety / But I’m told it’s where we’re supposed to be,” he sings. The bop then
turns into something of an ode to love, purportedly aimed at Bieber’s wife, model
Hailey Baldwin, and Cherry Seaborn, the partner of British star Sheeran. 

“And you’re making me feel like I’m loved by somebody / I can deal with the
bad nights when I’m with my baby,” the pair sing in the chorus. It is their second
duet, the pair having joined up for the song “Love Yourself” from Bieber’s last
album “Purpose,” released in 2015. In recent months Bieber has been spoken
candidly about his depression, telling Vogue that “I’ve struggled with the feeling
that people are using me or aren’t really there for me.”

“One of the big things for me is trusting myself. I’ve made some bad decisions
personally, and in relationships,” he said. “Those mistakes have affected my con-
fidence in my judgment.” The former child star abruptly cut short his 2017 tour,
later saying he needed to work out “insecurities.” The move came as Bieber was
becoming known more for his antics than his music, including accidentally strik-
ing a photographer with his car.

The star faced legal trouble for incidents that included racing a vehicle
through Miami and throwing eggs at a neighbor’s house. In 2017 China said
Bieber was not welcome to perform in the country due to his “bad behavior,”
saying he had a lot of growing up to do if he wanted to return.—AFP

Bieber, Sheeran drop new tune 
tackling mental health

US actor Will Smith poses on arrival for the European Gala of
Aladdin in central London. — AFP

Members of a traditional music and dance group perform at the first cultural centre to open since the Islamic State (IS) group’s rule ended in the eastern Syrian city of Raqa. — AFP photos

Amal al-Attar, a 37-year-old artist, looks at her artworks on display
during an exhibition at the first cultural centre to open since the
Islamic State (IS) group’s rule ended in the eastern Syrian city of Raqa.

Ziad al-Hamad, director of the first cultural centre to open since
the Islamic State (IS) group’s rule ended in the eastern Syrian
city of Raqa.


