
With a new record expected for a work by Lee
Krasner and another one possible for a Helen
Frankenthaler, the appetite for female abstract

painters, and women artists in general, is growing fast as
New York gears up for its spring auctions beginning on
Monday.  “We’ve seen an extraordinary recalibration in
the market for female artists, both historical and contem-
porary,” said David Galperin, head of evening sales at
Sotheby’s auction house.

Last year was already an auspicious one, with
record-breaking auctions for the late Frankenthaler, as
well as for 50-year-old Briton Cecily Brown, Grace
Hartigan, who died in 2008, and above all Joan Mitchell,
who died in 1992 and whose “Blueberry” went in May
2018 for $16.6 million.

David Leiber, a partner at the David Zwirner gallery,
which has exhibited a number of Mitchell’s works,
recalled that although she found popular and critical
acclaim very early on, only recently did her work profit
from the increasing interest in women artists. 

“These are artists whose work is just as powerful as

their male contemporaries and their historical peers, and
yet their markets have for decades lagged behind their
contemporaries,” said Galperin. Even if a reassessment of
women’s works has begun, the prices they command still
lag far behind the $68.9 million for a Willem de Kooning,
the $58.4 million for a Jackson Pollack or the Mark
Rothko that went for $86.9 million. “It’s a long overdue
readjustment of the market,” said Alexander Rotter, the
head of Post-War and Contemporary Art at Christie’s.

The readjustment is due to several factors, one of
them being the explosion in prices of works by male
artists, many approaching or even topping the $100-mil-
lion mark. “I think there’s definitely a hunger and appetite
for opportunities within the market and this is certainly
one, in the sense that the market prices are still in a way
accessible relative to works of comparable quality by
their male peers,” said Galperin.

The upward trend is also affecting other female
artists such as sculptor Louise Bourgeois, who died in
2010, and whose works could this week surpass her
2015 record of $28.2 million. Just as it was four years

ago, the work on offer is a giant steel spider, which
Christie’s estimates could sell on Wednesday evening
for $25 million to $30 million.

Cherchez la femme    
Another factor less directly linked to the art market is

a recent trend toward rediscovering the work of women
long overlooked, if not forgotten, in the arts, sciences and
politics. “I hope it ends up in a world where we don’t
need to make the distinction, where it’s natural, the prices
are being made for the work of art rather than for the
gender,” said Rotter. “But right now we’re being con-
scious that we’re paying attention to female artists.”

Some collectors are specifically looking to acquire
works by women artists. “It always existed but it’s now
obviously bigger,” Rotter said. The move has benefited
many big names but also lesser-known artists such as
Njideka Akunyili Crosby, a painter of Nigerian origin
who sold a work for $3.4 million last year at Sotheby’s,
or the Anglo-Ghanaian Lynette Yiadom-Boakye, who
had a painting go for $1.5 million in 2018. The trend

also spans works from previous eras, with $7.1 million
paid in January for a canvas by Elisabeth-Louise Vigee
Le Brun (1755-1842), a record for a woman among the
old masters.

In light of this trend, auction houses are now offer-
ing more works by female artists, including in their
major spring and autumn sales. “Presenting them in this
new context is really critical in engaging new demo-
graphics of buyers and really shifting these markets,”
said Galperin.

Unlike Leonardo da Vinci’s “Salvator Mundi,” which
sold for $450 million in 2017, or “Portrait of an Artist
(Pool with Two Figures)” by David Hockney in 2018 —
which sold for $90.3 million, a record for a living artist-
no single work is expected to become a major event in
itself during the four big sales in New York next week
organized by Christie’s and Sotheby’s. But market watch-
ers will be closely following Jeff Koons’ “Rabbit,” which
could set a new record for the American artist, whose
previous best-selling work netted $58.4 million. —AFP
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Europe’s popular annual fest of kitsch and outrageous fashion kicks off
Tuesday in Tel Aviv, with Israel hoping the Eurovision Song Contest may help
burnish its image despite boycott calls. Last year’s winning performance by

Israeli singer, Netta Barzilai, with her #MeToo-inspired song “Toy”-which included
clucking sounds and chicken-like dance moves-secured her country the right to
host this year’s televised extravaganza.

The largely European competition, which gifted to the world the Swedish super-
group ABBA, dates back to the 1950s and has widened over the years to include
broadcasters who subscribe to the European Broadcasting Union, spreading now
as far as Australia. Many culture lovers openly sniff at the contest, deriding it as the
height of bad taste. But its irreverent mix of glitz, glamour and over-the-top cos-
tumes has won a devoted following of millions, particularly among gay fans.

Madonna under pressure 
Although it has waded into complicated geo-political waters in the past, this

year’s competition has become embroiled in the deep divisions of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. Big-name rock stars including Pink Floyd’s Roger Waters and
British singer Peter Gabriel have unsuccessfully urged that it be relocated to anoth-
er country.  US music icon Madonna has come under pressure to drop two per-
formances she will reportedly give when the semi-finals culminate in the finals on
Saturday, May 18. And the pro-Palestinian Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions
(BDS) movement is calling for the event to be boycotted as part of its campaign
against Israel’s occupation of Palestinian territories. “We Palestinian singers, song-
writers, dancers, musicians and other artists urge all Eurovision 2019 finalists to
withdraw from the contest,” it said in a statement on its website. 

But such moves have been dismissed by organizers and this year 41 nations are
competing, with the Netherlands favorite to win, according to a survey of book-
makers by independent fan website Eurovision World. Dutch singer Duncan
Laurence sits at a piano to perform his love song “Arcade”. “Hosting Eurovision is
one of Israel’s biggest coups in terms of popular culture on the international stage,”
Israeli daily Haaretz wrote on its opinion page. “The prestige and primetime global
attention for Israel may prove too big a temptation for Hamas to ignore.” 

Voice of LGBT youth
Around 200 million people are expected to tune in for Saturday’s finals, and to

mark the occasion Tel Aviv is also brushing up its gay-friendly image. “Eurovision is
an opportunity for incredible global exposure,” the coastal city’s mayor Ron Huldai
told a recent press conference. “Tel Aviv will welcome thousands of tourists, will
host 1,500 journalists, and will be seen by tens of millions of viewers.” Israel won
the job of hosting this year’s 64th Eurovision contest after Barzilai’s stunning show
in Portugal last year.  But this year, the Israeli entry “Home”, an operatic-style bal-
lad sung by Kobi Marimi, has been ranked at a lowly 25th place. Other favorites for
lifting the trophy include France, whose 19-year-old hopeful, Bilal Hassani, pro-
claims to be the “voice” and the “face of the LGBT youth who want to change
things” with his song “Roi”, or king. A huge Eurovision fan since he was a young
child, Hassani has become known for his blonde wigs and androgynous looks. But
he has faced a barrage of homophobic insults and death threats. 

Entries from Sweden, Russia and Azerbaijan are also among the top favorites.
While Australia’s Kate Miller-Hiedke is making waves with her haunting “Zero
Gravity” apparently based on her experiences of post-natal depression. Promoter
Live Nation Israel said last month that Madonna would sing two songs during the
interval of the contest’s finals. An admirer of the Jewish mystical tradition of
Kabbalah, she has performed in Israel several times and also made private visits.

Eurovision truce?    
Apart from the boycott threat, there has also been talk of possible disruption by

rocket fire from Palestinian militant groups Hamas and Islamic Jihad. Last weekend
the two groups rained rockets on southern Israel from launch sites in the Gaza
Strip, drawing waves of Israeli retaliatory strikes. At least 25 Palestinians, including
at least nine militants, were killed. Four Israeli civilians died in the Palestinian rocket
attacks. The cross-border duelling petered out Monday after the Palestinians said
they had agreed to a truce brokered by Egypt, but there were warnings it might not
hold for long. The “contest might actually have saved the parties from escalating”,
said Tareq Baconi, analyst with the International Crisis Group think-tank. Those
who win through to Saturday’s final will join host Israel and the so-called “big five”
of Britain, France, Germany, Italy and Spain-all of whom are entitled to skip the
elimination rounds. Barzilai’s win was Israel’s fourth victory and the country previ-
ously hosted the contest in Jerusalem in 1979 and 1999. —AFP

Eurovision hopefuls tune up in

Israel amid boycott calls

In this file photo Israel’s singer Netta Barzilai aka Netta celebrates with the tro-
phy after winning the final of the 63rd edition of the Eurovision Song Contest
2018 at the Altice Arena in Lisbon.  — AFP 

When in 1948 US bombers started
dropping tiny, improvised parachutes
loaded with sweets into Berlin during

the Soviet blockade, one little German girl
wrote to complain. Mercedes Wild, now 78,
recalled how she protested that the constant
drone of airlift planes disturbed her chickens-
and during the Soviet blockade of West Berlin,
eggs were a valuable commodity. Then Gail
Halvorsen, the US pilot who dreamed up the
candy drops, wrote back, enclosing sticks of
chewing gum and a lollipop with his letter.

His gesture sparked a long-lasting friendship
between Halvorsen, Wild and their families, she
told AFP. “It wasn’t the sweets that impressed
me, it was the letter,” she said. “I grew up father-
less, like a lot of (German) children at that time,
so knowing that someone outside of Berlin was
thinking of me gave me hope.” “Candy bomber”
Halvorsen insists that the real heroes of the
Berlin Airlift-the mammoth logistical operation
to air-drop supplies into West Berlin after the
Soviet blockaded it-were inside the city.

“The heroes of the Berlin Airlift were not the
pilots, the heroes were the Germans-the par-
ents and children on the ground,” said the

American veteran. “They were the stalwarts of
the confrontation with the Soviet Union, not the
guys bringing in the food, it was the people (of
West Berlin) standing up for themselves.”
Sunday marks the 70th anniversary of the end

of the 15-month Soviet blockade.

Uncle Wiggly Wings   
The frail 98-year-old ex-pilot was back at

Berlin’s former Tempelhof airport for the festivi-
ties to remember the operation by the western
Allies in 1948-49. Halvorsen is guest of honor at
Sunday’s festival to mark 70 years since the lift-
ing of the Soviet blockade which sparked
‘Operation Vittles’, as the Berlin Airlift was offi-
cially known. It flew in supplies to West Berlin’s
2.5 million population amid cold war tensions in
Germany’s ruined capital, still reeling from the
Second World War.

Operating almost non-stop and through the
harsh German winter, the Airlift carried more
than two million tons of supplies on more than
277,000 flights, mainly into Tempelhof. At least
78 US, British and German pilots and ground
crew lost their lives in accidents in the air and
on the ground, as the Allies delivered fuel and
food to prevent Berlin’s population from starv-
ing. It was the first major salvo of the Cold War.

“It’s not for us, it’s in memory” of those “who
gave their lives,” said US veteran Ralph Dionne,
91, who was a flight engineer during the airlift.
Halvorsen was the first American pilot to
famously drop bundles of chocolate with hand-
kerchief parachutes to children waiting below.
To signal that he was about to release the can-
dy-laden parachutes, Halvorsen would dip his
plane’s wings, earning him the nickname “Uncle
Wiggly Wings”. Halvorsen rose to the rank of
colonel and eventually ended up commander of
the airfield. Tempelhof closed as an airport in
2008 and is now a public park. The veteran flew
from his home in Utah to throw the honorary
opening pitch on Saturday as the Berlin Braves,
the city’s baseball team, named their ground “The
Gail S Halvorsen Ballpark” on the former airport
site. After handing out candy to local children,
Halvorsen urged “future leaders” in both Germany
“and America” to protect their freedom  —AFP.

Hero of Berlin Airlift  back in city for 70th anniversary

Guests attend a wreath-laying ceremony at the Berlin Airlift memorial outside Tempelhof airport in Berlin to mark the 70th anniversary of the end of the
Berlin airlift. — AFP photos

Former Berlin Airlift pilot Gail Halvorsen from the US holds a jersey of the Berlin Braves baseball team
as he poses with his daughters, members of the local Baseball team ‘Berlin Braves’ and members of
Boy Scouts of America during a ceremony at the Tempelhofer Feld, a former airfield in Berlin.

Former Berlin Airlift pilot Gail Halvorsen, right,
from the US hugs Mercedes Wild, a German con-
temporary witness and friend of Halvorsen’s fam-
ily, on the sidelines of a wreath-laying ceremony
at the Berlin Airlift memorial outside Tempelhof
airport in Berlin 

Former Berlin Airlift pilot Gail Halvorsen from
the US addresses guests during a wreath-lay-
ing ceremony.

A woman places flowers at the Berlin Airlift memorial outside Tempelhof airport in Berlin.


