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(From left) French actress Athenais Sifaoui, French actress Dany Martial, French actor Salim Kechiouche, French actress Marie Bernard, French actress Hafsia Herzi, French-Tunisian
film director Abdellatif Kechiche, French actor Shain Boumedine, French actress Lou Luttiau and French actress Meleinda Elasfour attend a press conference for the film “Mektoub,
My Love : Intermezzo” at the 72nd edition of the Cannes Film Festival in Cannes, southern France. — AFP

A picador falls from his horse during a bullfight at the Las
Ventas bullring during the 2019 San Isidro festival in
Madrid.

Spanish matador Diego Urdiales performs a pass on a
bull.

A man swings from a bull sculpture outside the Las
Ventas bullring.

When the bull collapses and dies in front of the
matador, silence descends on Madrid’s bullfight-
ing ring, a “ritual” that its French manager Simon

Casas vigorously defends in an increasingly conflictive cli-
mate. Around 500,000 enthusiasts are expected to
descend on Madrid’s Las Ventas arena during the month-
long Feria de San Isidro, the Spanish capital’s biggest bull-
fighting festival. But now more than ever, activists and
politicians are getting involved as regional and municipal
elections loom on Sunday.

Madrid’s outgoing left-wing mayor has promised
“corridas” (bullfights) “without blood or death”. But the
conservatives and far-right defend a “tradition” associat-
ed with Spanish identity. To make their point, they enlist-
ed three “toreros” (bullfighters) as candidates for April’s
general election. “I don’t know anyone who loves the
fighting bull more than the torero,” says Casas, a 71-
year-old former matador, as he strolls through Las
Ventas, built in 1929. It “is never an enemy for the torero
but a glorified partner.”

In a corral next to the ring, visitors measure up these
“fighting bulls” that have been reared solely for combat
and sometimes weigh more than 600 kilos. “If I had to be
an animal, I wouldn’t want to be a kitten or a doggie but a
fighting bull,” says Casas. “I’d die, yes, but... I would make
my destiny glorious.”

Operating room and abattoir
Every day, representatives of the toreros pick at ran-

dom the bull that will face off with each matador that
evening in a solemn ceremony that involves picking papers
out of a hat. “That’s the way it’s been done since the 19th
century,” says Casas. In his office, paintings and photos
pay homage to toreros killed by bulls: Joselito in 1920,
Manolete in 1947... Before a fight, rare are the matadors-
those toreros tasked with killing the bull-who don’t pass
by the chapel in Las Ventas to pray.

Nearby, two operating rooms are on hand for injured
toreros. As for the bull, it will die unless it receives an

extremely rare pardon-”because you have to follow things
through otherwise it becomes a performance and not a rit-
ual,” says Casas. Bullfights that involve killing the bull in
the ring are legal in Spain, part of France, Mexico,
Colombia, Peru, Venezuela and some of Ecuador. In
Portugal, it’s illegal but the bull is slaughtered afterwards.

‘He killed it badly’   
On this spring day, the Las Ventas ring is teeming with

close to 24,000 people. “Long live Spain” shouts the
crowd as former king Juan Carlos I joins onlookers. First
off, the bull is weakened by toreros who drive pikes and
“banderillas”-colored darts-into it, drawing blood. Then a

flourish of trumpets announces the entrance of the mata-
dor who has 10 minutes to finish the bull off.

“Ole!” “Good!” The matador is applauded when he
manages to attract the bull into circles around him, stand-
ing close to its horns. Suddenly thousands of white hand-
kerchiefs rise in the audience: “a bull was very valiant, it
was killed at once, the public is asking for an ear” as a
reward for the torero, explains Antonio Mercader, a 54-
year-old economist and enthusiast. Onlookers whistle with
disapproval at another matador as “the bull suffers too
much,” adds his wife, Paqui Fernandez, pulling a face. “He
killed it badly.”—AFP

An almost unwatchable “lech fest” of a film by one of
France’s top directors that includes some two and a
half hours of twerking and pole dancing was sav-

aged at the Cannes film festival Friday. Critics laid into
Abdellatif Kechiche-who is being investigated by police
for an alleged sexual assault on an actress-for the way his
camera drools over the bodies of his female cast and for a
13-minute cunnilingus scene in a nightclub toilet.

The director ran out of his own gala red-carpet pre-
miere after his young leading actress, Ophelie Bau, whose
bottom occupies the screen for much of the movie, left
before the end. Kechiche picked up a microphone as the
lights came up and said, “I apologise for having kept you
and now I’m off.”  He then laughed and hurried away from
his actors and up the aisle toward the exit.

The 58-year-old director later defended “Mektoub, My
Love: Intermezzo” at a stormy press conference where he
said it was an attempt to “create the most free cinema
experience possible”, praising his actors for having “fear-
lessly crossed boundaries” for him. Kechiche also railed at
an AFP question about the sex assault allegations leveled
against him in October by a 29-year-old actress as “stupid
and sick”. He said he had a “clear conscience” and that the
“new morality of our time disturbs me”.

‘Three hours of jiggling butts’    
Within minutes of his bizarre exit from the premiere,

Kechiche’s self-styled ode to “love, desire, music and the
body” was getting a critical pasting.  “It is painfully retro-
grade and painful to watch,” the Hollywood Reporter
declared. The movie was little more than “three-hours-
plus of jiggling female butts”, wrote critic Boyd van Hoeij.
“Oral-sex intermezzo aside, this is basically ‘Twerking
Female Fannies: The Movie’.”

“Sitting through it was its own kind of hell. If only one
could unsee and unhear it,” he added. Variety said that
given the sex assault allegation against Kechiche-which he
strenuously denies-this “bloated, petty provocation” may
never be released. Others questioned how it should have
been allowed to compete for the festival’s top prize, the
Palme d’Or, which the Tunisian-born director won in 2013
for “Blue Is the Warmest Color”. The stars of that lesbian
love story, Lea Seydoux and Adele Exarchopoulos, later
complained about Kechiche’s behaviour towards them on
set.

‘Lascivious trash’ 
New Zealand producer Patricia Hetherington, one of

many who walked out of his new movie’s first Cannes
screening early Friday, called the film “the most lascivious
leery trash I’ve seen. Eurgh! “Talk about objectification
and voyeurism.” Its inclusion in a year when the festival-
once a stalking ground of disgraced Hollywood legend
Harvey Weinstein-also honored veteran French actor Alain
Delon had already stoked controversy. #MeToo cam-
paigners launched a petition calling for the award to be
withdrawn, branding Delon a violent “misogynist”. 

The actor had earlier admitted to slapping women after
his son revealed that he once broke eight of his mother’s
ribs and her nose twice. Bau and two other actors from
“Mektoub, My Love” did not attend the Cannes press
conference with Kechiche refusing to comment on their
absence. But a spokeswoman for the film said later that the
actress could not be there because she was making anoth-
er movie.

Even some of Kechiche’s biggest fans were appalled by
the film, the second part of a trilogy set in his childhood
home of Sete, a port and resort on France’s Mediterranean
coast. David Ehrlich of the Indiewire website called it “a
four-hour movie about butts. Literally 60 percent of the
movie is close-ups of butts. “I had a mild psychotic
break(down) at one point,” he tweeted as the curtain came
down.

But the film also had its fans among French critics.
Philippe Rouyer hailed the “actors who gave everything to
play out this magisterially filmed trance.” Even so, the New
York Times wondered if “you die from twerking for too
long? The women’s stamina is ultimately terrifying.” 

Journalist Kyle Buchanan said Kechiche’s focus on his
actresses’ backsides was “so obsessive that even Sir Mix-
A-Lot might blanch”, referring to the US rapper whose hit
“Baby Got Back” starts with the immortal line, “I like big
butts and I cannot lie.” Kechiche seemed to confirm that
when he told reporters that “when you walk around Paris
you see lots of beautiful backsides”, particularly on the
classical sculptures that adorn the French capital.—AFP 

Sarah Darwin, the great-great granddaughter
of British biologist Charles Darwin, was
sleepless in Berlin when, to her “enormous

surprise”, she heard a nightingale warbling mer-
rily outside her window. “It’s very, very rare in
the UK, so to be living in the middle of a capital
city in Europe and hearing a nightingale singing
outside your bedroom window is quite an
extraordinary experience,” the Berlin-based
British botanist told AFP.

The trills got Darwin thinking, and led to the
launch of a citizens’ project examining why the
non-descript-looking brown bird, with its dis-
tinctive song, has been flocking to the German
capital. The project by Berlin’s Natural History
Museum, where Darwin works, asks city dwellers
to go out and record nightingales’ song with their
smartphone and upload it onto an app.

Through the sound clips collected, scientists
are also seeking to map out whether the birds
take on “different dialects” in different parts of
Berlin. “What’s really exciting in Berlin is that,
unlike for instance in England, where the popula-
tion of nightingales has plunged by 90 percent in
the last 60 years, in Berlin there’s in fact a posi-
tive trend,” said Silke Voigt-Heucke, who is coor-
dinating the project. Scientists estimate that the
population has grown by six percent annually
over the past 15 years in Berlin. There are
believed to be between 1,200 and 1,700 nightin-
gale pairs in the capital now.

‘A little unkempt’    
While urbanization has forced wildlife out of

most European city and town centers, in sprawl-
ing Berlin large areas of often prime land are still
green. But more attractive for the nightingale
may be the German capital’s general scruffiness.
“We keep our parks and gardens in Berlin slight-
ly more untidily, and the nightingales need this,”
said Darwin. “They nest on the ground, they need
thick vegetation to protect them from foxes, cats,
birds, dogs.

“If you clear your gardens and have nothing
but grass and the occasional tree, then there’s
nowhere for a nightingale to breed. “So Berlin is
very special in that way-a little bit unkempt-and
we have to keep that. We have to learn to see the
beauty in this kind of wildness.”

‘Get lost!’ 
Take the 210-hectare Tiergarten park right in

the centre: just steps away from the German par-
liament, the extensive park is home to between
seven and 10 nightingale nests. One recent spring
morning, a fox slunk past as Voigt-Heucke took a
group to check if the Tiergarten nightingale
inhabitants had returned from their winter hide-
out in Ghana.

Standing before an untidy patch of thicket, she
sounded a single-tone long whistle four times,
and immediately received an agitated reply-com-
posed of a variety of trills, whistles and what
sounded like throbbing beats. “In the daytime,
the message is aimed at potential competitors,
telling them to ‘get lost’,” said the scientist of the
loud riposte from the nightingale inhabitant. At
night, the nightingales’ song is aimed at attracting
females to nest with them, with some birds
known to sing for hours.

Bird dialects?
One of the research’s early findings is that the

bird’s repertoire may be far broader than initially
thought. Voigt-Heucke said the catalogue con-
sisted of 2,300 different so-called stanzas sub-
mitted as recordings by the public and confirmed
by scientists but “the potential is that it could end
up containing 8,000 stanzas”. Scientists are now
hoping to determine whether the birds adopt
regional dialects.

“What we can already show is that some of
these stanza types are more frequent in Berlin
and Brandenburg,” the state that surrounds the
city, said Voigt-Heucke. “We hope that we can
show that other stanza types are seen in Bavaria
or in the Ruhr region.”

‘Life changing’ 
While the citizen’s project is running into its

second and final year, Darwin said that she was
already hatching related plans. For the scientist,
the project has served a key purpose of “engag-
ing people with nature”. Over 18 months, “we’ve
collected this extraordinary community of people
who are celebrating the arrival of the nightingale
and we are literally changing people’s lives,” said
Darwin. “One man said to me: ‘When I used to
walk to work, I’d put my headphones on and lis-
ten to my music. Now I take them off and I listen
to the birds’.  “This is the sort of a big life chang-
ing thing that people are doing.”—AFP

The sun cuts through the morning fog as a com-
muter on a bicycle makes his way through the
Tiergarten park in Berlin. — AFP

Spectators arrive to the
Las Ventas bullring dur-
ing the 2019 San Isidro

festival in Madrid. 
— AFP photos


