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Seydou Seck’s Vespa is 41 years old, but he sits
upright and proud on the ancient grey scooter when
he heads down Bamako’s Independence Avenue. In a

city flooded with cheap, Indonesian-made two-wheelers,
the classic Italian-made Vespa has a passionate following.
Enthusiasts like Seck reckon several hundred venerable
Vespas are still cruising the streets of the Malian capital,
most of them survivors of the 1970s.

“We all know each other and flash our lights when we
pass each other,” says Seck, 60, a wedding photographer
by trade.  The Vespa-its name means “wasp” in Italian-has
a special place in Malian hearts. For many, it’s a symbol of
the 1960s and 70s, when the country was at peace and
cities bustled with people streaming in from the country-
side, eager for an easier life. 

“The Vespa was the bike which young people
bought when they started to make money,” says Igo
Diarra, curator of “Rencontres de Bamako” (Bamako
Meetings), an upcoming biennial exhibition of African
photography.  “Posing in front of machines like the
Vespa was a sign of respectability and social success.”
Vespa’s manufacturer Piaggio estimates it has sold 19
million scooters since 1946. 

Its sales network does not extend to Mali, but Vespas
readily made their way into the country from neighboring
states, finding a ready market for people craving mobility.
One out of every two Malian households today has a
moped, three times more than 20 years ago, according to
official figures. In Bamako, a sprawling city cut in two by
the Niger River, two-wheelers are crucial for weaving
through the traffic and crossing the clogged bridges. But
most of them are Jakartas-an Indonesian model that began
to flood the local market at the start of this century. 

Last buzz?
Classic Vespas are starting to disappear as mechanics

and riders struggle to get parts for repairs. Seck says he
and many other Vespa-lovers turn to Adama Guindo, 51, a
mechanic who began to specialize in the Italian scooter
when he started to work 36 years ago. “In the old days, it
was easy,” Guindo said.  “But today it’s complicated-the
suppliers only send spare parts if there is a demand, and
demand here is low.”

A vicious circle is thus squeezing the Vespa: fewer sur-
viving models means that fewer spare parts for them are
available, and the scooter’s distinctive wasp-like buzz
becomes even rarer. In Adama’s workshop, four half-
stripped Vespas sit waiting for the surgeon to cannibalize
them and give life to others. “The Jakartas have killed the
Vespa, but we’re still here!” Adama said with a tone of
defiance.—AFP 

A picture shows a group of old Vespa parked in a
mechanic’s garage in Bamako. — AFP photos

A mechanic repairs a Vespa in his garage specialized in repairing old Italian
motorcycles in Bamako.

Seck Seydou rides his Vespa through the streets of Bamako.

A Malian man sits on the chassis of an old Vespa.

Avivid fresco depicting an armor-clad gladiator
standing victorious as his wounded opponent stum-
bles gushing blood has been discovered in the

ancient Roman city of Pompeii, Italy’s culture ministry said
Friday. The striking scene in gold, blue and red was uncov-
ered in what experts think was a tavern frequented by
gladiators, who fought each other, prisoners and wild ani-
mals for the public’s entertainment.

“We do not know how this fight ended. Gladiators were
killed or shown mercy,” Pompeii’s director Massimo
Osanna said. A “Murmillo” fighter wearing a plumed,
wide-brimmed helmet with visor, holds aloft his large rec-
tangular shield in his left hand, as he grips his short sword
in the right. On the ground next to him lies the shield of the
defeated “Thraex”, who has suffered deep wounds and is
on the point of collapse. 

“What is particularly interesting is the extremely realis-
tic representation of the wounds, such as the one on the
wrist and chest of the unsuccessful gladiator, from which
the blood runs, wetting his leggings,” Osanna said. “The
Thraex is gesturing with his hand, possibly asking for mer-
cy,” he said. The fresco-which measures 1.12 meters by 1.5
meters-was found in what excavators believe was a base-
ment room, as the imprint of a wooden staircase can be
seen above it.

Treasures of a ruined city    
The building was situated not far from the gladiators’

barracks in Regio V, an entire quarter of the site that has
recently offered up several impressive archaeological finds
but is yet to open to the public. It was most likely a tavern
with an upper floor of rooms used either by the innkeeper
or by prostitutes, the ministry said. The discovery was
made during works to secure an area of the north of the
archaeological park under the Great Pompeii Project,
launched after years of bad maintenance and poor weath-
er caused a series of wall collapses.

Culture Minister Dario Franceschini said the find
showed Pompeii was “an inexhaustible mine of research
and knowledge for the archaeologists of today and the
future”. The ruined city in southern Italy is the second
most visited tourist site in the country, after the
Colosseum in Rome, with more than 3.6 million visitors in
2018. Perhaps the most significant find at the Regio V so
far has been an inscription uncovered last year that proves
the city was destroyed by Mount Vesuvius after October
17, 79 AD and not on August 24 as previously thought.

The most eye-catching one, however, was the skeleton
of a man in 2018 whose torso was found protruding from a
large stone block which had crushed his head. He
appeared to have survived the initial eruption, and
attempted to flee as volcanic ash blanketed the city, but
was slowed down by a limp and was probably overcome
by lethal gases, experts said.—AFP 

What is the spookiest thing about “Frankenstein,”
“The Mummy” and “Dracula”? The hideous
monster? The ancient curse? The sharp fangs?

Or the fact that these classic horror films were all rooted in
real-life scientific experiments and discoveries? That is the
premise of a new exhibition at Los Angeles’ Natural
History Museum, showcasing movie props from
Hollywood’s golden age of horror alongside scientific arti-
facts that inspired them.

The “Natural History of Horror”-opening Thursday, as
Halloween looms-displays the cloth wrappings used to
mummify Boris Karloff in the 1932 classic movie alongside
real ancient Egyptian corpse bindings from the museum’s
archeology collection. Visitors can pull a lever to recreate
Luigi Galvani’s 18th-century electrical experiment on
twitching frog legs-which inspired Mary Shelley’s
“Frankenstein”-while examining the metal shackles used to
bind The Monster on-screen in 1931.

“The early electrical work that was done to see if you
can re-energize animals and bring them to life was the
beginning of ‘Frankenstein’,” said museum director Lori
Bettison-Varga, who moved frog specimens from the insti-
tute’s herpetology collection to the new exhibition.
“These films are essentially inspired by the natural and
physical world, and the imagination that people had to
create stories based on real things,” she added.

The exhibition explains how 19th-century diseases
such as cholera inspired the Dracula from Bram Stoker’s
vampire novel we know today.  It also features a silicon
copy of the monster suit worn in 1954’s “Creature from the
Black Lagoon.” According to curators, the monster was
inspired by the discovery of a living coelacanth-an ancient
fish once thought to be extinct, which scientists then
believed was the common ancestor of all land animals.

“We have a real one on display in a tank out on the
hallway on this floor,” said Bettison-Varga. Created as the

Museum of History, Science and Art in 1913, the institu-
tion’s early collection of motion picture props was boosted
in the 1930s by a large donation from Universal Pictures-
including a pitchfork from “Bride of Frankenstein.”
“Because we began so early, and before it was considered
a real industry worthy of collecting, we were the first
through the door,” said curator Beth Werling.

While science’s astounding progress since the 1930s
makes the discoveries that inspired these horror movies
seem quaint-or obsolete-today, the same canon of leg-
endary characters continue to resonate with modern
audiences. “Something that I really love about the mon-
sters is that they’re continually reinterpreted over and
over again,” said NBC Universal archivist Jeff Pirtle.
“Universal has so many sequels to Frankenstein. The Son
of Frankenstein. Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein!
Every time they’re reimagined you still see this common
theme.”—AFP 

This handout picture shows a fresco depicting a heavily-
armed gladiator standing victorious over his opponent gush-
ing blood which has been discovered at Pompeii, Italy’s cul-
ture ministry. — AFP

In this file photo a piece from the movie ‘Frankenstein’ is dis-
played during the exhibition ‘Guillermo del Toro, At Home with
My Monsters’ -a collection of personal items and some that
he used in his movies- in Guadalajara, State of Jalisco,
Mexico. — AFP


