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French opera tenor singer Stephane Senechal performs the song O sole mio from his window in Paris
on the evening of the tenth day of a strict lockdown in France aimed at curbing the spread of COVID-
19, caused by the novel coronavirus.—AFP photos

Faced with the fear and boredom of the
coronavirus lockdown, music is playing a
small but important part in making life more

bearable for some French people who are being
treated to nightly balcony performances. Every
evening at 7pm, tenor Stephane Senechal throws
open the window of his apartment in Paris’s 9th
arrondisement and lets fly with an aria. “When I
see the smile that I bring each evening with my
song, that gives me great pleasure,” he tells AFP. 

“All day long, we are told of tragic things, of
the dead. When I see smiles, I see hope. It’s a lit-
tle moment of freedom, of escape,” he says.
Senechal says he lives in a neighborhood where
“there are a lot of elderly people” and it was a
moment of reflection from an 80-year-old
neighbor at the beginning of the lockdown that
pushed him to sing at his window.

Celebrate life 
“She told me ‘we will feel even more isolated’.

I was rehearsing the role of Don Jose in “Car-
men” at the time and after this remark I decided
to sing at the window,” he said. Senechal starts
by singing the “Marseillaise”. Then he links each
nightly recital with arias as varied as “I gave you
my heart” from Franz Lehar’s operetta “The
Land of Smiles”, the 1935 Mexican song “Piensa
en mi” — sung by Luz Casal in Pedro Almod-
ovar’s High Heels –- as well as the song
“Caruso”, Edith Piaf’s “The Hymn to Love” and
an “Ave Maria” dedicated “to all the suffering”.

Senechal also likes to let go with “E Lucevan
le stelle” from Puccini’s opera Tosca. He consid-

ers this especially apt because of its last sen-
tence: “‘E non ho amato mai tanto la vita! (I have
never loved life so much)’ We understand the im-
portance of life. And we can’t give up now,” he
says. His balcony recitals appear to have drifted
far across the rooftops of the 9th. “A patient with
COVID-19 and hospitalized in Bichat (a hospital
in the north of Paris) saw one of my videos and
said ‘keep going’. For me, that makes it all worth-
while.”

Since the start of self-isolation in France, as
in Italy and Spain, initiatives like this have flour-
ished. Montreuil, in the eastern suburbs of the
capital, has been particularly active, regularly
sharing videos of a violinist, a guitarist or a
singer on their balconies. The “BachDesBalcons”
online initiative, launched by Classical Revolu-
tion France, a movement imported from the
United States, encourages musicians to play
Bach at their windows.

Across the nation 
“There are dozens of us playing every week

from Montpellier to Paris, via Nantes, Stras-
bourg or Lille,” Sarah Niblack, director of Clas-
sical Revolution France, told AFP. “Bach is the
greatest of companions, you are never alone
with your music.” An American who has lived in
France for several years, Niblack has been based
in Prades, in the south-west, since the beginning
of confinement, and says she is happy to bring
“comfort and a little moment when people come
together” in these times of isolation.

“People recognize me now, even when I do
my shopping with mask and gloves, I am told in
the street ‘you are the girl who plays Bach’,”
laughs Niblack, a violist who has played in sev-
eral national orchestras. Like many freelance
workers she has suffered professionally from the
lockdown, having seen six contracts cancelled
since the outbreak, but she remains upbeat
about the power of music. “We are not useful in
a hospital but we can make a little difference in
people’s lives. They appreciate that we are
thinking of them.”—AFP

Twenty-two-year-old Kelita do Carmo (right) is pictured on her way to class in the small faculty built
by the Sustainable Amazon Foundation.—AFP photos

Balcony stars bring joy 
to self-isolating French

Maria dreams of being the next Greta
Thunberg. Kelita is studying in the
first-ever university program in the

Amazon. Fabio is helping his family do its part to
fight climate change through sustainable agri-
culture. A new generation of young Brazilians
from the Amazon region are seeking to reshape
the fight for the world’s largest rainforest, which
is shrinking before their eyes. 

The first Youth of the Forest Conference re-
cently brought together 287 of them to discuss
what they can do to fight rampant wildfires, de-
forestation from logging, farming and mining,
and apathy about the rapid loss of one of Earth’s
most important natural resources. AFP profiles
three of them.

Amazonian Greta 
Maria Cunha, 26, is from Sao Raimundo, a

small village in a protected reserve whose resi-
dents live off fishing and gathering. A volunteer
forest ranger with a degree in sustainable pro-
duction techniques, she says saving the Amazon
will require working with the people who know
it best: its inhabitants. “We are the guardians of
the forest. We live here and depend on the rain-
forest for practically everything. If we don’t pro-
tect our forests, how will we live?” she added.

She is already seeing the impact of climate
change at home, she said: hotter weather, lower
water levels on the rivers, fewer fish. Animals are
feeling the impact, too. “They come into our yard
looking for food because they can’t find enough,
because of fires and deforestation,” she said. She
fears it could “all disappear in the near future” if
others her age don’t act. She sees Thunberg, the
17-year-old Swedish climate activist, as a role
model. “I dream of being the next Greta, an em-
powered girl fighting for her rights,” she said.

Prodigal daughter
Kelita do Carmo left the rainforest at 13 years

old, moving to the city of Manaus, to work as a
nanny. Eight months later, she was back home in
Bauana, a village of stilt houses on the banks of

the Jurua River. “I learned to appreciate things
here,” she said. Now 22, she is studying to be-
come a teacher, part of the first-ever degree
program offered in the rainforest.

The program aims to supply teachers to far-
flung rainforest villages. It is a joint project by
the Amazonas Sustainable Foundation — which
sponsored the Youth of the Forest Conference

— and Amazonas State University in Manaus. It
includes coursework on sustainable agriculture
and the environment.

Farmer, math whizz 
Fabio Gondim dreams of becoming a math

teacher one day. At 16 years old, he is already an
expert farmer. He helps his family harvest acai, a
fruit in high demand for its health properties, and
cassava, which they use to make flour.  A natural
athlete, he can scale a 10-meter (33-foot) acai
palm in a flash. “It never crossed my mind to
leave” the rainforest, he said. “I wouldn’t want to
live in the city. Everything is easier here. The for-
est provides our food and our income.” He is
helping his family adopt more sustainable farm-
ing techniques, such as clearing fewer trees to
farm cassava. “We have to keep fighting for the
Amazon,” he said. “It’s what’s sustaining the
world.”—AFP 

THE YOUNG Brazilians
FIGHTING FOR THE AMAZON

Twenty-six-year-old Maria Cunha, who lives in Sao
Raimundo, municipality of Carauari, in the heart of
the Brazilian Amazon Forest, poses for picture.


