
Azerbaijan yesterday held snap parliamen-
tary elections denounced by opposition
parties as a feint aimed at further strength-

ening authoritarian President Ilham Aliyev’s tight
grip on power. Here are key facts about the
Caspian Sea nation.

The Land of Fire 
Owing to abundant natural flames coming

from the country’s huge underground gas
deposits, Azerbaijanis often call their homeland
“The Land of Fire.” The expression is rooted in
Zoroastrianism, a fire-worshipping religion that
dominated the territory of modern-day
Azerbaijan before it adopted Shia Islam. The cas-
tle-like Baku Temple of Fire, built in the 17th cen-
tury, had an altar with constantly burning flames
fed by underground gas coming to surface.

Azerbaijan’s state emblem features red flames at
its centre.

Dynastic rule 
The Azerbaijani constitution holds the country

to be a democratic republic, but in fact it has been
ruled with an iron fist for more than three decades
by the Aliyev family, accused by critics of crush-
ing the opposition and using its power to amass
wealth and fund a lavish lifestyle. Heydar Aliyev,
the former Communist leader of the ex-Soviet
republic became its first president after the
breakup of the USSR. Following his death in
2003, his son Ilham Aliyev took over. Cementing
his family’s grip on power, he appointed his wife
Mehriban Aliyeva as first vice president in 2017
— after awarding her the country’s highest hon-
our, the Order of Heydar Aliyev.

Azokh Cave 
One of the country’s most important land-

marks, the imposing Azix Magarasi six-cave com-
plex, is located on the territory of Nagorny
Karabakh which has been under Armenian control
since it was seized during a bloody conflict in the
early 1990s after the breakup of the Soviet Union.
The labyrinthine limestone caves adorned with
stalactites and stalagmites are considered by
archaeologists to be one of the oldest living sites
of prehistoric humans in Eurasia, dating back 1.5
million years.

Mugham music 
Mugham is an ancient style of music unique to

Azerbaijan, blending traditional musical improvi-
sation and classical poetry. The complex art form
reflects influences on Azerbaijan’s culture from
contacts with other Turkic peoples as well as
Persians, Armenians and Georgians. Cultivated by
members of Sufi orders and by performers of reli-
gious dramas, the genre features a male or female
singer accompanied by musicians playing tradi-
tional instruments such as a long-neck lute, a
four-string spike fiddle and a large tambourine.

Karabakh horse 
Azerbaijan’s national animal is the Karabakh

horse, a racing and riding breed noted for its
speed, intelligence and red-gold color. The
Karabakhs’ agility makes them ideal for
Azerbaijan’s national sport, chovgan, a horse-rid-
ing game similar to polo played on a flat, grassy
field by two competing teams. One of the world’s
oldest, the breed currently numbers below 1,000
and is threatened with extinction. — AFP

Aman was charged Friday after two
stolen Banksy artworks were recov-
ered in Paris. An image of a masked

rat wielding a box cutter-the alter ego the
elusive British artist often uses-disappeared
from outside the Pompidou Centre in
September, a year after Bansky “blitzed” the
French capital with murals. The museum,
which houses Europe’s biggest collection of
modern art but does not have a Bansky, had
filed a police complaint for destruction of
property. The man charged with “stealing a
cultural asset” is one of three men arrested
in and around Paris earlier this week.

Two works by Banksy were recovered in
follow-up searches by the police but the
stencilled work on the back of a sign for the
Pompidou’s car park is still missing. Thieves
used a saw to cut it out of the sign. The
Pompidou theft came seven months after
another Banksy work paying hommage to
the victims of the November 2015 terrorist
attacks in Paris was stolen from outside the
Bataclan, the concert venue where Islamic
State gunmen massacred 90 people.

Another anti-capitalist mural attributed
to the secretive street art star disappeared
shortly after Banksy’s whirlwind trip, which
the highly political artist said was to mark
the 50th anniversary of the Paris student
uprising of 1968. It featured a businessman
in a suit offering a dog a bone having sawed
the animal’s leg off.

Niqab Napoleon 
A source close to the investigation told

AFP that they were trying to establish if the
recovered artworks were original Banksys
or copies. The two other suspects arrested
on Tuesday were later released. Banksy
appeared to authenticate eight of the Paris
works on his Instagram account shortly
after his trip.

The most dramatic was a pastiche of
Jacques-Louis David’s “Napoleon Crossing
the Alps”, with Bonaparte wrapped in a red
niqab, which appeared on a wall in an ethni-
cally-mixed district of northern Paris.
Banksy had earlier hailed the French capital
as “the birthplace of modern stencil art”. He
took on the rat as his avatar-a symbol of the
vilified and downtrodden-in homage to the
Paris street artist Blek le Rat, who started
out in 1968 when a general strike by stu-
dents and workers brought France to a halt.
The artist’s work has sold for more than $1
million at auction and fans had covered
some of his Paris works with Plexiglass to
protect them.  But one of a migrant girl was
defaced with blue spray paint shortly after
news of its discovery spread on social
media. — AFP
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Lifestyle
Artists performs during the

opening day of the Venice
Carnival on the Cannaregio

Canal on February 8, 2020, in
Venice. The carnival in Venice
takes place until February 25,

2020. — AFP

A person looks at the
painting Dancers on stage

made around 1889 and
1894 by Edgar Degas, 
during the exhibition

Degas at the Opera at the
Museum of Orsay, Paris.

— AFP

An image shows a masked rat wielding a box
cutter.— Daily Mail 

An American museum has come
up with a bold way to boost
women’s participation in the

arts: this year it wil l  only acquire
works by females. The Balt imore
Museum of Art, in the state of
Maryland, is best known for housing
the largest public collection of Matisse
works anywhere in the world. Late last
year it attracted major press attention
with word that in 2020 it would only
purchase works by women, drawing
both praise and skepticism.

“I think it’s a radical and timely deci-
sion in 2020, to take the bull by the
horns and do this,” the museum’s direc-
tor Christopher Bedford told AFP. This
year marks the 100th anniversary of the
adoption of the 19th Amendment to the
US constitution, which gave women the
right to vote. It also gave the museum
pause to do some soul-searching: of its
95,000 works, only four percent are by
women artists, says Bedford.

“We’re an institution largely built
by women leaders,” he said.  The
museum’s first director was a woman.
And it is largely thanks to two women-

the Cone sisters-and their friendship
with Henri Matisse that the museum
boasts such a rich collection of works
by the French artist.

Centuries of discrimination
So the museum will spend $2.5 mil-

lion this year on works by women. It
will also reorganize several of its rooms
to showcase the work of women and
offer 20-odd exhibits of works by
female artists. It will, however, continue
to accept donations of art done by men.
The BMA is hardly alone in having such
a disproportionate amount of art by
men. The fame of artists such as
Elisabeth Vigee Le Brun, Frida Kahlo
and Louise Bourgeois is an exception
to the rule.

A study published last year by the
scientific journal Plos-One found that in
18 major American museums, 87 per-
cent of the artists whose works were on
exhibit were men. And from 2008 to
2018, of 260,470 works acquired by 26
big museums, only 11 percent were by
women, according to a study by the
company Artnet and the podcast “In

Other Words.” This is the fruit of cen-
turies-old discrimination that can be
either intentional or not, said Bedford.
“And unless you call out that habit and
consciously find a way to work against
it, then you will never have a properly
equitable museum,” he said.

‘A tiny step’ 
While the museum’s initiative has

been welcomed by many as a good first
step, not everyone is sold on it. Teri
Henderson, a curator based in
Baltimore, said she questions the muse-
um’s use of the word “radical” to
describe its decision to acquire only art
by women for a year. “I have observed
that organizations and institutions use
the word ‘radical’ as a sort of buzzword
without actually implementing any pro-
gramming or effort that is truly radical,”
Henderson said.

“I do know that one year of collect-
ing attached to this interesting choice of
word cannot truly rectify the imbalance
in the art world and in museums,” she
added. “I do think this year of collecting
art by only women could possibly be

the first step, but it is a tiny step.”
Bedford agreed that this plan is just a
start.  “And I’m also hoping that our
decision has a reverberating effect
across the museum field,” he said.

“And that’s a consciousness-raising
act as well. It’s supposed to precipitate
an endless action in that direction,” he
added, promising also to publish the
results of this female-only program in a
year. But Henderson insisted that “many
gigantic steps” are needed to rectify
the male-female imbalance in the art
world. She said that, for instance, muse-
ums need to invest in living artists that
reside and work in the surrounding
areas if they really want to reflect the
richness and diversity of today’s art.

She gave museums this advice: “Stop
buying art that isn’t good just because
it’s made by well-known white artists.
Start taking risks and investing in black
and brown living artists.” Donna Drew
Sawyer, chief executive officer of the
Baltimore Office of Promotion and The
Arts, said she had several questions
about the initiative, including the fact
that it drew so much attention. “Why

did a male’s call to action seem to res-
onate so loudly in this instance when
women are the subject and have been
calling for the same action forever?”
Sawyer wrote in the magazine
BmoreArt. — AFP


