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A Malian masked artists during a performance about identity and migration in occasion
of the annual Festival on the Niger in Segou. — AFP photos

A masked man dances during the opening of the Festival. Three masked men dancing during the Festival.

Behind the stage looming over the
banks of the Niger River, there
came worrying information:

Jihadists were poised to attack Mali’s
most important cultural festival. On
stage, everything was calm. Officials
lined up to give speeches to usher in the
much-loved event while relaxed-look-
ing security guards looked on. But
behind the scenes, security chiefs were
on the alert. And the calls were stacking
up on the mobile phone of Commander
Diallo, an official from Mali’s security
ministry.

Now in its 16th year, Segou’Art
Festival on the Niger is Mali’s largest
cultural event, a haven of theatre and
music in a rising tide of war.    It is
staged in the town of Segou in central
Mali-a region that is now the epicenter
of a jihadist revolt that began more
than seven years ago. In 2019, militant
groups killed over 450 civilians in cen-
tral Mali alone, Human Rights Watch

(HRW) said this week.  That figure does
not include soldiers and police officers
whom militants have been slaughtering
by the dozen in recent months.

Commander Diallo-his full name has
been retained for security reasons-had
his work cut out to keep the festival
running safely. His eyes were fixed on
the far bank of the Niger, watching for
any threat. Two patrol boats were sent
there, sirens blaring. A dozen soldiers
disembarked and fanned out on the far
bank, “to dissuade anyone who might
want to come there,” an officer said.

Unfazed by the risk, tens of thousands
of Malians attend Segou’Art every
year. The event ran from February 4-9
this year, covering everything from lec-
tures, to theatre, dance, music and tra-
ditional storytelling.   Foreign tourists
used to regularly attend too.  Today,
they are now nowhere to be seen, for
the threat to their lives has never been
greater.  

‘Everywhere and nowhere’
Ten days before the festival began,

20 soldiers were gunned down by
about 100 motorbike-riding jihadists,
some 100 (60 miles) kilometers north of
Segou.  Near the site of that attack,
three policemen were also killed during
an overnight ambush on Sunday morn-
ing, just as rappers were entertaining
thousands of young Malians at
Segou’Art. Authorities had their eyes
peeled for an attempt on the festival.
Security measures were put in place
and reinforcements sent from the capi-
tal Bamako-”enough to secure the festi-
val,” according to Biramou Sissoko, the
governor of Mali’s Segou region.

Details, including the number of men
requisitioned, remain secret. But several
hundred uniformed men were visible in
the town during the festival, an AFP
journalist saw, and the country’s coun-
terterrorism squad was dispatched from
the capital Bamako.  “The threat is

everywhere and nowhere,” said Malick
Doumbia, a 26-year-old festival-goer
who had travelled from Bamako.

He added that he was “relieved to
see the security forces mobilized,” and
that he was apprehensive about the
threat rather than afraid. Security is an
issue every year, but attacking such a
popular festival would not be in
jihadists’ interest, a security official who
declined to be named suggested. “In
terms of messaging, (an attack) would
be difficult to justify for groups looking
to integrate locally”.

Crisis center 
Malian security officials have had

help from the European Union’s police-
training mission in the country.  Philippe
Rio, a general in the French gendarmes
and head of the mission, called the festi-
val a “symbol”. “When we saw that the
lack of security was becoming an
obstacle to the festival’s survival and

that it was in danger of disappearing,
we got involved,” he said.  Among other
things, European police trainers helped
establish a crisis center headquartered
in a local-government office. They also
donated computers and walkie-talkies.

In the crisis center, Malian officers
discussed the rumors of jihadist filtra-
tion the day after they surfaced. No
evidence backed them up. In the mean-
time, however, an internal government
report relating to the rumors had circu-
lated online and several Western
embassies urged their nationals to skip
Segou’Art. “There haven’t been many
tourists now for years,” sighed Omar
Yaffa, the president of the Segou
guides’ association. “It’s a pity.” — AFP

Malian actors perform the traditional legend of the siren during the Festival.

A masked man wearing the traditional costume of Dogon countries dances. Malian dancers perform with the traditional puppets of the Segou region.

The unprecedented Oscar haul for
South Korean director Bong
Joon-ho black comedy “Parasite”

has shattered a 92-year-old glass ceil-
ing and opened a new era for Korean
and other foreign films on the global
stage. A genre-defying thriller about a
poor family infiltrating a wealthy
household, “Parasite” won four Oscars
Sunday night, becoming the first non-
English language film to win the top
prize since the Academy Awards
debuted in 1929.  The film, shot in
Korean and without any international

cast members, achieved a feat that
could potentially be game-changing. 

“Not only did director Bong change
South Korea’s cultural history, he also
changed the history of Hollywood,” the
South’s major daily Chosun Ilbo wrote
in its editorial yesterday. The Academy
had been “obsessed with English-lan-
guage films made by white people” it
said, so that it was harder “for a
Korean person to win an Oscar with a
Korean-language film than be awarded
a Nobel prize for literature”.

But the movie’s awards-it also took
best director and best original screen-
play, as well as best international fea-
ture-signaled the “arrival of a new era”
and created “tremendous potential”
for foreign pictures in the US, said
Gina Kim, a professor at UCLA and
filmmaker originally from the South.
Hollywood “still prevails and domi-
nates the film industry worldwide”, she
told AFP, and “has been notorious for
not allowing foreign language film to
enter its own ‘turf’. With the success of
‘Parasite’, it is changing”.

After his victory, the director told
reporters that people around the
world were increasingly connected.
“So I think naturally we will come to
the day when a foreign-language film
or not doesn’t really matter, and a for-
eign-language film winning this won’t
be much of an issue later on hopeful-
ly,” he said.

Soft power 
Bong’s historic win comes a year

after the 100th anniversary of South

Korean cinema in 2019.  The country
boasts the fifth-biggest film industry in
the world, and has become increasing-
ly prominent on the festival circuit in
recent years and decades. In 2004,
Park Chan-wook’s action thriller
“Oldboy” took the Grand Prix at
Cannes, and director Kim Ki-duk’s
2012 drama “Pieta”-a violent tale of a
loanshark-won the Golden Lion at
Venice. 

South Korean directors have also
made inroads into Hollywood, with
Park’s 2013 psychological thriller
Stoker starring Nicole Kidman and
Mia Wasikowska, and Bong himself
making his English-language film
debut the same year with sci-fi action
“Snowpiercer”, featuring Tilda
Swinton and Ed Harris. Unlike its
neighbor China, where movies and
other creative content are regularly
censored, the South has enjoyed
diplomatic soft power by virtue of its
cultural exports in multiple fields, with
K-pop and boyband BTS high-profile
examples.

Korean cinema underwent a renais-
sance in the 1990s with the advent of
democracy after decades of military
rule. In 2007 the country’s left-leaning
former president Kim Dae-jung told
government officials: “Provide financial
support for artists, but never interfere
with what they do. Once government
intervenes, the creative industry will
go broke.” Nonetheless thousands of
artists, including directors Bong and
Park, were later secretly blacklisted by
the conservative administration of Park
Geun-hye, who was brought down by
street protests over corruption and
abuse of power.—AFP

Sweden’s Polar Music Prize was yesterday awarded
jointly to Russian-born star soprano Anna Netrebko
and American hit-song writer Diane Warren. The

laureates will receive the award, including one million kro-
nor (95,000 euros, $103,000) each, at a ceremony in
Stockholm on June 9 attended by King Carl XVI Gustaf.
Known as the “New Callas”, 48-year-old Netrebko is a
master of both the Russian and bel canto styles as well as
big dramatic roles like Tosca in Puccini’s classic opera.

“When I get on stage, something happens and the
quality of the performance is 10 times better, like I have a
voice telling me what to do. It’s always been with me,” she
said in a statementfor the prize. Sixty-three-year-old
Warren, nominated 11 times for an Oscar, has penned hits
for artists such as Celine Dion, Whitney Houston, Justin
Bieber and Mary J. Blige. “I don’t have confidence in
myself as a human being, but I have unshakeable confi-
dence in my music,” Warren said. “When I know some-
thing is right, when I know a song is right for somebody... I
believe, and it’s unshakeable.”

The Polar was established in 1989 by the late Stig
Anderson, manager of Swedish pop superstars ABBA, and
selects two or three laureates each year. The award aims
to “break down musical boundaries by bringing together
people from all the different worlds of music”. Past win-
ners have included Grandmaster Flash, Metallica, the
Afghan National Institute of Music, Sting, Bob Dylan,
Pierre Boulez, Ravi Shankar and Dizzy Gillespie. — AFP

In this handout photo Best Picture Award winners for “Parasite” pose onstage during the
92nd Annual Academy Awards at the Dolby Theatre in Hollywood, California. — AFP

Anna Netrebko


