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Aviolinist helped surgeons avoid damage
to her brain during surgery to remove a
tumor by playing her instrument, the

UK hospital where she underwent the innova-
tive procedure said.  Surgeons came up with
the novel approach to ensure that areas of
Dagmar Turner’s brain responsible for intricate
hand movements were not affected during the
precision procedure. Turner, a 53-year-old
musician with the Isle of Wight Symphony Or-
chestra in southern England, was diagnosed in
2013 with a slow-growing tumor after suffer-
ing a seizure during a concert. 

She eventually sought surgery. Professor
Keyoumars Ashkan, consultant neurosurgeon
at King’s College Hospital in south London,
hit on the plan to protect vital cells located in
the right frontal lobe of her brain. The area is
close to the part of the brain that controls the
micro-movements of the left hand required to
regulate a violin’s pitch and timbre.  The med-
ical team proposed that Turner be woken up
midway through the procedure so she could
play and be monitored to make sure her coor-

dination was not being affected.
Video footage of the operation showed

Turner playing the violin as doctors moni-
tored her movements on screens. “We per-
form around 400 resections (tumor removals)
each year, which often involves rousing pa-
tients to carry out language tests, but this was
the first time I’ve had a patient play an instru-
ment,” Ashkan said in a hospital statement on
Tuesday. “We managed to remove over 90
percent of the tumour, including all the areas
suspicious of aggressive activity, while retain-
ing full function in her left hand,” he added.
Turner said the “thought of losing my ability
to play was heartbreaking”.

“Ashkan... and the team at King’s went out
of their way to plan the operation-from map-
ping my brain to planning the position I
needed to be in to play.  Turner, who has a 13-
year-son and has played the violin since the
age of 10, underwent the procedure last
month. She left the hospital three days after
the surgery. “Thanks to them I’m hoping to be
back with my orchestra very soon.” —AFP

Violinist plays during brain operation as surgeons test her dexterity

A still image take from handout video footage shows musician Dagmar Turner playing the violin
during brain surgery at King’s College Hospital in London. —AFP

Under the onion domes of its Orthodox
churches or in front of its imperial facades,
one face peers out at tourists strolling past

the rows of Saint Petersburg’s souvenir stalls.
Twenty years after he came to power, President
Vladimir Putin is omnipresent, not only across the
airwaves of Russia’s media but also on the mag-
nets, mugs and matryoshka dolls throughout his
hometown.

Whether it is commander-in-chief Putin looking
through binoculars or mocked-up shirtless Putin
riding a bear, the Russian president is on sale every-
where. Painter and businessman Alexei Sergiyenko
has been cashing in on Putin for years. In 2012, he
opened an exhibition of work devoted exclusively to
Putin titled: “President. A man with a good soul.”

‘Special attitude’ 
The walls of his studio were lined with pop-art

pictures of Putin carrying a child on his shoulders or

dressed as a Hollywood superhero stopping a mete-
orite from crashing into the Earth. Sergiyenko also
owns 64 souvenir kiosks, most near an ornate
cathedral called the Savior on the Spilled Blood. At
each, the president’s face has been printed on any-
thing that tourists may be tempted to buy. “Putin
souvenirs are only three-to-four percent of total
sales, but the numbers are stable,” Sergiyenko told
AFP. His art has even been miniaturized and printed
on the wrappers of chocolate bars sold throughout
the city for 150 rubles (around $2).

These kinds of flattering images of the president
reinforce a portrait offered by the Kremlin of Putin
as a father figure or savior of the nation.  Since
coming to power two decades ago following the
resignation of Boris Yeltsin, Putin’s popularity has
remained high.  It spiked after Russia’s annexation
of Crimea from Ukraine in 2014, with his approval
rating nearing 80 percent. Although his ratings have
since slumped-along with the economy-souvenir

vendors say the president is still a hit.
“Putin is a strong leader. I respect him for

that,” said Alexander Savenkov, an estate agent
in his 40s who owns a Putin T-shirt, which he
mostly wears abroad.  Alexei Ivanov, director of
the “Che Guevara” souvenir company which spe-
cializes in politically themed merchandise, says
the success of Putin souvenirs lies in the strength
of his personal brand. “The main reason these
souvenirs are popular is the fame, wide recogni-
tion and a special attitude that Russians have to-
wards Putin,” Ivanov said.

Like ‘North Korea’ 
Andrei Stepanov, a 60-year-old engineer who

lives near the clutch of kiosks, would be happy to
have a break from seeing Putin at every turn. “I
already have the impression that I’m living in
North Korea. The ‘great Putin’ is everywhere: on
TV, in the newspapers, his portraits in every offi-

cial building and even on souvenirs. It’s too
much,” he said. While vendors may be happy to
cash in on Putin’s brand, the Kremlin has hinted
there should be limits.

Recent sightings of traditional Orthodox icons
featuring Putin in Saint Petersburg’s airport
prompted a curt response from the Kremlin’s
spokesman. “We do not approve of it. The presi-
dent does not approve of it. You can hardly call
these icons,” Dmitry Peskov said in response to a
question from AFP. Still, the Kremlin has launched a
website in honor of Putin’s 20 years in power with
fawning archival footage of the president singing
Frank Sinatra hits or posing with animals. Much like
his reign, Putin memorabilia looks set to be a main-
stay for years to come, leaving vendors pondering
just how long they will be able to bank on the sou-
venirs. “I wonder if I will be selling them until the
end of my life,” said Sergei, a vendor in his 30s in
the city Centre. “I’m afraid it looks likely.” —AFP

On magnets, mugs and matryoshka 
dolls, Putin’s face still sells

Traditional Russian wooden nesting dolls, called Matryoshka
dolls, depicting Russia’s President Vladimir Putin and other
political leaders are seen on sale at a souvenir stall in Saint
Petersburg. —AFP photos

A mask of President Vladimir Putin is seen on sale among other
items at a souvenir stall in Saint Petersburg.

A t-shirt with an image of President Vladimir Putin is seen.


