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Photo shows some of the brushes of contemporary
British artist Sacha Jafri.

A picture taken with fisheye lens shows contemporary British artist Sacha Jafri sitting
on his record-breaking painting entitled ‘The Journey of Humanity’.

Contemporary British artist Sacha Jafri (center) gestures as he stands on his record-
breaking painting entitled ‘The Journey of Humanity’.

British artist Sacha Jafri paces bare-
foot back and forth across his giant
canvas stretched across the ball-

room floor of a luxury Dubai hotel, listen-
ing to a young girl singing.  She per-
formed Friday on the almost-completed
canvas measuring just under 2,000
square metres (20,000 sq feet), before it
is broken down next week into 60 framed
works. His goal is to set a new Guinness
World Record for the largest art canvas
and raise $30 million to fund health and
education initiatives for children in impov-
erished parts of the world.  The 44-year-
old contemporary artist says he hopes to
double that amount when parts of his
“Journey of Humanity” work go up for
auction in February 2021. “They will own a
piece of the largest painting ever created,
but more than that they’ll own a piece of
history and, ultimately, humanity,” Jafri, in
paint-splattered jeans and shirt, told AFP.

For seven months and at a pace of 18-
20 hours a day, Jafri has been working on
his latest creation with almost 300 layers
of paint, using 1,400 gallons (more than
5,000 litres) and about 1,000 brushes. “It’s
been a big journey,” he said. “It depicts
the soul of the Earth, nature, humanity
itself, the love and nurture of the mother,
the guidance and protection of the father
as they guide their child through life and
enable them to feel safe, loved and brave,

so they can grow their wings, make their
dreams come true and take them into the
solar system,” Jafri said. The artist said
coronavirus has focused his efforts
towards connecting people to counter its
impact on children.  

Children from 140 countries submitted
paintings online to be included in Jafri’s
creation with its eight “portals”.  “I paste
those into the circular portals ... I want to
take us to a better world through the
hearts, minds and souls of our children,”
said Jafri.  The children’s paintings
depicted their own journeys, with many
drawing a spikey ball representing the
disease. “Imagine what ... people can do
if we actually stopped all the nonsense
and realized one world, one soul, one
planet,” said Jafri, who has four more
days to complete the work. For the day’s
last show on the canvas, girls and boys
performed an acrobatic, interpretive
dance to John Lennon’s “Imagine”, with
Jafri on the sidelines giving encourage-
ment.  “Completely intertwine with what’s
in front of you. Become one,” he
appealed. — AFP

By night he is Freaky Hoody, the
most tattooed man in France,
whose tongue and even eyes are

inked. By day he is Mr Helaine, primary
school teacher. “There is always a
moment of stunned silence” when he
first meets the children and the par-
ents, Sylvain Helaine admitted. “But
when I introduce myself and they see
that I am a teacher like all the others,
it’s cool,” he told AFP. No part of the
35-year-old’s body has been  left
untouched by a tattooist’s needle. “Mr
Snake”, as some pupils call him, had to
travel to Switzerland to get his eyes
done-something that is i l legal in
France. “It was torture. They hold your
eyes open and you feel the needle
pierce” the white of your eye, he said.

‘Don’t do it!’ 
“And you never know what will hap-

pen, which is why I say to people,
‘Don’t do it!’ “But for me, I felt incom-
plete without it,” said Helaine, who has
spent 57,000 euros ($66,000) on his
body art over the last eight years.
Having his tongue tattooed wasn’t the
most comfortable of experiences
either. “It was so sore, it tripled in size.
I was drooling and I couldn’t speak
afterwards. I couldn’t drink for 20 hours
and it took two days for me to be able
to eat.” Known as Freaky Hoody on
social media, where he has nearly
60,000 followers, Helaine insists that he
does not regret any of his tattoos, from
the coloured flowers on his shaved
head to the demon head on his back.

“I am probably going to end up
completely black at 80,” he added.
Beyond his school in the suburbs of
Paris, Freaky Hoody is something of a
star on the tattoo scene.  Rather than
doors being closed in his face, his tat-
toos have opened them for him. “Model
agencies have taken me on for films
and television series. I’ve met (‘The
Matrix’ director) Lana Wachowski as
well as Mathieu Kassovitz,” the star of
“The Bureau” and director of the clas-
sic French film, “La Haine”.

‘His eyes are scary’ 
Helaine “came out” as a body art

icon at school three years ago when he
was still living with his mother, the only
way, he said, he could finance his tat-
toos “on a teacher’s salary”. His
appearance, he argued, was a good
lesson for his pupils in accepting and
respecting others. “Children who see
me learn tolerance of others. When
they are adults they may be less likely

to be racist or homophobic, and they
will not look at disabled people as if
they were something from a circus.”
And his pupils seem to agree. “You
should not judge him because of his
appearance,” said nine-year-old
Gayane. “It is just his eyes which are
scary, but he is very nice.” Loic, one of
his former pupils, said it was “worrying
that people get stuck on physical
appearance. It is mostly the parents
who react because today young peo-
ple are more educated about respect-
ing all appearances.”

Teaches tolerance 
Helaine said the only problem he

has encountered was with “parents of
children who were not in my class.”
Some sent a letter to the authorities
with pictures of him they found on the
internet, and he was “sidelined” for
seven weeks before being given the
green light to go back to his class. “I
have nothing against tattoos but I think
a teacher should be neutral when
everyone is talking about what girls are
wearing,” said one father, Farid, 45,
referring to the controversy in French
school about some girls being sent
home for wearing “inappropriate”
dress. “What he does in his private life
is none of our business,” insisted Lydie
Songo, the mother of another child.
“My children call him ‘Mr Snake’, but I
am going to talk to them about that.
They have to accept him as he is.  “Still
it must be annoying for him to have all
this attention.” — AFP

Heroes come in all shapes and
sizes. A five-year-old giant
African pouched rat called

Magawa, however, has to be one of the
world’s most unlikely life-savers. The
rodent has won the animal equivalent
of Britain’s highest civilian honor for
bravery because of his uncanny knack
of sniffing out landmines and unexplod-
ed ordnance. British veterinary charity
the PDSA on Friday awarded Magawa
its Gold Medal “for his life-saving brav-
ery and devotion to duty”, which had
transformed the lives of people in
Cambodia. Magawa, who was trained
by the Belgian charity APOPO, has
sniffed out 39 landmines and 28 items
of unexploded ordnance, making him
the organization’s most successful
“HeroRAT”. “The work of HeroRAT
Magawa and APOPO is truly unique
and outstanding,” said PDSA director-
general Jan McLoughlin.

“HeroRAT Magawa’s work directly
saves and changes the lives of men,
women and children who are impacted
by these landmines.” Millions of land-
mines were laid in Cambodia between
1975 and 1998, causing tens of thou-
sands of casualties. Magawa, based in
the northern city of Siem Reap, is the
first rat to receive a PDSA medal in the
77 years of the awards, joining an illus-
trious band of brave canines and
felines-and even a pigeon. The PDSA
Gold Medal is the animal equivalent of
Britain’s George Cross. The charity also
awards the Dickin Medal, for military
animals.

Sniff and scratch 
APOPO trained Magawa in his

native Tanzania to detect the chemical
compound within explosives by
rewarding him with tasty treats-his
favorite being bananas and peanuts.
The rats alert de-miners by scratching
the earth. He can scurry across an
area the size of a tennis court in just 30
minutes, something that would take
four days using a conventional metal
detector. He is big enough to be
attached to a leash as he goes about
his business but light enough not to set
off mines. “The PDSA Gold Medal
award brings the problem of landmines
to global attention,” said Christophe
Cox of APOPO.

Cox said its team of “HeroRATs”
speeded up landmine detection
because of their keen sense of smell
and recall. “Unlike metal detectors, the
rats ignore scrap metal and only sniff
out explosives making them fast and
efficient landmine detectors,” Cox said.
“This not only saves lives but returns
much-needed safe land back to the
communities as quickly and cost-effec-
tively as possible.”  APOPO currently
has 45 rats finding landmines and 31
detecting tuberculosis in Africa and
Asia, according to its website. — AFP 

In this file photoo Contemporary British artist
Sacha Jafri (center) lies on his record-break-

ing painting entitled ‘The Journey of Humanity’
in the Emirati city of Dubai. — AFP photos

French primary school teacher and tattoo enthu-
siast Sylvain Helaine, known as Freaky Hoody,
poses during a photo session in Palaiseau, a
south of Paris suburb. — AFP photos

An undated handout picture released by UK
veterinary charity PDSA shows Magawa, an
African giant pouched rat wearing his gold
medal received from PDSA for his work in
detecting landmines in Siem Reap, Cambodia.

An undated handout picture shows Magawa,
an African giant pouched rat receiving a
treat while at work detecting landmines in
Cambodia.—AFP photos


