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This handout photo shows Netflix Chief Marketing Officer Bozoma Saint
John speak at TEDMonterey in Monterey, California. — AFP photos

Venezuelan musicians, members of the Latin Vox Machine orchestra, perform ‘El Principito Symphonic’ during a rehearsal at
a house in Buenos Aires. — AFP photos

Venezuelan musicians, members of the Latin Vox Machine orchestra, perform “El Principito Symphonic”.

This handout photo shows organizational psychologist Adam Grant
speaking at TEDMonterey in Monterey, California.

In this file photo, this combination of pictures shows a general view and close-up of a partly
coloured stalagmite tower in the Spanish cave of Ardales, southern Spain. — AFP 

TED talks seek 
to inject 
optimism into
pandemic gloom

ATED conference under the theme
“The Case for Optimism” on
Monday threw down the gauntlet

for a return to face-to-face gatherings,
despite the daunting challenges of the
coronavirus pandemic, climate change
and deep political divides. Even with
those dark clouds, speakers ranging from
scientists and academics to artists and
entrepreneurs took to the TED stage for
the four-day event. “We are trying to jug-
gle it and do it right,” TED curator Chris
Anderson told the gathering while stress-
ing pandemic precautions.

“We are living through a piece of histo-
ry. Even though what we’ve heard is
alarming, we can find optimism.” The

event at the heart of what has become a
global platform for mind-bending concepts
aimed at making the world a better place
returned to its roots with a scaled-down
event on the edge of Silicon Valley. Proof
of vaccination was required, and badges
were only given to those who passed
COVID-19 tests on arrival. A welcome kit
included masks, wipes and sanitizers.
And the annual gathering that had grown
to some 1,800 attendees at its venue in
Vancouver was limited to about 600 atten-
dees at a Monterey conference center.
Despite none of the attendees testing
positive for COVID-19, Anderson urged
everyone to wear masks given the highly-
transmissible Delta variant.

“I felt the weirdest combination of
intense excitement and intense nervous-
ness,” Anderson said of the weeks lead-
ing up to the conference. “I want to salute
the courage and commitment of each of
you to come here; I know it wasn’t neces-
sarily easy to come.” The annual TED
conference was among a slew of events
that went virtual last year due to the pan-
demic, which prompted lockdowns to
reduce the spread of COVID-19. TED
attendee Betul Kacar, an astrobiologist
who is a professor at the University of

Arizona, took solace in the turmoil roiling
society.

“Chaos is needed for change to occur,
and the world is definitely changing,”
Kacar said during a break in the talks.
“When things go smoothly, evolution
doesn’t happen.” TED talks tackled hot-
button topics from capturing the carbon
that is damaging the climate to
researchers developing vaccines, and
people dealing with shutdowns caused by
the pandemic. 

“I’m a cynic by nature,” said Akash
Bhatia, a managing director at Boston
Consulting Group who specializes in dis-
ruptive technologies. “It’s early in this, but
some of the talks nudge a bit to the other
side to be a little more optimistic.”
Conference talks are crafted into videos
shared free online for what has grown into
a global following since its founding in
1984. “We are living through a cynicism
epidemic,” said speaker Jamil Zaki, a psy-
chology professor who heads a neuro-
science lab at Stanford University. “It is
not a system upgrade; it’s mental mal-
ware. We can take control of our stories to
escape the cynicism trap.”— AFP

Neanderthals, long perceived to have
been unsophisticated and brutish,
really did paint stalagmites in a

Spanish cave more than 60,000 years
ago, according to a study published on
Monday. The issue had roiled the paleoar-
chaeology community ever since the pub-
lication of a 2018 paper attributing red
ocher pigment found on the stalagmitic
dome of Cueva de Ardales to our extinct
“cousin” species. The dating suggested
the art was at least 64,800 years old,
made at a time when modern humans did
not inhabit the continent.

But the finding was contentious, and “a
scientific article said that perhaps these
pigments were a natural thing,” a result of
iron oxide flow, Francesco d’Errico, co-
author of a new paper in the journal
PNAS told AFP. A new analysis revealed
the composition and placement of the pig-
ments were not consistent with natural
processes-instead, the pigments were
applied through splattering and blowing.
What’s more, their texture did not match
natural samples taken from the caves,
suggesting the pigments came from an
external source. More detailed dating
showed that the pigments were applied at

different points in time, separated by more
than ten thousand years.

This “supports the hypothesis that the
Neanderthals came on several occasions,
over several thousand years, to mark the
cave with pigments,” said d’Errico, of the
University of Bordeaux. It is difficult to
compare the Neanderthal “art” to wall
paintings made by prehistoric modern
humans, such as those found in the
Chauvet-Pont d’Arc cave of France, more
30,000 years old.  But the new finding
adds to increasing evidence that
Neanderthals, whose lineage went extinct
around 40,000 years ago, were not the
boorish relatives of Homo sapiens they
were long portrayed to be. 

The team wrote that the pigments are
not “art” in the narrow sense of the word
“but rather the result of graphic behaviors
intent on perpetuating the symbolic signifi-
cance of a space.” The cave formations
“played a fundamental role in the symbol-
ic systems of some Neanderthal commu-
nities,” though what those symbols meant
remains a mystery for now. — AFP

After a year and a half of silence due
to the coronavirus pandemic, the
sounds of the Latin Vox Machine

orchestra have returned to a house in
Buenos Aires. The group-made up of
Venezuelans who fled their country’s eco-
nomic crisis to Argentina-is preparing for a
performance of the Symphonic Little
Prince, a symphony they created during

the lockdown, and that they released on
disc at the end of July. The violas are
rehearsing in the living room, while the
violins are in the kitchen. Later, the key-
boards and choir will take their places to
practice. They hope to play their sympho-
ny in public for the first time in November.
The orchestra’s director Enmanuel
Gonzalez can hardly wait.

“The Little Prince is a beautiful project.
It was a labor of quarantine and was also

an escape, it was all that we thought
about,” he said. “I’m really looking for-
ward to it and cannot wait to present it.”
Inspired by the novella “The Little Prince”
by French author Antoine de Saint-
Exupery, the Symphonic Little Prince is
an original composition created by the
120-strong Venezuelan orchestra, whose
members arrived in Argentina four to five

years ago. They were among the millions
of people who fled the crippling econom-
ic and political crises in their home coun-
try. Most of the Latin Vox Machine
orchestra were trained in Venezuela’s
prestigious El Sistema program, where
Gustavo Dudamel, the new director of
the Paris Opera, also began his training.
Yet after arriving in Argentina, many
earned a living busking in the Buenos
Aires metro.

‘What gives us power’ 
One of them, Omar Zambrano-who

lives in the house where the orchestra
rehearses-came up with the idea of form-
ing a Venezuelan musical troupe. But the
coronavirus plunged the orchestra into “a
dark period” from which they have only
emerged thanks to their composition, said
Zambrano, the group’s executive director.
“We thought about it before the pandemic,
but we didn’t manage to do it because the
composition and arrangements take a lot
of time. “It’s the result of many wills: the
composers, the arrangers, the perform-
ers, the director. “Little by little, it was
developed during the pandemic, piece by
piece as the quarantine rules were
relaxed.”

During this time, they also launched an
online music school: Latin Vox Academy,
to help the musicians earn some money.
“We probably wouldn’t be doing what
we’re doing without the trauma of dis-
placement and the pandemic,” said
Zambrano. “Turning bad into good is what
gives us power. Turning trauma into joy is
an art.”

When things were at their toughest, the
orchestra received help from the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) and the International
Organization for Migration (IOM). “The
COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the vul-
nerability of the migrant and refugee pop-
ulation. Most of these people work in the
informal sector and were openly affected
by the health measures,” said UNHCR
representative Juan Carlos Murillo.

But the Latin Vox Machine project
“allowed them to continue working and
interacting. It is a reliable example of the
courage, determination and resilience of
refugees and migrants,” he added. After
Syria, Venezuela has produced the sec-

ond-largest number of displaced people in
the world, with 5.6 million fleeing since
2015, according to a UNHCR estimate.
Around 185,000 of them live in Argentina.

A ‘blessing’ 
Singer Isa Ramos and orchestra coor-

dinator Cesar Perez kept in contact with
the musicians during the pandemic to look
after their needs. “We created a network
and organized a huge collection with won-
derful families,” said Ramos. “We paid
several people’s rent for several months.
We looked after medical situations, sur-
geries.” They also bought Christmas pres-
ents for the musicians’ children. Violinist
Maria Andreyna Chavez says the orches-

tra was a “blessing” during the months of
lockdown in Argentina, and she never
stopped rehearsing on Sundays.

“It’s the unity, seeing each other again,
after so much time, to hear each other
again,” said Chavez. “We’ve been really
blessed with The Little Prince. It gave us a
lot: a goal, a continuation, a succession.”
Zambrano agrees. “This dynamic of
rehearsing, following an artistic objective, is
a privilege that we treasured and shared,”
he said. “The rehearsals were worth more
even than the concerts.” — AFP

Venezuelan Omar Zambrano (left), founder of LatinVox Machine orchestra, and Venezuelan singer
Isa Ramos, talks with AFP during a break of the rehearsal of “El Principito Symphonic”.

A Venezuelan musician, member of the
Latin Vox Machine orchestra, arrives to a
rehearsal.

Venezuelan violinist Maria Andreyna
Chavez, member of the Latin Vox Machine
orchestra, talks with AFP.


