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A picture shows Ali Mansour, the care taker of the cemetery of the Protestant
Christians in Baghdad, where British archaeologist, writer, diplomat and spy
Gertrude Bell (1868-1926) is buried. — AFP photos

This file photo taken on April 4, 2016, shows Assyrian artefacts originally from
Mosul, displayed at Iraq’s National Museum in the capital Baghdad, estab-
lished by British archaeologist, writer, diplomat and spy Gertrude Bell. 

This file photo taken on March 13, 2004, shows an Iraqi woman walking past
Iraq’s National Museum in the capital Baghdad, established by British archae-
ologist, writer, diplomat and spy Gertrude Bell.

For someone credited with being an
architect of the nation, the grave of
British archaeologist, writer, diplo-

mat and spy Gertrude Bell in the Iraqi
capital Baghdad is hard to find. Down an
alley in the heart of the capital, through a
heavy locked gate into the Protestant
cemetery, and then amid a confusing
maze of gravestones, caretaker Ali
Mansour leads the way. “Miss Bell”, as
the Iraqis call her, played a key role in

forging modern Iraq a century ago.
She helped redraw the map of the

Middle East as the Ottoman Empire was
crumbling after defeat in World War I,
based on intelligence she gathered dur-
ing extensive travels with Bedouin tribes.
The controversial role Britain and its rival

France played in dividing the region by
creating new borders and nations rever-
berates in conflicts and politics today.

But the role Bell played in the forma-
tion of the nation-especially remarkable
back then as a woman in a very male-
dominated world-is largely unknown by
most Iraqis. Scattered artificial flowers lie
on her simple yellow-stone tomb. “Those
who do come leave real ones, but I take
them off quickly because they wilt in

heat,” said Mansour, the 77-year-old
caretaker, who inherited his job from his
stepfather, who got it from the British
more than 60 years ago. Bell’s role was
key in expanding Iraq to include the vast
northern regions of Kurdistan and Mosul,
including valuable oil fields.

‘Author’ of Iraq’s creation 
The inscriptions on her gravestone are

weathered and hard to read, but record
that she died in 1926, at the age of 57. “I
felt tremendously sad for this woman, who
I feel had done so much for the country-
not only in terms of being an author of its
creation,” said writer and historian Tamara
Chalabi, a specialist on Bell. “She was in
a sense a ‘mother of Iraq’ if you like, for
better or worse.” Fiercely intelligent and a
masterful linguist fluent in Arabic and
Farsi, the daring Bell carved out a unique
place for herself in the macho world of
British colonial administration.

She was instrumental in Faisal I
becoming the ruler of the new Kingdom
of Iraq, founded in 1921, under the grip
of British forces. But her greatest pride
was the construction of the Iraq
Museum in Baghdad, a treasure trove of
priceless items from some of the most
ancient civilizations.

When Chalabi, from an influential Iraqi
family but who grew up in exile, returned
to Iraq in 2005 after the US-led invasion
toppled Saddam Hussein, she was sur-
prised at how few knew about Bell. For
Chalabi, it is “not only” because Bell was
a woman that she has been largely forgot-
ten. “I think there is a problem with the
way history has been taught in Iraq... peo-
ple don’t have good sense of their her-
itage, so it goes beyond Gertrude,”
Chalabi told AFP.

“For me, it’s a problem of Iraqi and
Baghdadis’ identity... when you talk about
culture and heritage and history, it is a
very monolithic story.” In a country which
will celebrate its centenary next year, the
history books have been modified by rev-
olutions, coups, dictatorships and regime
changes-and schooling disrupted by
years of devastating war. “I studied the
modern history of my country between
the ages of 12 and 15,” said Heidi, a 23-

year-old Iraqi student. “You had to learn
dates, but Gertrude Bell’s name was
never mentioned.”

‘Interests of the Crown’ 
But there are critics too. For Ali Al-

Nashmi, professor of history at Baghdad’s
Munstansariya University, Bell has faded
from the country’s story for a reason-her
role benefitted Britain and “only served
the interests of the Crown, not those of
the Iraqis”. In the West, on the other hand,
Bell’s role has been somewhat rehabilitat-
ed in popular memory in recent years,
with several new biographies and histo-
ries written, and Werner Herzog’s 2015
film “Queen of the Desert”, in which

Nicole Kidman played Bell.
Chalabi helped repair and clean Bell’s

grave, planting trees around it and
attaching a small metal plaque beside it.
“In recognition of Gertrude Bell’s historic
contribution to Iraq,” it reads. To find a
trace of Bell today, you have to go to the
Iraq Museum. In his office, Laith
Hussein, the director of Iraq’s state board
of antiquities and heritage, shows a
wooden board on the wall inscribed with
the names of his predecessors. Top of
the list is Gertrude Bell, with her dates as
director, 1922-1926.

“She has never been forgotten,”
Hussein said. “She established the Iraq
Museum and contributed to the country’s
first archaeological structure.” However,
her statue, erected by Faisal I, disap-
peared during the looting of the museum
amid the chaos that followed the US-led
invasion of 2003. “We still have not found
it,” Hussein said.—AFP

Switzerland’s prestigious Rudra
Bejart ballet school has fired its
director and stage manager and

suspended all classes for a year, after
accusations of psychological abuse and
over-training, according to a media report
yesterday. The Bejart Ballet Lausanne
Foundation, which runs the world-
renowned school, announced the termi-
nation of long-time director Michel
Gascard and stage manager Valerie
Lacaze, his wife, on Friday, citing “serious
shortcomings” in management. While it
gave no details, Swiss public broadcaster
RTS indicated on its website yesterday
that they revolved around “abuse of pow-
er, nepotism and serious paedological
dysfunction”.

The foundation said that classes were
being halted after it “learned about trou-
bling information involving the manage-
ment” of the school, “requiring it to react
immediately. “An audit conducted in

February had, according to the state-
ment, revealed “serious shortcomings by
the management team”, and the board
had decided to terminate their contracts.
The school was fraught with psychologi-
cal abuse and tyrannical over-training,
according to a number of students who
spoke with RTS anonymously.

One student described how she had
found herself surrounded by teachers
and other students who “humiliated and
belittled” her, the president of the founda-
tion’s board, Solange Peters, told RTS.
One teacher cited in the report had
reportedly compared the scene to a
“lynching”. Classes have been cancelled
for the next artistic season at the school,
which was founded in 1992 by legendary
French ballet choreographer Maurice
Bejart and counts around 40 students
aged 16 to 20 from all over the world.

The “board is aware of the conse-
quences of such a decision,” the founda-
tion said in its statement. “Nevertheless, it
is taking responsible steps to ensure that
the school reopens its doors in the best
possible conditions,” it said. “The board
will be working over the next few months
to rebuild the school’s management team,
to create a teaching environment that
respects the pedagogical values that
guide its mission, and to strengthen its ties
with the Bejart Ballet Lausanne.”— AFP

Cannes ‘can’t
wait’ for film
festival after
‘horrible’ year

The five-star palace hotels are in full
swing, the sound of music drifts
across the beach and after a ‘horri-

ble’ year blighted by coronavirus, Cannes
is buzzing again for its international film
festival.  “We can’t wait,” admits Pierrick
Cizeron, chief executive at the Majestic
hotel that overlooks the Mediterranean
and the festival convention center. In
2020, the festival that draws stars from
across the world, had to be cancelled
because of the pandemic. With France
under a partial lockdown in Spring, the
2021 edition has been delayed from the
usual May date to July 6-17.

The festival pulled in 40,000 people a
day pre-COVID-only about half that num-
ber are expected this year-and provided
20 percent of annual hotel turnover. “It’s
more than just the excitement, we are in
the middle of recruiting 250 people for the
season,” says Yann Gillet, director of the
luxury Martinez hotel, which was full for
the late May bank holiday weekend. Last
year’s cancellation,he says, left staff

“heart-broken” at a hotel that usually fills
with celebrities for the festival.

‘Brad Pitt’s room’ 
The movie extravaganza, “is a real

driving force and punctuates our year,”
Gillet says. “Often clients come to see
us and ask if it really was Brad Pitt’s
room.” On the seventh floor of the
Martinez, which was totally renovated in
2019, the final touches are being made
to a double penthouse suite booked by
Chopard jewels for the duration of the
festival. The Riviera resort had lived well
off tourism and conventions, but the
hotels and restaurants that provided
most of the local jobs have been shut for
long periods and had to rely on govern-
ment handouts to try to keep mounting
debt under control.

Despite high hopes for the festival, the
hotels, which had been shut since
September-October, are far from fully
booked. “We are only 10 percent full in
June and 25 percent in July,” says
Cannes hotel union leader Christine
Welter. “It’s an unexpected opportunity for
people to come to the festival because in
normal times it would be complicated,”
with hotel rooms at a premium and all
booked out. “And that’s a good thing this
year,” she adds. “We have two-star hotels
in the middle of town starting at 100
euros a night where normally there would
be no rooms available during the festi-
val.” In previous years the cheapest hotel
rooms that start at 40 euros a night could
fetch 260 euros during the festival.

The authorities are trying to vaccinate
as many people as quickly as possible
and health protocols are firmly in place,
says Welter, as business builds up again.
On the Croisette, that runs along the
seafront, a flower delivery man zigzags
through the crowd carrying a display in
each hand. Out at sea, a speedboat pulls
a parachute covered with advertising.  In
the expensive shop windows, handbags,
dresses and shoes await visitors with
money to spend.—AFP

Tarzan actor Joe
Lara among
7 presumed dead
in US plane crash

All seven passengers aboard a plane,
including Tarzan actor Joe Lara and
his diet guru wife, are presumed

dead after it crashed in a lake near the US
city of Nashville, authorities said. The small
business jet crashed at around 11:00 am
local time on Saturday, shortly after taking
off from the Smyrna, Tennessee airport for
Palm Beach, Florida, Rutherford County
Fire & Rescue (RCFR) said on Facebook.
The plane went down into Percy Priest
Lake, about 12 miles (19 kilometers) south

of Nashville. The Federal Aviation
Administration confirmed seven people had
been aboard the plane, CNN reported. By
Saturday night, operations had switched
from search and rescue to recovery efforts,
RCFR incident commander Captain
Joshua Sanders told a press conference.

“We are no longer in an attempt to (look)
for live victims at this point so we’re now
recovering as much as we can from the
crash site,” he said. On Sunday afternoon,
RCFR said on Facebook that recovery
operations had found “several components
of the aircraft as well as human remains” in
a debris field about half a mile wide.—AFP
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A picture shows the grave of British archae-
ologist, writer, diplomat and spy Gertrude
Bell (1868-1926), with a plate mentioning the
name of Tamara Chalabi.

This picture shows a view of a list of names
of the chiefs of Iraq’s Antiquities and
Heritage Authority inscribed on a door at its
premises in the capital Baghdad, topped by
Gertrude Bell who was director between
1922-1926.

Iraqi caretaker Ali Mansour, 77, places a flower on the grave of British archaeologist, writer,
diplomat and spy Gertrude Bell (1868-1926) in the cemetery of the Protestant Christians in
Baghdad.


