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A
n Athenian “neo-muralist” is blend-
ing Greek mythology and
Byzantine iconography with graffiti

and street art to depict how the coron-
avirus has forced people the world over
to put down roots. From Bangkok to
Rabat and Zurich, Fikos has painted the
walls of many cities, but he’s now adding
a splash of color to the sun-beaten
facades of the Cypriot capital Nicosia.
“Here in Cyprus there are not many
murals yet,” he says. “It’s the beginning
phase of the street art scene in Cyprus,
so... they are impressed and kind of
awed when they see this happening.”

The 33-year-old spends time wander-
ing the narrow back alleys of Nicosia’s
Old City in search of walls to use as a
canvas. The one he chose for his latest
project is the cracked veneer of a crum-
bling mud-brick house in an abandoned,
dusty lot near the UN-patrolled buffer
zone that divides the city’s Greek and
Turkish-speaking halves. The Greek
artist, who describes himself as a “neo-
muralist”, says he has been living on the
Mediterranean island for the past year
amid the Covid-19 pandemic, a theme
reflected in his latest piece.

Standing on a wobbly platform, he
gets to work with a brushstroke along the
brow of Amaracus, the perfume-maker of
the mythical goddess Aphrodite, whose
fate he says befits life in the time of the
coronavirus. Bit by bit, a sketch evolves
into a jade-green male figure with leaves
sprouting from his head, branches pro-
truding from his chest and roots extend-
ing from his legs. “He got punished by
the gods and got turned into a plant or
flower,” says Fikos, who explains that he
used the story from Cypriot mythology as
an analogy for the pandemic, during
which people “have grown roots” by stay-
ing in one place for so long.

Stigma 
Fikos says Cypriots have taken to his

artwork, unlike others who tend to attach
to it the stigma of graffiti. His works now
adorn five facades on the Greek-Cypriot
side of Nicosia, which has been divided
on ethnic lines since communal unrest
erupted in 1963-4. Fikos says he draws
from a varied palette of influences, from
art in ancient Greece to Egypt and
Japan. One such artwork is located near
the Green Line that divides Nicosia.

It shows King Onassagoras, who
ruled the kingdom of Ledra around 672
BC, next to three female figures — one
of them Nicosia, depicted as a woman
split in half. “I studied Byzantine painting
since I was 13 years old in Athens, and I
studied the art of the street in the
streets,” says Fikos. “Street art has

evolved from graffiti and it has different
rules. You must leave your stamp,” he
says. “But my point of view is totally dif-
ferent. I’m always trying to adapt my
sketch to the environment and get
inspired from the colors of the neighbor-
hood. My approach is more like fine art,
I’d say.”

Mythology endures 
Fikos says in the past he was unable

to convince Athenians to let him paint
over the garish graffiti that blankets the
city, even for free. But now his appeal is
growing both at home and abroad, and
he gets paid for his work. Fikos says he
has been commissioned to paint murals
in many countries, including France,
Ireland, Mexico, Russia, Serbia and
Ukraine. They can cover entire facades
of buildings as high as 17 storeys, like
one in Kiev, yet they aren’t overbearing
and don’t look out of place.

“Most of the time they have something
in mind, they give me a theme,” Fikos
says of his commissions. “But... I do my
research on history, mythology or what-
ever I find appropriate, then I sketch and
I start to paint.” Once the research is
done, the process of painting the murals
can take just two or three more days, he
says. “I’m mostly inspired by Greek
mythology, because I trust that if these
myths have survived, they must have
something to say.”— AFP

Elton John 
says Brexit a
‘catastrophe’ for
new UK singers

E
lton John on Thursday warned of a
lost generation in the UK’s music
industry because of post-Brexit

curbs on touring in the European Union.
John was among musicians including Ed
Sheeran and Pink Floyd’s Roger Waters
who signed a letter in January criticizing
the Brexit deal. “Put bluntly, we are cur-
rently in grave danger of losing a gener-
ation of talent due to the gaping holes in
the government’s trade deal,” the
“Rocket Man” singer wrote on his
Instagram page. The trade deal between
Britain and the EU, which kicked in at the
start of the year, no longer guarantees

visa-free travel on the continent for UK
musicians.

John, 74, revealed that he met last
month with Brexit minister David Frost to
discuss the issue. “New and emerging
artists will be unable to tour Europe
freely — an essential part of their educa-
tion and development-due to the prohibi-
tive costs of visas, carnets and permits,”
he wrote. “However, despite this looming
catastrophe, the government seems
unable or unwilling to fix this gaping hole
in their trade deal and defaults to blam-
ing the EU rather than finding ways out
of this mess. —AFP

T
urns out the comic books were
wrong. Japanese researchers
found mouse sperm exposed to

high levels of cosmic radiation for nearly
six years produced a large brood of
healthy, unremarkable “space pups.”
Their study was published Friday in
Science Advances-which noted no signs
so far of Mousezillas or rodent Hulks.
The sperm was stored in the
International Space Station in freeze-
dried form. Once brought back to Earth
and rehydrated, it resulted in the birth of
168 young, free of genetic defects.

Developmental biologist and lead
author Teruhiko Wakayama told AFP on
Thursday that there was little difference
between mice fertilized by space sperm
and sperm that had remained confined to
our planet.  “All pups had normal appear-
ance,” he said, and when researchers
examined their genes “no abnormalities
were found.” In 2013, Wakayama and
colleagues at the University of
Yamanashi in Japan launched three box-
es, each containing 48 ampoules of
freeze-dried sperm, to the ISS for the
long-term study. They wanted to deter-
mine whether long term exposure to radi-
ation in space would damage DNA in
reproductive cells or pass mutations
along to offspring.

That could be a problem for our own
species in future space exploration and
colonization missions. Batches were
returned to Earth for fertilization after the
first nine months, then after two years,
and finally after six years, leading to hun-
dreds of births. Freeze-dried sperm was
selected for the experiment because it
can be preserved at room temperature,

rather than needing a freezer. The
ampoules were also small and very light,
about the size of a small pencil, further
cutting launch costs. When the space
mice reached adulthood, they were ran-
domly mated and the next generation
appeared normal as well. 

Space colonies 
Wakayama, now director for

Advanced Biotechnology Center at the
University of Yamanashi, told AFP he
had been inspired by the science fiction
of Heinlein and Asimov and once wanted
to be an astronaut. Though he settled on
becoming a scientist, the sense of won-
der and whimsy about space exploration
never left him.

“In the future, when the time comes to
migrate to other planets, we will need to
mantain the diversity of genetic
resources, not only for humans but also
for pets and domestic animals,”
Wakayama and colleagues wrote in their
paper. “For cost and safety reasons, it is
likely that stored germ cells will be trans-
ported by spaceships rather than by liv-
ing animals.” Getting to other planets
means leaving the safety of Earth’s pro-
tective atmosphere and magnetic field-
which also extends to the ISS, 400 kilo-
meters (250 miles) above the surface.

Deep space is filled with strong radia-
tion from both solar particles and galactic
cosmic rays from outside our system.
Solar flares from the surface of the Sun
generate particles that can have particu-
larly devastating impacts on human
health and penetrate current generation
spaceships.

According to Wakayama, the process
of freeze drying sperm increases its tol-
erance compared to fresh sperm, since
the former does not contain water inside
its cell nuclei and cytoplasms. According
to the team’s calculations, freeze-dried
sperm could be stored for up to 200
years on board the orbital outpost.
Humanity might also want to spread its
genetic resources off planet in case of a
disaster on Earth, the paper added. The
study noted it is still necessary to investi-
gate the effects of space radiation on
frozen female eggs and fertilized
embryos before humans take this next
step into the space age.— AFP

Japan zoo prays
for rhino love 
as new resident
settles in

J
apanese zookeepers are praying
that a newly arrived white rhino will
hit it off with her blind date when

they meet later this year as “Emma” set-
tles in to her new home near Tokyo. The
horned herbivore, hand-picked by
Taiwan’s Leofoo Safari Park to start a
family abroad, arrived in Japan this week,
months later than planned due to pan-
demic complications. Yasushiro Shimo,
zoo division manager at Tobu Zoo in
Saitama outside Tokyo, said the mild-
mannered five-year-old would be intro-
duced to her first suitor in September —

but a love match is far from guaranteed.
“The male is 10 years old, and is big.

We will put them together and let them
get acquainted. We think breeding will
take a year,” he told AFP. “Of course, if
they are not compatible, they won’t
breed. All we can do is pray.” On Friday,
Emma could be seen relaxing after her
travels, eating, napping and wandering
around her paddock. She was picked
from a herd of 23 rhinos because of her
even temper and small size, which made
her easier to ship overseas.

When her departure was delayed
from March by the virus, keepers started
teaching her Japanese words such as
“come” and “no” to get her ready for the
trip. “Emma is very used to people. In
Taiwan, the keepers put mud on her
body and cared for her in other ways like
that, so she’s familiar with humans. In
general, she’s quite calm,” Shimo said.
She is likely to double in size from her
current slender 800 kilograms, he added.
“She’s still young. I think she will grow to
two tons.”—AFP

A Cypriot man rides his moped past a mural by Greek artist Fikos, who
describes himself as a “neo-muralist”, in the Cypriot capital Nicosia.

Greek artist Fikos, who describes himself as a “neo-muralist”, works on one
of his murals in the Cypriot capital Nicosia.

A mural by Greek artist Fikos, is pictured on a building on Stasikratous Street, a major shop-
ping area in the center of Cypriot capital Nicosia .

A cat sits next to a mural by Greek artist Fikos, who describes himself as a
“neo-muralist”. — AFP photos

This image courtesy of Teruhiko Wakayama, University of Yamanashi, shows healthy offspring
and next generation of mice derived from space preserved spermatozoa. — AFP photos

Emma, a southern white
five-year-old female
rhino, stands at Tobu

Zoo in Miyashiro,
Saitama prefecture,

suburb of Tokyo. — AFP 

This image courtesy of Teruhiko Wakayama, University of Yamanashi, shows quality 8-cell
stage embryos derived from space sperm.


