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In this picture taken on Feb 11, 2021, devout Hindu Shankar Ghosh poses for a photo in
front of an Armenian Church in Dhaka. — AFP 

In this photograph taken on June 1, 2021,
Tibetan rapper Tenzin Dhondup, MC Tenzin,
poses for a picture in a bar in the regional
capital Lhasa, in China’s Tibet Autonomous
Region. — AFP 

I
t’s one of the great acts of art vandal-
ism. In 1715 large chunks of
Rembrandt’s masterpiece “The Night

Watch” were cut off in order to fit the
colossal canvas into a new home. Now
for the first time in more than 300 years,
visitors to Amsterdam’s Rijksmuseum
can see the painting in its original form
thanks to a stunning reconstruction of the
lost pieces.

Based on a small 17th century copy of
“The Night Watch”, scientists used artifi-
cial intelligence to recreate the missing
sections, which have been printed and
mounted around the famed artwork. “It’s
very exciting to see,” Rijksmuseum direc-
tor Taco Dibbits told AFP. “Because you
know the painting since you’re a child,
and you feel that suddenly you’ve taken a
step back in time for 300 years.”

The reconstruction has revealed the
true dynamism of Rembrandt’s original
composition, with the two key people at
the center of the painting, Captain Frans
Banninck Cocq and Lieutenant Willem
van Ruytenburch, now offset to the side,
said Dibbits. The lost figures of two men
and a small boy have meanwhile been
restored to the left hand side where a 60-
cm strip was cut off the painting, which
even in its smaller form measures a huge
3.79 m by 4.36 m. 

The Rijksmuseum, which recently
reopened after the relaxation of coron-
avirus measures, will keep the panels
in place for three months, as part of a
huge restoration of the paint ing
launched in 2019.

‘Sending AI to art school’ 
Rembrandt painted “The Night Watch”

in 1642 after a commission by Cocq, the
mayor and leader of the civic guard of
Amsterdam, to depict the officers and oth-
er members of the militia. After hanging in
the civic guards’ club house for 73 years
the painting was moved to Amsterdam
town hall where it was destined for a
space between two doors but “it didn’t fit”,
said Dibbits. “The people who moved it
decided to cut it and really took scissors
and just cut on all four sides.”

The strips that were cut off have never

been found. It was the first of many trials
suffered by “The Night Watch”, which was
stabbed by a man with a knife in 1911,
hidden in a bunker when Nazi Germany
invaded the Netherlands, slashed by
another knifeman in 1975 and sprayed
with acid in 1990.

The reconstruction of the missing
pieces was possible because of a much
smaller copy made in the 17th century by
the artist Gerrit Lundens - but that copy
was in a somewhat different style and col-
or, and from a slightly different perspec-
tive. The solution was “sending artificial

intelligence to art school”, said Robert
Erdmann, Senior Scientist at the
Rijksmuseum, who led the project.

‘A delight’ 
“If we were to simply blow this up and

put it next to “The Night Watch” it wouldn’t
match in any way,” Erdmann told AFP. “So
to help it match, I’ve trained three sepa-
rate neural networks to help with this
process, so that’s a kind of artificial intelli-
gence in which we can teach the comput-
er by giving it examples.” The computer
compared Rembrandt’s original to the
copy, and once it had mastered his style,
Erdmann set it to work on recreating the
lost pieces.

Its mimicry was so successful it even
learned to copy the minute cracks in the
surface of the existing Night Watch, he
said. Finally the image was printed onto
canvas, which was varnished and then
placed on four metal frames that were
placed around the painting. “It was really
a delight” to see the restored painting,
said Erdmann. “It really changes the
entire composition.”

Art experts can now see how the black-
clad captain and his white-uniformed lieu-
tenant were in fact set off to the side to
show how the militia was in motion, while
the extra figures on the left give depth and
perspective. “The key is that Rembrandt
keeps on surprising us, he keeps on doing
things that you wouldn’t expect him to do,”
said Dibbits. —  AFP 

Empty Armenian
church’s last 
worshipper in
Bangladesh

W
ith no priest to minister and no
faithful to pray, an Armenian
church in Bangladesh has one

last parishioner: A Hindu caretaker doing
his “sacred duty” to preserve a relic of the
city’s former commercial elite. Shankar
Ghosh makes the sign of the cross
before opening the entrance of the strik-
ing white and yellow edifice, built 240
years ago in the capital Dhaka.

Back then the city was home to hun-
dreds of Armenians, a diaspora that
traced its roots in the Muslim-majority
nation back to the 16th century and even-
tually rose to become prominent traders,
lawyers and public officials. The last
known descendant of this community left
Bangladesh several years ago - but not
before entrusting the Armenian Apostolic
Church of the Holy Resurrection to
Ghosh, who had already lived within its
grounds for half of his life.

“I love this work. I consider it a sacred
duty bestowed upon me,” the 61-year-old
told AFP. “Whether it is a church, temple
or mosque, I believe all are for one God.”
Four decades ago, Ghosh worked at a
jute factory - an industry pioneered by
Armenians in the region - where he
struck up a friendship with the family run-
ning it. Through them, he met church
custodian Michael Joseph Martin, who
invited Ghosh to be his assistant.

The young man moved into the church
compound in 1985 and never left. “It is a
home of God and I thought no other work
would better suit me,” Ghosh said. His
30-year-old son was born in the com-
pound and acts as its resident historian.
When Martin moved to Canada in 2014,
he handed his protege the keys to the
church.

Ghosh became full-time custodian
after Martin died last year at the age of
89, and is now supported by overseas
Armenians - led by Los Angeles-based
businessman Armen Arslanian - who
keep the church running. “The Ghosh
family has a special place in our church,”
Arslanian told AFP.

‘This beautiful place’ 
Ghosh is drawn to tranquility of the

grounds in the heart of the capital’s
Armanitola neighborhood, which was
named for the city’s Armenian communi-
ty. Narrow and congested roads, flanked
by residential blocks and wholesale mar-
kets, lay just beyond the compound. But
within the grounds, the cacophony of traf-
fic horns fade away and birdsong rises
from a small garden.

Young couples and students gather
under the garden’s trees, sharing private
moments in the shade. Each morning,
Ghosh emerges from the compound
where he lives with his wife and two chil-
dren to open the church doors and light
candles on the altar. He utters a non-
denominational prayer for 400 Armenians
- once prominent members of Dhaka and
now buried under neat rows of tomb-
stones next to the building.

Several assistants help him maintain
the church and feed the half a dozen
stray dogs living in the grounds. Baptisms
and weekly mass haven’t been held in
the church for several decades. But the
church comes to life every Easter and
Christmas, when a Catholic priest holds
services attended by ambassadors sta-
tioned in Dhaka.

Ghosh often strolls around the tomb-
stones - the earliest dating back to 1714,
decades before the church was built.
Laying a flower on the grave of Martin’s
late wife Veronica-the last Armenian to be
buried in the compound, in 2005 - Ghosh
hopes her husband’s remains are
brought back to Dhaka. “He belongs here
in this beautiful place,” he said, adding
that he too hoped to be buried in the
grounds after his death. “I only pray that
I’ll get similar treatment to what I have
been providing to these (graves).” — AFP 

I
n his tracksuit, silver chain and sparkling
trainers, MC Tenzin would look like any
other rapper if not for the backdrop of

towering Himalayan peaks in his videos
and rhyme-dropping about karma. The
self-described “Godfather” of Tibetan rap
is a leading light of the region’s hip-hop
scene, where tight social constraints are
at odds with the in-your-face art form.

Tibetan rappers walk a tightrope unfa-
miliar to their peers overseas, with some
cautiously exploring local pride and
Buddhist identity in coded lyrics to avoid
the unwanted attention of Chinese author-
ities. Most, however - MC Tenzin included
- give politics a wide berth to be able to
continue creating their music. “I am a little
bit different (from Western rappers). I do
my best to create a positive experience,”
says the 36-year-old, whose real name is
Tenzin Dhondup. He discovered hip-hop
listening to American giants like Eminem
and 50 Cent in his home village of Pasum
near the foot of Mount Everest, connect-
ing so much with the music that it felt like
“home”. “I listened to them so much
sometimes my ears hurt,” he told AFP
during an interview at a bar in the Tibetan
capital Lhasa’s nightlife district.

Tibetan identity 
In the decade since, a home-grown

Tibetan scene has emerged, with Tenzin
among the early pioneers. Chinese hip-
hop got a huge boost with the 2017
launch of the wildly popular TV talent con-
test “The Rap of China,” which helped
bring the genre into the mainstream, and
Tibetan fans say the lyrical flow of
Buddhist chants fits rap’s rhythms.

Some younger rappers with Tibetan
roots are nudging boundaries by express-
ing cultural pride, “challenging the stereo-
type of underdeveloped Tibetans (and)
advocating for inter-ethnic equality”,
according to one researcher’s 2019 study
at Georgetown University, based on inter-
views with dozens of Tibetan musicians.

Tibet has alternated over the centuries
between independence and control by
China, which says it “peacefully liberated”
the rugged plateau in 1951. In 2008, the
region exploded in deadly rioting after ris-
ing anger over the perceived dilution of
their ancient culture by rapid Chinese-
fueled development, and controls have
been ultra-tight ever since.

In his videos, stylish rapper Uncle
Buddhist flashes between trendy neon-lit
parties and grasslands on horseback,
singing about the “unified single root” of
Tibetan tradition. His song “Tsampa” refer-
ences Tibet’s grain-based staple food, a
symbol of Tibetan cultural pride and unity.
Religious overtones and singing in
Tibetan can also express subtle opposi-
tion to Chinese pressure for secularization
and assimilation.

“Because the artists can’t be explicit, I
see important messages in the way that
they choose to express themselves,
dress, the topics they choose to rap about
and who they collaborate with,” said
Dechen Pemba, founder of the High
Peaks Pure Earth website, who has trans-
lated Tibetan raps into English.

Karma and kindness 
Most Tibetan rappers, however, stick to

positive messages and cultural imagery
like temples, colourful prayer flags and
maroon-robed monks. Popular hip-hop
duo ANU scored a hit with the catchy kar-
ma-focused anthem “Fly” that told listen-
ers to “search for the highest soul”. In
another, they rap about kindness as the
“essence of Buddhism” and rail against
material greed.

Against the wishes of his parents, bud-
ding rhyme-slinger MC Tenzin eventually
relocated to the big city, Lhasa. “I worked
in a travel agency, slept there at night. In
the beginning, it was very difficult,” he
said. “One night me and my friend sat
drinking Lhasa Beer and we started to
make music.” Rapping in Tibetan,
Mandarin, English, and Nepalese, he
mostly uses Douyin - the Chinese version
of social media platform TikTok - along
with live shows to share his music and
interact with fans.

The Tibetan scene is so embryonic,
however, that MC Tenzin also works as
a tour guide since he still hasn’t earned
enough to make a living - or the support
of his parents, who “don’t understand
rap music”. His parents had planned for
him to make a life in their village with his
family and follow the social practice of
fraternal polyandry - a once-common
custom where several brothers marry
the same wife. —AFP

H
is bald head glistening with sweat,
Zhi Xiang peers into the eyes of a
stray dog whose coat has become

matted in heavy rain and says soothingly:
“Let me cut your hair, cutie.” The bedrag-
gled pooch is among scores of dogs
hauled off the streets of Shanghai by
police and packed in metal cages in a foul-
smelling holding area. More than 20 pup-
pies are also crammed into a yellow plas-
tic crate; one dog is dragged in while
inside a tied bag.

But for Zhi’s intervention, they will all be
put down in a matter of days. But Zhi is no
ordinary animal rescuer: he is a Buddhist
monk and will give these dogs a new life
either at his ancient monastery or at a
shelter he runs in the Chinese city. He
already has nearly 8,000 dogs to feed and
care for. A few hundred will eventually be
resettled in Europe or North America. “I
have to rescue them because if I don’t,
they will die for sure,” said the 51-year-old,
who temporarily discards his monk’s robes
for an orange workman’s suit as he gives
vaccinations to dishevelled dogs fresh off
the streets. Driven by his faith, Zhi has
been rescuing animals - mostly dogs but
also cats and other strays - since 1994.

It started when he began treating cats
hit by vehicles on the road. Back then,
there were few stray animals, but that has
changed markedly in the last four or five
years, he said. China’s growing wealth
has seen a boom in the pet market but
some people simply abandon them when
they do not want to care for them any-
more, said Zhi.

“This is not caused by people who dis-
like dogs, or by the government, but by so-
called dog lovers who don’t have proper
animal-caring knowledge,” said Zhi.
Breeding among strays is causing their
numbers to explode. State media said in
2019 that there were 50 million stray ani-
mals in China and that number is roughly
doubling each year.

Dogs and Buddhas 
With help from volunteers and his small

workforce, Zhi keeps several hundred
dogs at his Bao’en Temple, where he is
the head monk and golden Buddhas look
on serenely against a backdrop of howling
pooches. The temple, which is still a place
of worship, also hosts a room filled with
200 cats, along with a ragtag collection of
chickens, geese and peacocks. The air is
an incongruous mix of animal smells and
burning incense.

Zhi keeps mostly sick dogs there and
the rest go to a bigger facility elsewhere.
The lucky ones will find a new home with
new owners. The unlucky ones, about 30
percent of the dogs he rescues, die of dis-
ease or were already too sick to save. Zhi
is not a trained vet but his love of animals,
in the way he strokes, soothes and kisses
them, is obvious. The continually growing
number of unwanted animals is a huge
financial strain.

Zhi, who gets up at 4:00 am each day,
gets no money from the government. He
has borrowed from his parents and other
monks and receives handouts from
donors. He estimates that annual costs
are about 12 million yuan ($2 million) and
he needs 60 tons of dog food every
month. “The problem is that I can’t borrow
any more money now,” he said.

Tearful farewell 
Since 2019, Zhi has been sending

some of the strays abroad to be resettled
overseas. Volunteers who can speak
English use social media to reach an inter-
national audience, and about 300 dogs
have been placed in the United States,
Canada and various European countries
including Germany. The memory of those
lucky dogs - their journey from the streets
and almost certain death to a new life -
brings tears to his eyes. “I think they’re
very happy so I feel it’s worthwhile,” he
said. “But of course I miss them.”

One recent Saturday morning, Zhi was
at Shanghai’s international airport to drop
off a dog to a passenger who volunteered
to take it to a new home in the US city of
Seattle. Wearing his monks’ robes, Zhi
holds the small dog in his arms until the
last minute, muttering “goodbye, good-
bye”. He wipes away tears as the woman
and dog disappear through the departure
gate. “I have a dream that one day, when
I have some free time, I want to go
abroad and visit them, take photos with
every dog that I rescued,” he said. “So
when I get old and can’t walk, I have
these photos to look at.” — AFP 

The remounted 1642 ‘Night Watch’ is put in place at the Rijksmuseum Museum during
‘Operation Night Watch’, the largest ever investigation into the painting by Dutch master
Rembrandt in Amsterdam on Tuesday. — AFP 

Zhi feeds rescued cats in Shanghai. 

This picture taken on May 26, 2021 shows
Buddhist monk Zhi Xiang carrying a res-
cued dog before sending him to the US at
Pudong International Airport in Shanghai.
—  AFP photos


