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An aerial view shows the perimeter of the ice carousel under construction for a world record
attempt on a frozen lake in Lappajarvi, Finland. — AFP 

T
he Berlin film festival kicked off
online Monday with a premiere from
a Lebanese couple who had to over-

come both Beirut’s devastating port blast
and the pandemic to bring their movie to
the screen. “Memory Box” by Joana
Hadjithomas and Khalil Joreige is one of
15 films vying for the Golden Bear top
prize Friday at the 71st Berlinale, the first
major European cinema showcase of the
year. Like Sundance this winter, the event
has gone all-virtual as the global movie
industry tries to keep new releases ticking
over with entertainment-starved audi-
ences stuck at home and movie theatres
shuttered.

“Memory Box” is the first Lebanese
contender in the Berlinale competition in
four decades. It is based on the true story
of the discovery more than 30 years later
of a collection of letters, notebooks and
mixtapes Hadjithomas sent to a friend in
Paris as a teenager in the 1980s during
Lebanon’s civil war. In the movie, the
mysterious package arrives at the
Montreal home of Maia, who emigrated to
Canada, and her teenage daughter Alex

in the middle of a blinding blizzard. The
time capsule from her own adolescence
spurs Maia to begin sharing long-held
secrets about her shattering wartime
experiences.

‘Not just trauma’ 
“It’s sometimes our kids who make us

return to something that we just don’t want
to see or that we refuse to experience
anymore,” Hadjithomas, 51, told AFP via
Zoom from Paris, the couple’s second

home. “We are not sharing a common his-
tory in Lebanon and after the war we did
not reconnect as a community, so this is
partly why we try to work with art and films
to question this issue.” Hadjithomas and
Joreige’s work has drawn international
acclaim and has been featured at
Cannes, the Tate Modern, Centre
Pompidou and New York’s MoMA.

“Memory Box” includes flashbacks of
1980s Beirut, but the fighting largely
serves as the backdrop to a portrait of

youth chasing romance and escape in
one of the Middle East’s most vibrant
cities. “What was important was not just to
show civil war and the trauma-it’s a gener-
ation that also wanted to live, to love, to
dream,” Hadjithomas said. She and her
husband were working on the film in
Beirut at the time of the explosion of hun-
dreds of tonnes of ammonium nitrate fer-
tiliser on August 4 that killed more than
200 people, injured thousands and rav-
aged swathes of the capital.

Their apartment, art studio and pro-
duction company are close to the port,
Hajithomas said.  “So when the blast hap-
pened it destroyed the three places that
were home to us in Lebanon,” she added.
“I was in a cafe very close by and it was
very traumatic, so we took time to recover.
But we don’t want to recover this time. We
don’t want to be resilient, all of us, we just
want accountability.”

‘Hope for June’ 
The couple said the blast triggered

wartime memories, while the Covid-19
outbreak created tough hurdles for the

filming and post-production work. Joreige,
52, said there were eerie parallels
between the filmmaking and the world
outside. “This film is about confinement,
two women blocked because of the
storm, but you can see it today as the
confinement because of the pandemic,”
he said. “And then all of our world col-
lapsed with the blast and the film was still
echoing our present.”

Coronavirus has robbed the couple of
the chance for now to walk the Berlinale’s
red carpet. Festival organizers hope to
stage public screenings and a gala
awards ceremony in June if pandemic
conditions permit. “It’s very difficult
because we haven’t even shared the film
with our crew, our team, our actors, and
now the audience,” Hadjithomas said.
“But we are also happy to be part of the
competition with other filmmakers that we
love, that we respect. And we really hope
for June! Everyone will be there and it will
be great.”— AFP 

“W
hat fashion week?” says
French model Christelle
Yambayisa, only half-joking.

Normally, at this time of year, the world’s
fashionistas would have descended en
masse on Paris for the latest womenswear
collections. Instead, the whole thing has
been relegated to the internet once again
due to the pandemic, and models are
having to find new ways to keep their
careers afloat.  Yambayisa managed to
keep busy during the first lockdown a
year ago, with brands sending her clothes
and her boyfriend shooting the photos in
their apartment. “It was a bit scrappy, but
it worked,” she said. 

Then, as things opened up temporarily
over the summer, she found an unexpect-
ed advantage, since travel restrictions
meant there were fewer black models
around from the United States and Britain.
“I’ve worked a lot more, like all black mod-
els in Paris,” she told AFP.  Designer
Julien Fournie said he similarly had to find
a French model at the last second for his
haute couture film in Paris in January after
a Belarussian was denied entry-modeling
being deemed “non-essential”. 

Even for those doing well, there is little
rejoicing since all the energy and fun of
fashion weeks have been obliterated by
the pandemic-and with that, the best
opportunities to advance their careers in
the longer term. Fashion weeks were the
pace-setters of a model’s existence, with
a build-up akin to sportsmen getting

ready for game day.  “We would start
training, getting to bed early, so that we’d
be in shape when the castings started,”
said Yambayisa. “It’s important to open or
close a show, it raises your profile.” New
stars would emerge often during a fashion
week, and go on to dominate the rest of
the year’s events. That has all changed
with the new shift to pre-filmed videos,
where it is trickier for models to get
noticed. “It’s much harder to get recog-
nized,” said Yambayisa. “Even if I’m doing
a video with a house like Hermes, I know
I’m going to be lost in it.”

Risks 
There’s also a major loss of income.

Fashion week meant at least 4,000 euros,
rising to 50,000 euros for the top stars. For
Turkish model Oyku Bastas, who found
herself trapped in Istanbul by the travel
restrictions, there was suddenly no
income. “I didn’t get any work for six
months,” she told AFP. “I was in Turkey,
all the borders closed, the consulates

stopped working.” She previously earned
up to 7,000 euros per fashion week in
places like Paris and New York, enough
to keep her studies going for three
months when she returned. Eventually,
she was able to use her existing US visa
to get to New York for photo shoots. 

“But there’s only one session per day
and not every day, and the fees are not
the same,” she said. There’s also the
obvious health risks for a profession
where masks can really get in the way.
Health protocols have become much
stricter in recent months. Bastas said she
does two tests a week, while Yambayisa
has racked up 39 in total. But that is a
recent phenomenon. Four models told
AFP they caught COVID at Paris fashion
week in September, which saw some live
shows.  “The make-up artists certainly do
not sterilize their hands like surgeons,”
said Ekaterina Ozhiganova, of a models
rights organization in Paris. — AFP 

‘I look normal
again’: Relief as 
salons reopen
in Germany
H

ans-Joachim Berthold had a spring
in his step as he set off down the
street on Monday morning after get-

ting his hair cut for the first time in two and
a half months. “It’s such a relief. I couldn’t
bear to look at myself in the mirror
before!” the 64-year-old told AFP.
Berthold was one of hundreds of
Germans who were able to go to the hair-
dresser for the first time since December,
as the country eased some tough coron-
avirus restrictions on Monday. Besides
hairdressers, florists and garden centres
have been allowed to open in certain
states such as Bavaria, while other
regions such as Schleswig-Holstein have
reopened zoos for the first time since
December 16.

“As soon as I found out in February
that they were going to reopen, I booked
an appointment for me and my wife,” said
Berthold, sporting a smart short-back-
and-sides after his visit to the Haarstudio
030 salon in central Berlin.  While his job
in IT has allowed him to work from home
during the lockdown, his long hair still
bugged him during regular video meet-
ings, he explained.”I could always see it
falling over my face. It’s just a joy to think I
look normal again,” he said. 

Fully booked 
Salon manager Manuel Heinsch said it

is “really important” that he is able to work
again.  “Rents aren’t cheap in this area
anyway and we haven’t had any real
financial help from the government,” the
32-year-old, who opened Haarstudio 030
in 2019, told AFP. “It feels great to finally
work again.”  Heinsch received several
customers within minutes of opening his
doors on Monday, beaming as he wel-
comed regulars back into the salon.
According to the new rules, customers
have to book an appointment in advance,
and Heinsch is already fully booked until
the end of the week. 

“We will do a 10-hour shift from 10am
to 8pm,” he said, gesturing to his three-
person team.  Others worked even longer

hours on Monday, with one salon in
Dortmund opening on the stroke of mid-
night and serving customers through the
small hours of the morning. In Bavaria,
local media reported that one salon had
raised 422 euros by auctioning off its first
appointment. Following Monday’s reopen-
ing of hairdressers and a partial return to
schools for some pupils last week,
Chancellor Angela Merkel and German
regional leaders will meet again today to
discuss possible further relaxations.

Yet after a decrease in case numbers
in February, experts have cautioned that
Germany’s infection rate has stabilized
and even climbed in recent days as con-
cerns grow about the spread of new,
more contagious virus variants. For his
part, Berthold hopes that the hairdressers
will stay open for “a while yet”, and not
just for the sake of his own fringe. “I didn’t
understand why they closed them,
because the hairdressers did everything
they could in terms of hygiene measures,”
he said, as his wife went into the salon for
her appointment. “But it is what it is. I am
just happy that we can now go and get
our hair cut when we want.”— AFP 

Ice surfers carve
up Finland’s
frozen sea

W
hat to do if you are a windsurfing
enthusiast in a country where the
sea freezes over for months of

the year? For a group of Finns, the answer
is to kit out sailboards with skates and
take to the ice, reaching speeds of up to
100 kilometers per hour in a burgeoning
sport that can only be practiced in a
handful of places around the world. “I call
them happiness machines,” Feodor
Gurvits tells AFP, pointing to his self-made
board which sits on three blades and has
a windsurfing sail attached. “They really
make people smile, and it’s such a joy,
pure movement.” 

‘Good grip’ required 
Gurvits and around half a dozen fellow

ice-surfers are soon cris-crossing the
expanse of Baltic Sea ice off Helsinki’s
Hernesaari coastline, kitted out in crash
helmets and body padding in case the

blades slide out during a tight turn. “It will
hurt your hands and you have to have a
good grip on the boom, but otherwise it’s
quite easy on the ice compared to sum-
mertime,” Esa Harjula tells AFP. Harjula
regularly teaches the sport to groups of
beginners, and says there has been
increased demand in recent weeks. “It’s
so great to see people learning, how they
can get it in a few minutes.”  

At 30 centimeters thick, the ice is cur-
rently strong enough to drive a “small
truck” on, Gurvits says-although the warm
sunshine and temperatures of plus 5
degrees Celsius (41 degrees Fahrenheit)
mean that it is starting to melt along the
shallower shoreline.  

‘Enjoy the feel’ 
Ice surfer Mete Ciragan clocked up

today’s speed record of 71.6 kph in light
winds of 8 meters per second (18 mph). “It
feels great and you forget to breathe some-
times,” he tells AFP. “But you need to con-
centrate on the surface so you don’t hit a
bump and fall.” “With a lighter wind you can
go much faster than on the water, because
there’s so much less resistance,” adds
Marianne Rautelin, a former European wind-
surfing champion who also started surfing
on ice in 2009 and has since notched up
winter championship wins. —AFP

A
team of cold-weather enthusiasts in
Finland have spent the last week
trying to carve a huge, perfect cir-

cle into a frozen lake to build the world’s
largest “ice carousel”. The more than 300-
metre wide spinning ice disk in
Lappajarvi, western Finland, is powered
by a boat motor and must perform a full
rotation in order to claim the world record.
“If it’s not perfectly round, it does not go
around, so it has to be measured precise-
ly,” ice enthusiast Thor-Fredric Karlsson
told AFP on the frozen lake. The project is
the brainchild of inventor Janne
Kapylehto, who hopes to complete the
attempt. Kapylehto claims to have come
up with the ice carousel idea in 2017
when he posted a video online of his first
creation.

Since then others around the world
have followed suit, creating increasingly
ambitious spinning ice circles, leading to
Guinness World Records creating a
“world’s largest ice carousel” category. If

successful, Kapylehto’s effort will win him
a fifth world title, snatching the record
from a team in Minnesota in the United
States whose 225-meter carousel is the
current titleholder. “It’s pretty crazy,” the
Finn admitted to AFP, adding that his
team was cutting the 900-metre perimeter
circle using chainsaws and two specially
built machines christened “the hurricane”
and “the red devil”. 

The renewable energy specialist says
he has now built over 60 carousels, while
his previous exploits include sailing a
solar-powered floating sauna 90 kilome-
ters from Helsinki to Tallinn in 2018.  The
Lappajarvi carousel contains a smaller
rotating disc within it, and was commis-
sioned by the local authorities who want-
ed to raise awareness of how climate
change is shortening the Nordic country’s
winters, meaning lakes no longer freeze
over as regularly. — AFP

Finnish team cuts giant 
‘ice carousel’ into frozen lake

Lebanese film directors Joana Hadjithomas and Khalil Joreige pose in Paris. — AFP

A model gets her hair done backstage during a shooting for Weinsanto in Paris. — AFP 

An aerial photo shows ice surfers
skating across the frozen Baltic Sea

off the coast of Helsinki. — AFP 

A hairdresser cuts the hair of a client sitting in a space separated by
transparent panes at the hair salon ‘Harmony’ in Dortmund, western
Germany, on the day of its reopening after being closed for more than
two months.

Hairdresser Simone Gurzinski blow dries the hair of a client, both
wearing a face mask, after reopening her hair salon in Berlin.

— AFP photos 


