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Employees of Rechapados Ferrer make chessboards in La Garriga near
Barcelona. — AFP 

An employee of Rechapados Ferrer looks at finished chessboards in La Garriga
near Barcelona.

An employee of Rechapados Ferrer makes chessboards in La Garriga near
Barcelona.

People walk on a new public art installation at Domino Park in Brooklyn on Monday in New
York City. — AFP 

A
t David Ferrer’s factory, workers
are busy cutting, trimming and
stitching together fine sheets of

wood to make chessboards to meet a
surge in orders in the wake of the run-
away success of the Netflix series,
“The Queen’s Gambit”.  Rechapados
Ferrer, a small family-run business, is
struggling to keep up with demand
since its boards appeared in the
award-winning miniseries about an
orphaned chess prodigy. “We have
never experienced such a strong boom
in demand for chessboards,” says
David Ferrer, 30, who runs
Rechapados Ferrer in La Garriga, the
industrial belt that surrounds
Barcelona.

The company usually makes around
20,000 chessboards annually, but has
already received orders for more than
40,000 so far this year, thanks both to
the Netflix series and renewed interest
in board games during lockdown.  “And
there are still many months left until the

end of the year,” he told AFP.
Rechapados Ferrer, which has just 14
employees, was founded in the 1950s to
supply veneer-or slender pieces of
wood-for furniture, but a decade later it
also expanded into making chess-
boards. “If my parents could only see
this,” smiles Joan Ferrer, David’s father
and the son of the firm’s founder.
Although retired, he often visits the fac-
tory and can still remember how his par-
ents made the first chessboards in “a
small room, stitching and trimming the
strips of wood”.

‘Demand is crazy’ 
They initially only worked with a near-

by maker of chess pieces, but eventual-
ly expanded to sell their products
across Spain and then the world.
Today, 98 percent of their chessboards
are exported, some of which are used in
tournaments, so they were not surprised
when they learned their products had
been used in “The Queen’s Gambit”.

Miquel Berbel, who heads the compa-
ny’s chessboard division, spotted one of
their sets in the final episode of the
show. 

In the nail-biting finale, chess prodigy
Beth Harmon goes to Moscow to take
on Russian world champion Vasily
Borgov in a match played on an elegant
black-framed board with a decorative
red-and-yellow border.  “There are very
particular boards that only we make and
that board was 100 percent one of
ours,” said Berbel. The board was cus-
tom-made for the company’s first inter-
national customer, a board games dis-
tributor in Berlin where the series was
partially filmed.

When Ferrer heard about it, he was
excited, but it wasn’t the first time that
their boards had featured in films or TV
series.  “I was excited... but I didn’t
expect this sort of response at all,” he
said.  “Demand is crazy. We’re getting a
huge amount of emails and we can’t
answer them all.”

‘Seek perfection’ 
Orders began to increase early last

year when the pandemic first hit and the
lockdowns began, but they really took
off after “The Queen’s Gambit” pre-
miered in October 2020, prompting the
firm to hire three new workers. “To meet
demand, we ought to be doubling or
tripling the workforce. And we don’t
want to go down that route because we

don’t know how long it’s going to last,”
says Ferrer. Making chessboards is a
slow process. A worker first selects
high-quality wood that is trimmed into
long thin sheets of light and dark colors.

With the help of a machine, another
craftsman sews the sheets tightly
together with a sticky thread, checking
constantly to make sure there is not the
slightest gap between them. The board
is then varnished before being pack-
aged. “We check the finishings a lot, we
try to seek perfection,” says Oscar
Martinez, a 40-year-old craftsman. Even
if he wanted to, Ferrer says it would be
hard to find more workers to help given
the shortage of skilled craftsmen, whose
training lasts “four or five years”.  “We
want to grow naturally. It is very skilled
work and everything takes time,” he
says.  “It’s real craftsmanship.”— AFP 

A picture shows chessboards made by
Rechapados Ferrer in La Garriga near
Barcelona.

Yaphet Kotto,
first Black Bond 
villain and ‘Alien’
actor, dies at 81

A
ctor Yaphet Kotto, who rose to
fame in the 1970s fighting James
Bond in “Live and Let Die” and an

extraterrestrial stowaway in “Alien”, has
died, his agent told AFP. He was 81.  In
a statement Monday on Facebook, wife
Sinahon Thessa described her late hus-
band as a “legend”. “You played a vil-
lain on some of your movies but for me
you’re a real hero and to a lot of people
also,” she said.  Agent Ryan Goldhar
confirmed his passing in an email to
AFP. He did not share the cause of
death. “I am still processing his pass-
ing, and I know he will be missed,” he
said.

Born in New York to a Cameroonian
immigrant father and a US Army nurse,
Kotto’s debut as a professional actor
was in an all-Black stage performance
of Shakespeare’s “Othello” in Harlem in
1960. Kotto drew plaudits for roles as
the first Black Bond villain-dictator Dr.
Kananga-in 1973’s “Live and Let Die”,
and an Emmy nomination for playing
real-life Ugandan strongman Idi Amin in
the TV movie “Raid on Entebbe”. He
then took on a villainous xenomorph as
ship engineer Dennis Parker in Ridley
Scott’s claustrophobic sci-fi horror film
“Alien” in 1979, and fought alongside
Arnold Schwarzenegger in 1987’s
dystopian thriller “Running Man”. 

At the height of his fame, he turned
down the role of Captain Picard in “Star
Trek: The Next Generation”-a decision
he later said he regretted. Kotto’s later
years saw him play Lieutenant Al
Giardello in the gritty TV police proce-
dural “Homicide: Life on the Street”. He
returned to the “Alien” franchise in 2014,
voicing his character Parker in the sur-
vival horror video game “Alien:
Isolation”. Married three times and
father to six children, Kotto claimed to
be related to Queen Elizabeth II-naming
his 1997 biography “The Royalty” as a
tribute to his royal pedigree. — AFP  

Online sales
save art market
A

surprisingly rapid shift online
helped cushion the art market from
the worst ravages of the coron-

avirus pandemic although sales still fell by
a fifth last year, an Artprice report said
Monday.  Artprice, the France-based
leader in art market data, said the digital
transformation of auctions amounted to a
“revolution” in the way fine art is sold after
lockdowns forced change on a slow-mov-
ing industry.  “It’s been a spectacular shift
that has gone beyond expectations and
despite the reluctance of certain auction
houses,” said its president Thierry
Ehrmann. Digitization has opened up
auctions to a huge new customer base,
particularly 30- and 40-year-olds, who
rarely dabbled in the market previously. 

They are mostly after contemporary
art, Ehrmann told AFP, which accounts for
some 16 percent of sales. Online also
means more global, with auction houses
in Belgium or Sweden now able to easily
tap clients in Singapore or Indonesia.
“The market was 30 years behind the
times. It has made up the gap in just one
year, when even the most optimistic pro-
jections had predicted it would take until
2025,” said Ehrmann

Chinese growth 
China’s success in containing the

COVID-19 outbreak propelled it back to
the top of the sales charts, dominating the
market with 39 percent of global fine art
sales by value. The United States, which
topped the chart for the previous four
years, was on 27 percent, with Britain in
third on 16 percent. That speaks not just
to wealthy Chinese collectors, but a
booming domestic art scene-a previous
Artprice report from late 2020 showed
that 395 of the top 1,000 highest-selling
artists are Chinese, compared with just
165 for the US. Despite Hong Kong com-
ing under stricter Chinese control in
recent months, it has remained a major
base for global art sales, with Sotheby’s
doing a quarter of its business there,
Artprice said. 

Meanwhile, sales in Europe dropped
precipitously, with Britain, France and
Italy all down by around a third. The
exception was Germany, relatively
untouched in the first wave of the pan-
demic, where sales were up 11 percent
for the year. As for individual sales, the
highest price was a Francis Bacon trip-
tych sold by Sotheby’s for $84.5 million,
while graffiti artist Banksy sold the most
works-nearly 900.  Tastes tended
towards contemporary figurative paint-
ings, Artprice added, especially from
Africans such as Ghana’s Amoako Boafo.
In the gloom of the pandemic, “the top-
level market remains keen on lively, joy-
ous and audacious figurative paintings”
from artists such as Roy Lichtenstein,
David Hockney and French-Chinese
painter San Yu. — AFP 

Actor Yaphet Kotto 

“N
FT” is quickly becoming the
acronym of 2021, offering a
new way to sell digital art

online, and music stars including Kings
of Leon and Grimes have been quick to
jump on the bandwagon. For many, it
remains a baffling concept, but a NFT
(“non-fungible token”-pronounced
“nifty”) essentially offers collectors proof
that they “own” a digital artwork by log-
ging that ownership on the blockchain,
the online database that underpins
cryptocurrencies such as Bitcoin.  In no
time, it has taken the art world by storm.
Just last week, a collage by digital artist
Beeple was sold at auction for $69.3
million, reportedly the third highest-ever
sale for a living artist in any medium.

Many see an opportunity to monetize
digital art of all kinds, offering wealthy
collectors the bragging rights to ultimate
ownership, even if the work can be end-
lessly copied. For investors, it’s also a
new commodity to be traded. In the
music world-an industry which has seen
its value shredded by digitization over
the past 20 years-NFTs offer hope of a
valuable new revenue stream. Earlier
this month, US rockers Kings of Leon
raised more than $2 million by auction-
ing off NFT versions of their new album
“When you see yourself”, according to
Rolling Stone magazine, of which a
quarter went to a solidarity fund for live
event workers. Their NFTs offered more
than just the abstract notion of owning
something rare. They came with tangi-
ble benefits: access to photos by band
member Matthew Followill, collector’s
editions of the vinyl, and at the top end,
a lifetime “golden ticket” to front-row
seats at their live shows. 

Gold rush 
Josh Katz, CEO of YellowHeart, the

NFT auction platform used by Kings of

Leon, claimed it was “ushering in the
new music era”. “Through the use of
NFTs and blockchain technology, we’ll
begin to see the industry start to move
toward a more decentralized model that
fosters symbiotic relationships between
music lovers and artists,” he told AFP.
“Artists will monetize their content again
and fans will have transparency when
buying both content and concert tick-
ets.”  Several stars are already tapping
the opportunity. Mike Shinoda, of US
rap-metal group Linkin Park, recently
sold an NFT version of a single which
came with an animated visual created
by artist Cain Caser. 

Canadian singer Grimes, who has
always had a strongly visual component
to match the futuristic, dystopian vibes
of her music, recently sold an audiovisu-
al collection as NFTs for some $6 mil-
lion.  Not everyone is entirely convinced,
however.  “If this technology is put to
the service of artists, that’s great. But if
we aren’t very careful, they risk being
stripped of their copyright,” said Emily
Gonneau, French author of a book on
music in the digital age.  “Anyone can
sample anything off the internet and
claim to be the creator of an NFT... Then
we’re on a gold rush where anything is
possible,” she said.—AFP

T
he mayors of Venice and Florence,
Italy’s world-famous cradles of art
and history, published plans

Monday to help them rebuild after the
coronavirus crisis on a “new model” of
tourism. They want more police to
ensure safety and more funds for public
transport, but also better regulation for
guides and for short-term accommoda-
tion rentals, which they said provide
“unfair competition”. The two cities
urged the government to give them more
powers to regulate the tourist industry
when travellers eventually return.

Even as most of Italy entered a new
lockdown Monday, Mayor of Florence
Dario Nardella spoke of the need to look

ahead to “a new model of tourism also
linked to enhancing, promoting and pro-
tecting cities of art”. Their ideas could
be adopted by other parts of Italy, he
said, adding: “As soon as the borders
reopen after the coronavirus emer-
gency, the country must be ready.”
Venice Mayor Luigi Brugnaro empha-
sized that as “ambassadors of Italy in
the world”, their two cities must lead the
way. Before the pandemic, the centers
of both Venice and Florence were
swamped by tourists-so much so that
Venice moved to introduce a tourist tax
to limit numbers.—AFP

This undated handout image shows a digital art
collage by Beeple, for sale in New York. — AFP 


