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An undated recent handout image shows a stray dog rescued by a volunteer after suffering
from a broken leg and several gunshot wounds, in Qatar’s capital Doha.— AFP photos

A combination of undated recent handout images shows (from left to right) an animal rescuer with his
hand on a stray dog that died after being shot several times, and a rescuer holding a pellet found on the
body of the stray dog, in the Qatar’s capital Doha.

A man sits in the late French ethnographer and filmmaker Jean Rouch’s editing room at the
Institute for Research in Human Sciences (IRSH) in Niamey. — AFP photos

A man shows a camera case in the late French ethnographer and filmmaker Jean Rouch’s
editing room.

In troubled Sahel,
memories 
of a cinematic
golden age

T
he wall of a house in
Torokorobougou, a district in the
Malian capital Bamako, suddenly

lights up as a black-and-white film starts to
roll. The audience falls silent as the title of
the documentary, “Sigui”, flashes up on
the screen. It’s one of French director Jean
Rouch’s seminal films, charting a secret
ceremony of central Mali’s Dogon ethnic
group which is held once every 60 years.
Rouch, who died aged 86 in a road acci-
dent in Niger, is the only person to have
ever recorded it. He shot around 140 films
over his long career, including many in
West Africa and particularly the Sahel
state of Niger.

While his work has faced criticism for
reflecting the condescending colonial atti-
tudes of the time, the film-maker-cum-
ethnographer was a prime mover in the
Sahel’s cinematic tradition and a champi-
on of local directors. But memories of
Rouch’s work are fading, while the once-
flourishing movie scene in the semi-arid

African region has been battered by a lack
of funding. “He is the grandfather of cine-
ma in Niger,” said Moussa Hamidou, the
country’s first sound producer, who
worked on all of Rouch’s films. The
Frenchman gave many of Niger’s promi-
nent cultural figures their start such as
director Oumarou Ganda who in 1969
became the first African to present a film
at the Cannes festival.

Cock-a-Doodle-Doo! Mr. Chicken 
Hamidou talks cheerfully in his home in

Niger’s capital Niamey about the artistic
milieu that once thrived in the city.  “It was
a good time for West Africa,” he said,
explaining that directors had access to
funding.  But the Sahel’s cinematic heyday
of the 60s and 70s is a now distant memo-
ry, with funding having mostly dried up.
Governments across the Sahel are more
focused on combatting the brutal jihadist
insurgency, which first emerged in 2012,
than cultural pursuits.

In Niamey, film enthusiasts have to
rummage through the archives of the
Institute for Human Sciences Research
(IRSH) to find traces of this cultural golden
age. Rouch himself directed the institute
between 1959 and 1969, where many of
his old film reels are stored. One, for
example, is his famed “Cock-a-Doodle-
Doo! Mr. Chicken,” a comedy about a
chicken salesman travelling Niger in his
Citroen 2 CV. Seyni Moumouni, current
director of the IRSH, said few are interest-
ed in the reels. “They’re gathering dust
because young people now prefer cas-

settes and DVDs,” he told AFP. 

‘Like insects’ 
Despite his successes, Rouch also

came in for fierce criticism for his depic-
tions of African traditions, which many
saw as eroticizing and patronizing. “You
look at us like insects,” Senegalese film-
maker Ousmane Sembene told him in
1965. Rouch responded that he was
“trapped between two colliding worlds”,
referring to his native France, and the
Sahel countries it colonized.  A film expert
in Mali’s capital Bamako, who declined to
be named, recognized that Rouch
helped local film-makers, but said he was
still a “product of his time”.  

However, Malian director Cheick

Oumar Sissoko argued Rouch had made
an important contribution simply by cap-
turing what he did on film. “The image
itself is an extraordinary language which
constitutes memory,” Sissoko said.

Secret ceremony 
At the film screening in Bamako, ethnic

Dogons in attendance watched in awe.
The Sigui ceremony celebrates the regen-
eration of the life cycle and is one of the
most important events in the Dogon calen-
dar. Festivities involving elaborate masks
last for years. But the 60-year span
between each Sigui meant that few in the
audience had seen the ceremony them-
selves. None said they had seen Rouch’s
film before either, a sign of his dwindling
cachet.

Ali Dolo, a mayor from central Mali who
fled to Bamako because of the conflict,
cried out in recognition during one scene.
“That’s my home,” he said, telling AFP lat-
er that not much had changed since
Rouch filmed it. But for many, what has
changed is the conflict, and a sudden lack
of cultural funding. “It’s impossible to
make films without help,” said Djingarey
Maiga, a Malian-Nigerien director. He
reflected on a time when Sahel directors
would gather in a studio in the Musee de
l’Homme, in Paris, which Rouch and other
ethnographers had set aside for them.
“We film-makers from Niger and Africa
used to go there to edit and mix our films,”
he said. — AFP 

F
reya the dog was found with “half
her face blown off”, Bernie was
stabbed and badly burnt, Diana is

struggling to raise her puppies after
being riddled with pellets: strays in Qatar
are facing a spike in abuse. The Gulf
nation has long struggled with animals
abandoned by departing expatriates,
and the number of strays has surged with
dogs and cats acquired during coron-
avirus lockdowns being ditched as nor-
mality returns. Rescuers now say the
completion of building projects ahead of
the 2022 World Cup has forced more
strays into residential areas-where many
fall victim to abuse. “The suffering we see
is terrible and it’s getting worse,” said one
rescuer, who receives calls almost week-
ly to save dogs who have been shot or
deliberately run over.

A 2004 law criminalizes mistreatment
of animals but enforcement is inconsis-
tent, volunteer rescuers say. “Dogs are
unbeloved” because some believe that
Islam teaches that they are dirty, “which
is far from the truth,” one told AFP.  “It
doesn’t give you the right to torture or kill
them.” Qatari rescuers and their expatri-
ate supporters often exchange images of
the latest incidents on social media.
Shootings and stabbings are common-
place. “Our vets’ bills have gone through
the roof,” said one manager of a shelter
for strays, asking not to be named.

Informal networks of rescuers, some
operating shelters with a few dozen

spaces for abandoned animals, seek to
save as many as possible-but they are
pressed for funds. And on top of those
challenges, shelters have struggled for
legal recognition in the absolute monar-
chy, where criticism of authorities and
civil society lobbying are rare. Their lack
of status complicates the shelters’ work
and fundraising efforts. “We have corpo-
rate sponsors willing to donate but we
can’t accept their money,” said the shel-
ter manager. 

‘A good solution’? 
Close to the newly built Al-Thumama

World Cup stadium, rescuers and a vet-
erinarian trapped a dog that had strayed

into a street of upmarket villas, disturbing
homeowners. Rescuers try to intervene in
such cases before the police, so they
can ensure the animals are resettled
safely. A recent government scheme to
clear stray dogs from Qatar’s streets
prompted a rare public outcry. Animal
rescue groups challenged authorities to
explain how their strategy would improve
the situation. 

Uniformed officers posed alongside
dogs caught by “Operation Pity”, local
media showed, but rescuers complained
of an information vacuum. Hundreds of
Qataris and residents posted online com-
ments demanding proof the animals
would be treated humanely, and stories

were widely shared in Facebook groups
dedicated to animal welfare. One
Western embassy said it has tried to
engage with Qatar on animal welfare, but
received little response.

Rescuers have voiced fears that gov-
ernment-run facilities could quickly fill up
and resort to euthanizing dogs. They also
warn that Qatar’s response is unlikely to
adequately address the plight of the
country’s strays, estimated at some
50,000. The government insisted in a
statement that “no dogs caught during
the initiative have-or will be-euthanized.”
But rescuers question what will be done
with problem cases. “What are they
doing with the sick dogs and the ones
who are very aggressive?” asked expat
animal rescuer Alison Caldwell. 

The government said all captured
dogs “receive the necessary medical
care and are neutered, vaccinated and
rehabilitated before being placed for
adoption”. It added that two facilities held
animals awaiting resettlement, but the
rescue community say images of the
sites suggest they are inadequate.  “It
doesn’t look to me like a good solution,
they are holding pens for livestock,”
Caldwell said. “That is exactly the sort of
thing that will spread disease, fighting
and pregnancies.”— AFP 

M
egan Thee Stallion is helping donate
$50,000 in honor of the victims of the
Atlanta spa shootings. The ‘Savage’

hitmaker has teamed up with Fashion Nova
and activist May Lee to make a donation to
Asian Americans Advancing Justice-Atlanta
- the only non-profit legal advocacy firm
dedicated to protecting the civil rights of
Asian Americans, Native Hawaiians, and
Pacific Islanders in the South East of
America - after being left “heartbroken” by
the deaths of eight people, six of whom
were women of Asian descent, when a gun-
man opened fire at three spas on 16 March.

Megan announced on Instagram: “I am
heartbroken by the loss of eight individuals
taken from their families on March 16 in a
senseless, violent attack against Asian
Americans. “To honor the memory of these
victims, @FashionNova and I have part-
nered with the journalist and Asian activist
@mayleeshow on a $50,000 donation to
@advancing_justice_atl who work tirelessly
to protect the civil and human rights of
Asian Americans in Georgia and the
Southeast. “We stand in solidarity with all
Asian Americans in saying that enough is
enough. #StopAsianHate #StandWith
AANHPICommunity (sic)” Following the
shootings, police arrested 21-year-old
Robert Aaron Long and charged him with
eight counts of murder.

Megan’s generosity came a few weeks
after she  joined forces with US
Representative Sheila Jackson Lee and the
National Association of Christian Churches
Disaster Services on the Hotties Helping
Houston fundraiser, which  will foot the bill
for the repair costs of the homes of senior
citizens and single parents who had their
houses destroyed in the Texas freeze. The
treacherous snow storms left many
Americans without power, heat, and some,
clean water, and Megan’s home state
Texas was hit the hardest, with widespread
blackouts across the state. The ‘WAP’ hit-
maker announced that with the help of a
number of major donors, including brands
Mielle, Revlon, Fashion Nova, Dolce and
Gabbana, and her label 300 Entertainment,
the Hotties Helping Houston fund will pro-
vide monetary support for the next two
years. — Bang Showbiz

M
ario Lopez “got into a little fight” with
Elizabeth Berkley at the People’s
Choice Awards. The ‘Saved by the

Bell’ co-stars presented together at the cer-
emony in November 2020 and the 47-year-
old presenter revealed that, shortly before
they were due on stage, he and his friends
exchanged words over who got to stand on
the left of the stage. Interviewing Elizabeth
as guest host of ‘The Ellen DeGeneres
Show’ in an episode aired yesterday, Mario
recalled: “The last time we saw each other
in person was at the People’s Choice
Awards, and we got into a little fight back-
stage before.” 

With an image of them on stage shown
on screen, he added: “As you can see, I
want to point out to our viewers, you’re on
the left side-you’re standing on the left side-
which is usually the side I like to stand on,
purely for superstitious reasons. It’s like a
good luck thing. You like to do it because
you rock your hair a certain way, and
because of the part, correct?” The 48-year-
old actress insisted their row was just “play-
ful banter”. She quipped: “No, no, no!
Superstitious, or you like that side? “No, we
didn’t get into like a real fight. It was our
playful banter, but like brother-sister.” Mario
agreed: “No, we’re always laughing and
teasing each other.” — Bang Showbiz

Mario Lopez and  Elizabeth Berkley

Megan Thee
Stallion

A man shows archives in the late French
ethnographer and filmmaker Jean Rouch’s
editing room at the Institute for Research in
Human Sciences (IRSH).

A handout photo shows stray dog Freya, found
in Doha with half her face blown off after
abuse and mistreatment on the Qatari capital’s
streets.

An undated recent handout image shows stray
dog Bernie, found in Doha stabbed and burned,
receiving treatment in the Qatari capital.
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This picture shows bodybuilder A. Arokiasamy posing for pictures after training at his gymnasium in Teluk Intan in
Malaysia’s Perak state. — AFP photos

Bodybuilder A. Arokiasamy lifting a barbell at his gymnasium.

A
picture of Chinese dissident artist Ai
Weiwei flipping a middle finger in
Tiananmen Square will not be

shown at the opening of a prestigious new
museum in Hong Kong, an official said
yesterday. Newly built on Hong Kong’s
Victoria Harbor, the M+ Museum aims to
rival Western contemporary heavyweights
such as London’s Tate Modern and New
York’s Museum of Modern Art. The
60,000-square-metre (646,000-square-
foot) venue has gathered perhaps the
finest collection of modern Chinese art in
the world thanks in part to a massive
donation by Swiss collector Uli Sigg, and
is finally set to open later this year after
multiple delays.

But its future has been clouded by
Beijing’s crackdown on critics in Hong
Kong, including a powerful new national
security law that criminalizes much dis-
sent. Henry Tang, the government official
in charge of the cultural park where the
museum is located, confirmed yesterday
that no artwork deemed to breach the law
will be displayed. “If there are any works
that the national security department
thinks... (have) violated the law, we will act
according to the law,” he told reporters.
And Tang said he welcomed vetting by

the police’s new national security unit.
Earlier this month, a group of pro-Beijing
politicians accused M+ of breaking the
new security law and “spreading hatred
against the country”.

The cause of their ire was a media pre-
view that ignited discussion of works by Ai
Weiwei, including his series “Study of
Perspectives”. The series shows Ai show-
ing the middle finger to institutions around
the world including the White House,

Germany’s Reichstag and Beijing’s
Tiananmen Square. Tang confirmed that
the photo will not be displayed when M+
opens but denied any censorship. “We
have never planned for that photograph to
be included in the opening exhibition, so
there is no question that we have retracted
it or we have succumbed to pressures
and have changed it,” he told reporters.

Protest documentary pulled 
M+ director Suhanya Raffel told the

media earlier this month there would be
“no problem” showing works by dissident
artists like Ai. The museum also has pho-
tographs by Liu Heung-shing of Beijing’s
deadly 1989 crackdown in Tiananmen. It
is now unclear whether controversial and
provocative works will be displayed. The
broad wording of the security law
includes anything deemed to undermine
China’s government or provoke hatred of
authorities.

Many of the more than 100 people
arrested under the law so far have been
for speech offences. Even the whiff of a
national security allegation is enough to
shut down art. Earlier this month, two
cinemas pulled the debut of a documen-
tary about Hong Kong’s democracy
protests after Chinese state media
warned that screening the film could
break the security law. — AFP

`

Oscars won’t
show in Hong 
Kong for first
time since 1969

T
he Oscars will not be shown in Hong
Kong for the first time in more than
half a century, its local broadcaster

confirmed yesterday, as doubts remained
over whether Hollywood’s top awards will
air in mainland China. The ceremony has
been broadcast in Hong Kong every year
since 1969 by free-to-air TVB on its
English language channel. But no channel
will carry next month’s awards. 

“It was purely a commercial decision
that we decided not to pursue the Oscars
this year,” a TVB spokesperson told AFP.
The decision comes after Bloomberg
News reported earlier this month that
China’s Communist Party propaganda
department has ordered its state-con-
trolled media to play down the awards and
not show the ceremony live. The cause is
believed to be the nomination of “Do Not
Split”, a short documentary on Hong
Kong’s pro-democracy protests, as well
as the four nods for Chinese-born US
director Chloe Zhao for “Nomadland”.

State media have since run articles crit-
ical of the documentary while nationalists
online have pounced on Zhao over com-
ments she made years back that were
perceived as being critical of China. State

broadcaster CCTV, which has aired previ-
ous Oscar ceremonies, has yet to confirm
if it will show this year’s event.  All media is
strictly censored in mainland China. Semi-
autonomous Hong Kong maintains more
freedoms under a model subbed “One
country, two systems”.  But the atmos-
phere is changing quickly. After huge and
often violent democracy protests in 2019,

Beijing has moved to stamp out opposi-
tion, including imposing a sweeping
national security law on the city.

The pro-democracy opposition has
been flattened, but the law has also
seeped into the city’s cultural scene. In
recent weeks, cinemas have pulled a
protest documentary, a university can-
celled a press photography exhibition
while a soon-to-open contemporary art
museum has said it will allow security offi-
cials to vet its collection. — AFP 

Photo shows Chinese dissident artist Ai Weiwei.

In this file photo US-China director Chloe
Zhao poses during a photocall to present
the movie “Songs My Brothers Taught Me”
in the French northwestern sea resort of
Deauville, during the 41th Deauville US Film
Festival. — AFP 

Bodybuilder A. Arokiasamy posing for pictures after training at his gymnasium.Bodybuilder A. Arokiasamy posing for pictures outside his gymnasium.

W
orking out with ageing equipment
in his modest gym, 72-year-old
Malaysian bodybuilder A.

Arokiasamy bench presses two dumbbells
and then flexes his muscular arms.
Despite his advancing years, the champi-
on still pumps iron every day, and believes
staying healthy with a vigorous routine is
the best defense against the coronavirus.
Arokiasamy got into bodybuilding after
dropping out of school. He went on to rep-
resent Malaysia in several editions of Mr
Universe and win gold in the 1981
Southeast Asian Games in the Philippines.
Arokiasamy-whose hero is Arnold
Schwarzenegger, the movie star and for-
mer Mr Universe  — started coaching
aspiring bodybuilders in lifting weights
and opened his gym in his hometown of
Teluk Intan.

“Weightlifting and exercise can slow
down ageing and keep you healthy,”
Arokiasamy, who has seven children and
five grandchildren, told AFP. “The deadly
coronavirus pandemic is threatening us-
we can fight it by lifting weights to stay fit.”
While bodybuilding may not be commonly
associated with the elderly, some research
suggests it does have health benefits for
those getting on in life. A 2016 US study
found that when people aged 65 and old-
er did strength training at least twice a

week, their life-expectancy improved sub-
stantially. The study, led by researchers
from Penn State College of Medicine,
looked at 15 years of data from more than
30,000 elderly people in the United States.

‘A simple life’ 
The gym run by Arokiasamy, a member

of multi-ethnic Malaysia’s Indian minority,
is a small building next to his home that is
open to the public, charging the equiva-
lent of just one dollar a day. It is filled with

battered weights and an array of other
gear, some of it made from scrap metal,
and is constantly busy with men pumping
iron and getting tips from the veteran
bodybuilder. Arokiasamy had a tough
upbringing, leaving school aged 11 to
work and support his poor family. He tried
various sports-hockey, badminton and
football-but did not make it onto any
teams. However, he built up his strength
by chopping firewood, and hit on the idea
of trying bodybuilding. “I headed to a gym

near my house and began to build up my
muscles,” he said. 

He had his first success in 1968, win-
ning the gold medal in a competition in his
home state of Perak, and went on to com-
pete in Malaysia and internationally for
many years.  Even though he was a suc-
cessful athlete, he still had a day job as a
school gardener, and now works as a
security guard. As well as regularly work-
ing out, Arokiasamy says he has managed
to maintain his health by eating well. “I live

a simple life and strive for a balanced
diet... I grow my own vegetables,” he said.

“I avoid sugar and junk food, and a big
no to drugs and steroids.” And despite his
triumphs, he does have some regrets. The
biggest of these are “not meeting Arnold
(Schwarzenegger) in person, and failing to
make it into the final round of the Mr
Universe tournament after five attempts”,
he said.— AFP

Bodybuilder A. Arokiasamy lifting dumbbells at his gymnasium. Bodybuilder A. Arokiasamy during a training session at his gymnasium.


