
A picture taken on Sept 21, 2021 shows artists in their transparent plastic
inflated plastic balls performing “Tears” by Monster Chetwynd during a pre-
view day of Art Basel, the world’s premier modern and contemporary art fair
in Basel. — AFP photos

A visitor takes a photo with his mobile phone of “Repeating the Obvious,
2019”, an artwork by US artist Carrie Mae Weems, exhibited in the Unlimited
sector of Art Basel. 

Visitors look at “Destruction” 2019, an artwork by Japanese artist Tadashi
Kawamata. 
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Dystopia and Black Lives Matter fea-
ture prominently at Art Basel, the
world’s top contemporary art fair,

which throws open its doors to the public
this weekend. The giant annual fair in the
Swiss city of Basel is above all a commer-
cial event, where artists and galleries
come to meet wealthy collectors. But the
fair is also very popular with art lovers who
come for the simple pleasure of browsing
the works on show. Some 93,000 visitors

came through the doors during the 2019
edition, with last year’s event having been
cancelled due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Art Basel exhibits major works every year
in a section where paintings, sculptures
and installations are grouped together for
sale to museums and large collections.

Among the 2021 highlights are a can-
vas by the Guyanese-British artist Frank
Bowling, a large painting by Britain’s David
Hockney or Swiss artist Urs Fischer’s
house made out of bread. But after sever-
al editions dominated by political works
focused on Donald Trump’s US presiden-
cy, then feminist works during the “Me
Too” movement, the 62 major works pre-
sented this year reflect on the upheavals
that shook the world during the pandemic.

‘Cabinet of curiosities’ 
The US artist Lari Pittman is presenting

a vast set of closely-juxtaposed paintings
intended as a kind of snapshot of a fallen
Western civilization. “It’s a cabinet of
curiosities,” the Californian told AFP, but
with objects amassed by a collector “in the
distant future”, finding needles and antide-
pressants, a motorway sign warning driv-
ers to speed up due to the risk of cannibal-
ism, and stained glass windows for an
underground bunker. The work should
have been exhibited before the pandemic,
but Pittman nonetheless believes it has its

place in this edition.
“It’s a bit dark, but the issues I point out

are constant in human history,” he said.
“We are coming out of an incredibly
dystopic period globally, and certainly in
America with a dystopic political situation
in the last four years.”

On the theme of juxtaposition, the US
artist Carrie Mae Weems is presenting a
series of canvases of varying sizes entitled
“Repeating The Obvious”. They all contain
the same image: the blurred face of a
young African-American, illustrating those
who died at the hands of the police and,
by dint of repetition, end up becoming

faceless victims.
Outside the exhibition hall, the Danish-

Norwegian artist duo Elmgreen & Dragset
placed “The Outsiders” - a work featuring
an old Mercedes car with Russian regis-
tration plates, with two men sleeping
inside, curled up against each other. The
two wax mannequins, with lifelike features,
represent two workers who have come to
set up the fair and do “all the hard, heavy
work that we don’t see”, Michael Elmgreen
told AFP.

Having driven from Moscow, they sleep
in their car because they cannot afford a
hotel room. “It’s also a work about an inti-

macy between these two young men. It
has Russian number plates. It’s very diffi-
cult to show that intimacy openly in
Moscow today. So they are happy to be
here in Basel where they can lie in the
way they want.” Given the pandemic-relat-
ed travel constraints, Art Basel has
planned several online events, including
virtual walks through the fair. Art Basel
was open for private viewings from
Monday to Thursday, aimed at wealthy
buyers, before opening to the public from
Friday to Sunday. — AFP 

Juana Perez Gomez, 49, of the indigenous Tzotzil Maya, uses a back-
strap loom to make a fabric, in Zinacantan, Chiapas state, Mexico, on
Sept 8, 2021. — AFP photos

Maria Lopez, 50, uses a backstrap loom to make a fabric. 

Visitors walk past “Untitled” an artwork by Italian painter and key
member of the Italian Transavanguardia movement Enzo Cucchi. 

Visitors look at “Naughtynightcap, 2008”, an artwork by US sculptor
John Chamberlain. 

A visitor takes a photo of “Die Doppelgangerin,
2010”, an artwork by Austrian avant-garde
artist Valie Export depicting two intertwined
scissors.

Indigenous weavers in Mexico’s southern
highlands are striving for rightful recogni-
tion from an international fashion indus-

try that they say plunders their creations
and tradition. The struggle has taken on
added symbolism as Mexico this month
celebrates the bicentenary of its independ-
ence with plaudits for indigenous peoples’
resistance against Spanish colonization. 

Sitting on blankets on the ground in the
courtyard of Julia Perez’s house in the
town of Zinacantan, weavers use tradition-
al looms to produce fabric blending a mul-
titude of bright colors. “There is a fusion of
our ideas so that our tradition, our culture,
our fabrics are not lost,” the 39-year-old
Tzotzil craftswoman said. “That’s why we
always use it in our designs,” she said of
the inspiration for the colors and patterns.

The weavers’ enthusiasm belies the
laborious and complex nature of their
work, which requires great dexterity, Perez
said. The value of their time and creativity
is something they have come to appreci-
ate after meeting Dulce Martinez de la
Rosa and Daniela Gremion, the women
behind the Fabrica Social (Social Factory)
project devoted to traditional Mexican art.
Gremion met Perez more than 10 years
ago, recognized the quality of her work
and asked her to collaborate. Since then
they have followed a path of mutual learn-
ing, trust and friendship.

‘Cultural misappropriation’ 
Under the Fabrica Social brand, the

women of Zinacantan and other artisans
in six Mexican states seek to improve
working conditions and oppose business
inequalities, through training that is more
educational than commercial. The
weavers set up chairs and a table in the
yard and Gremion begins to review the
basics of costs, expenses and other

aspects to reach a crucial but complex
goal: fair trade. The artisans listen with
enthusiasm and discuss their time and
needs and the correct way to put a price
on them. “It’s a tool that helps us a lot to
arrive at a price for a product that is often
almost invaluable,” Gremion, 40, said after
completing the workshop.

Beyond the financial value, indigenous
textiles represent a cultural and historical
heritage systematically used without per-

mission by international fashion brands.
The Mexican government has demanded
explanations from designers such as
Venezuela’s Carolina Herrera and
France’s Isabel Marant, as well as brands
like Zara, Rapsodia and Anthropologie, for
cultural misappropriation” of indigenous
culture. “It’s not fair that they do this to us
as indigenous people,” said Perez.

All our heart’ 
Major brands’ exploitation of indigenous

heritage shows the asymmetry of power
between transnational companies and
local creators, a legacy of old “colonial
regimes,” De la Rosa said. “The artisans

of this country and their work, their tech-
niques and their processes should be as
well-known as Carolina Herrera, Isabel
Marant, Zara or Mango - that’s the real
struggle,” the 42-year-old said in her work-
shop in Mexico City. “We live in an eco-
nomic system that is still absolutely colo-
nial,” she added.

Fabrica Social is one of several proj-
ects invited by the Mexican culture min-
istry to join the “Original” platform, which

seeks to draw on their experiences to pro-
mote “ethical collaborations” between
large companies and artisans. The
weavers of Zinacantan hope it will bring
more respect from international brands for
their talent and identity. “We would like
them to recognize our work because it is
done well,” said Julia’s cousin Sara Perez,
who has been part of the project from the
start. “It’s made with all our heart and
we’re also working with materials made in
Mexico,” she said. —  AFP 

Denmark’s 
‘freetown’ Christiania
hangs onto soul, 
50 years on

Arefuge for anarchists, hippies and
artists, Denmark’s ‘freetown’
Christiania turns 50 on Sunday, and

though it hasn’t completely avoided the
encroachment of modernity and capital-
ism, its free-wheeling soul remains intact.
Nestled in the heart of Copenhagen,
Christiania is seen by some as a progres-
sive social experiment, while others simply
see it as a den of drugs.

On September 26, 1971, a band of gui-
tar-laden hippies transformed an aban-
doned army barracks in central
Copenhagen into their home. They raised
their “freedom flag” and named their new
home “Christiania, Freetown” after the part
of the city where it is located. They wanted
to establish an alternative society, guided
by the principles of peace and love, where
decisions were made collectively and laws
were not enforced.

Soft drugs were freely available, and
repurposing, salvaging and sharing was
favored over buying new. It was a commu-
nity “that belonged to everybody and to no
one”, says Ole Lykke, who moved into the
34-hectare enclave in the 1970s. These
principles remain well-rooted today, but
the area has changed in many ways:
tourists weave through its cobblestone
roads, and the once-reviled market econo-
my is in full swing. Perhaps most impor-
tantly, it is no longer a squat. Residents
became legal landowners when they
bought some of the land from the Danish
state in 2012.

Now it is home to some 900 people,
many artists and activists, along with
restaurants, cafes and shops, popular
among the half a million tourists that visit
annually. “The site is more ‘normal’,” says
a smiling Lykke, a slender 75-year-old with
ruffled silver hair, who passionately pro-

motes Christiania, its independence and
thriving cultural scene. Legislation has
been enforced since 2013 - though a
tongue-in-cheek sign above the exit points
out that those leaving the area will be
entering the European Union.

‘Embrace change’
It is Christiania’s ability to adapt with the

times that has allowed it to survive, says
Helen Jarvis, a University of Newcastle
professor of social geography engage-
ment. “Christiania is unique,” says Jarvis,
who lived in Christiania in 2010. “(It)
endures because it continues to evolve
and embrace change”. Some of those
changes would have been unthinkable at
the start. Residents secured a bank loan
for several million euros to be able to buy
the land, and now Christiania is run inde-
pendently through a foundation.

They also now pay wages to the
around 40 people employed by
Christiania, including trash collectors and
daycare workers. “Money is now very
important,” admits Lykke, who is an
archivist and is currently exhibiting 100
posters chronicling Christiania’s history at
a Copenhagen museum. But it hasn’t for-
gotten its roots. “Socially and culturally,
Christiania hasn’t changed very much,” he
says, noting that the community’s needs
still come first.

‘Judged a little’ 
Christiania has remained a cultural hub

- before the pandemic almost two dozen
concerts were held every week and its
theatres were packed. But it is still beset
by its reputations as a drugs hub. Though
parts of Christiania are tranquil, lush and
green with few buildings, others are
bustling, with a post office, minimarket,
healthcare centre, and Pusher Street, the
notorious drug market. Lykke says it’s a
side of Christiania most could do without.
“Most of us would like to get rid of it. But
as long as (marijuana use) is prohibited,
as long as Denmark doesn’t want to
decriminalize or legalize, we will have this
problem,” says Lykke.—AFP

Dulce Martinez de la Rosa shows garments
made with indigenous fabrics at “Fabrica
Social”.

A woman works on making garments made
with fabrics created in Mexican indigenous
communities at “Fabrica Social” (Social
Factory) in Mexico City on Sept 7, 2021. 


