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In these file photos Hamed Sinno (center), the lead singer of Lebanese band Mashrou Leila, performs on stage at the Dubai International Marine Club during a music festival in the United Arab Emirates. — AFP photos

In this file photo (From left) Musicians Haig Papazian, Carl
Gerges and Hamed Sinno of Mashrou’ Leila pose for a pic-
ture in New York.

This court sketch shows US rapper ASAP Rocky (second left, in green
shirt) during his trial at the district court in Stockholm. — AFP photos

Renee Black (center), mother of US rapper ASAP Rocky, returns to the dis-
trict court in Stockholm after lunch.

In this file photo member of British rock band Queen Brian May (left) and US singer-song-
writer Adam Lambert performs during the 91st Annual Academy Awards at the Dolby
Theatre in Hollywood, California. — AFP 

Ahigh-profile music festival yesterday called off a
concert by Lebanese gay-friendly indie band
Mashrou’ Leila over security concerns, saying it

wanted to avoid “bloodshed”. Mashrou’ Leila, whose
singer is openly gay and whose outspoken Arabic lyrics
tackle often taboo social issues, sparked controversy in
Lebanon this month. Lebanese clerics called for the band
to cancel their August 9 performance at the summer fes-
tival in the seaside resort of Byblos, charging that two of
their songs-titled “Idols” and “Djin”-were offensive to
Christians.

The complaints came after lead singer Hamed Sinno
shared an article on Facebook containing an image in
which the Virgin Mary’s face was replaced by that of
American pop diva Madonna. “In an unprecedented step
and as a result of the latest series of developments, the
committee is forced to cancel the Mashrou’ Leila concert,”
the Byblos festival committee said in a statement.  The
decision aims “to avoid bloodshed and preserve the safety
and security” of festival-goers, it added.

There was no immediate reaction from Mashrou’
Leila but activists and fans condemned the cancellation
as an attack on freedom of expression in the small

Mediterranean country.  “This is a step back for
Lebanon, which has always prided itself on embracing
diversity and being a centre for music, art and culture in
the region,” said Aya Majzoub, Lebanon researcher at
Human Rights Watch.

On Monday, the Catholic Information Centre, an
authority that works with Lebanese authorities to censor
artistic content, reiterated calls for the concert’s cancella-
tion. It accused the band of prompting “ideas and actions
that are offensive to the faith and its religious symbols”.

‘Why didn’t they apologize?’ 
The band issued a statement earlier this month saying

they “respected all religions and their symbols”, and were
saddened by “the distortion of the lyrics of some of our
songs”. They were expected to hold a press conference to
issue a formal apology so the concert could go ahead,
under an agreement between the Byblos festival and
Lebanese authorities. 

“We tried as much as possible to reach a solution....
Why didn’t they apologize?” asked the festival’s artistic
director, Naji Baz. “I’m not sure an apology would have
been enough anyway because things got out of control,”

Baz added. Baz said organizers had no choice but to can-
cel the concert, which would have attracted a turnout of
around 4,000 people.

“The situation became hysterical with direct threats
being made to the security and safety of the audience
and the performers,” he told AFP. Mashrou’ Leila have
often played in Lebanon since forming in 2008 while its
members were still students at the American University
of Beirut.

But it has created waves in the religiously conserva-
tive Middle East. They have sparked controversy in
Egypt and were banned from performing in Jordan. After
a Mashrou’ Leila concert in Egypt in 2017, at which
members of the audience waved a rainbow flag,
Egyptian authorities launched a crackdown on the coun-
try’s LGBT community. Religiously diverse Lebanon is
one of the Middle East’s more liberal countries, but its
myriad of recognized sects still wield major influence
over social and cultural affairs. — AFP

US rapper A$AP Rocky pleaded not guilty
to assault at his trial in Sweden yesterday
over a street brawl, saying he acted in

self-defense in a case that has stirred diplomatic
tensions and outraged fans. The 30-year-old
rapper, whose real name is Rakim Mayers, was
arrested on July 3 along with three other people
following the fight in Stockholm on June 30. One
of them, the rapper’s bodyguard, was later
released. At the start of the trial on Tuesday
morning prosecutor Daniel Suneson told the
court that he believed that Mayers, and the two
other accused, had assaulted the plaintiff, a 19-
year old man, together.

Suneson said the accused had punched,
kicked, and hit the plaintiff with a bottle. He then
went on to show the court parts from the some
550 pages of the preliminary investigation. The
evidence highlighted included surveillance
footage and maps to establish a timeline of the
events leading up to the brawl.

Video evidence 
The prosecution then went on to show a

number of videos, including ones published by
US celebrity news outlet TMZ, where the rapper
can be seen throwing a young man to the
ground and then aiming several punches at him
while he is down. The court was also shown
videos published to the rapper’s Instagram
account, in which the young man can be seen
arguing with the musician over a pair of head-
phones. The artist appears to repeatedly ask the
man and his friend to stop following him and his
entourage. One of the young men can also be
seen hitting the artist’s bodyguard. 

However the prosecution also showed videos
retrieved from the phones of members of the
artist’s entourage, as well as 13 minutes of secu-
rity footage from a fast food restaurant.
Suneson told the court the videos showed the
lead up to the fight and also proved that the
videos posted to the artist’s Instagram had been
edited to remove instances where the body-
guard grabbed and pushed the plaintiff prior to

the fight. The prosecutor also showed text con-
versations between members of the artist’s crew,
stating that the video uploaded to Instagram
had been “cleaned up a bit”. A$AP Rocky was
dressed in a green t-shirt and sweatpants, and
sat in the courtroom with his lawyer Slobodan
Jovicic.

The lawyer told the court his client acted in
self-defense. “He admits that he threw the plain-
tiff on the ground, that he stepped on his arm
and punched or pushed his shoulder,” Mayers’
lawyer Slobodan Jovicic told the court, but
added that it was a case of “self-defense”. The
rapper’s mother Renee Black was seated on the
front row of the visitors’ bench, and waved at
her son as he left the court when it took a recess
for lunch.

Robert C. O’Brien, US Special Presidential
Envoy for Hostage Affairs, had also travelled to
Sweden to attend the trial. US President Donald
Trump has called for the rapper to be freed,
drawing complaints of interference from
Swedish politicians. “The president asked me to
come here and support these American citizens
and we’re working to bring them back as soon

as possible,” O’Brien told AFP, declining to com-
ment on what he thought of the prosecution’s
case.

#FreeRocky 
On July 5, the Stockholm District Court

ordered that Mayers be kept in custody while
the case was being investigated. He has
remained in a Swedish remand prison awaiting
trial.  The musician, who had his breakthrough in
2011 with the release of the mixtape “Live. Love.
A$AP”, was on a European tour and has had to
cancel over a dozen shows following his arrest.
Throughout his detention, fans, fellow artists
and US Congress members have campaigned
for his release. An online petition called
#JusticeForRocky has garnered more than
630,000 signatures. Social media campaigns
have urged fans to boycott Swedish brands such
as IKEA.

Trump has repeatedly tried to intervene. He
personally called Swedish Prime Minister Stefan
Lofven to discuss the matter.  In a subsequent
tweet, Trump said he vouched for the rapper
and offered to pay his bail, even though
Sweden’s justice system has no provisions for
bail. The district court deemed Mayer to be a
flight risk and ordered his continued detention.

Lofven’s press secretary Toni Eriksson told
AFP that “the prime minister was careful to
point out that the Swedish justice system is
completely independent”. Upon learning that
the case would go to trial, Trump vented his
frustration on Twitter. “Very disappointed in
Prime Minister Stefan Lofven for being unable
to act,” Trump tweeted, adding: “Give A$AP
Rocky his FREEDOM.” Several Swedish politi-
cians fired back at Trump for trying to inter-
fere in the judicial process. “Political interfer-
ence in the process is distinctly off limits!
Clear?” former Swedish prime minister Carl
Bildt tweeted. — AFPIn this file photo ASAP Rocky attends Rihanna’s

4th Annual Diamond Ball at Cipriani Wall Street
in New York City.

Legendary group Queen along with
Adam Lambert will headline New
York’s 2019 Global Citizen festival, an

event aimed at drumming up support for
preserving international aid to eradicate
extreme poverty. Entertainment mogul
Pharrell Williams, pianist Alicia Keys, pop
group OneRepublic, R&B prodigy H.E.R.
and singer-songwriter Carole King will
also play the September 28 festival in
Central Park, organizers announced yester-
day. Taking place each year since 2012 as
world leaders gather in New York for the
UN General Assembly, Global Citizen dis-
tributes tickets for free to supporters who
pledge to take actions such as sending let-
ters to their governments in support of
development aid. 

“After next year we will have only ten

short years to achieve the UN Sustainable
Development Goals,” said Hugh Evans, the
CEO of Global Citizen.  “The policies and
progress that we make this year, and into
2020, will determine whether we success-
fully eradicate extreme poverty by 2030,
and failure is not an option for the world’s
poor.” Among its 2019 goals, Global
Citizen said it would urge the US govern-
ment to enact the “Keeping Girls in School
Act” aimed at addressing obstacles that
keep girls out of school like child marriage
and difficulty accessing sanitary products.
The festival will be hosted by Australian
acting couple Hugh Jackman and Deborra-
lee Furness, with co-hosts to include
Forest Whitaker and Rami Malek. — AFP

US presidential hopeful Bernie
Sanders teamed up with rapper
Cardi B Monday to encourage

young voters to turn out for the 2020
election. The unlikely duo met at a nail
salon in Detroit to film a campaign
video aimed at younger voters-a fitting
spot for Cardi B, who is known for her
elaborate manicures in addition to
chart-topping hits. “We (are) working
on a way to involve more young people
in the political process,” Sanders, 77,
told CNN before filming began. “They
are voting in large numbers, but not
enough numbers.”

Democratic polling shows Sanders is
the number two candidate in a crowded
field seeking the party’s nomination to
defeat Donald Trump, although Sanders
has about half the support of the leader
Joe Biden. After the shoot, Cardi B
posted a picture on Instagram of her

interviewing the Vermont senator in the
salon.

“Thank you Senator Bernie Sanders
for sitting with me and sharing your
plans on how you will change this coun-
try,” the Grammy-winning artist cap-
tioned the image. She added she had
asked her followers to suggest ques-
tions for the left-wing Sanders and
advised them to “stay tuned to see how
he will fight for economic, racial and
social justice for all.” According to
Sanders, he and the 26-year-old rap
superstar discussed a range of issues,
including raising the minimum wage,
canceling student debt, and climate
change.

This is not Cardi B’s first foray into
the political arena. Earlier this month
she was vocal in her support for
Sanders, tweeting, “We let him down in
2016,” when he lost to Hillary Clinton. In
January, Cardi B, born Belcalis
Almanzar, posted a profanity-laced
video on Instagram blasting Trump and
the US government shutdown. — AFP


