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Iranians ride their bicycles around the artificial Chitgar lake in the capital Tehran. An Iranian woman rides a bicycle around the artificial Chitgar lake. Farshad Rezayi, a 32-year-old chef, rides over 30 kilometers a day to get to and
from work, in Iran’s capital Tehran. — AFP photos

Harmony Anne-Marie Ilunga (left) and other models getting ready in the backstage area before the
‘Harmony IV’ fashion show.

Harmony Anne-Marie Ilunga and another model presenting
creations during the ‘Harmony IV’ fashion show.

Models standing in the presentation area during the ‘Harmony
IV’ fashion show.

Harmony Anne-Marie Ilunga (center) taking part in a rehearsal
for the upcoming ‘Harmony IV’ fashion show in Hong Kong.

Harmony Anne-Marie Ilunga about to show off a creation during the ‘Harmony IV’ fashion
show. — AFP photos

Two of Charles Darwin’s notebooks
containing his pioneering ideas on
evolution and his famous “Tree of

Life” sketch are missing, believed
stolen, the Cambridge University Library
said yesterday. The British scientist
filled the leather notebooks in 1837 after
returning from his voyage on the HMS
Beagle. The library said they were worth
millions of pounds. In one book, he
drew a diagram showing several possi-
bilities for the evolution of a species and
later published a more developed illus-
tration in his 1859 book “On the Origin
of Species”.

The University of Cambridge’s vast
library first listed the notebooks as miss-
ing in 2001 after they were moved out of
the Special Collections Strong Rooms
for photography to be carried out there.
They were long believed to have been
incorrectly filed within the building,
which contains around 10 million books,
maps and manuscripts and has one of
the world’s most significant Darwin
archives. However a major search this
year-the largest in the library’s history-
failed to turn up the notebooks.
“Curators have concluded the note-
books... have likely been stolen,” the
library said in a statement. It said it had
informed local police and the books had
been listed on Interpol’s database of
stolen artworks, called Psyche.

The University Librarian, Jessica
Gardner, released a video statement
appealing to the public to help. “It is
deeply regretful to me that these note-
books remain missing despite numer-
ous wide-scale searches over the last
20 years,” she said, adding that the
library has since massively improved its
security systems. —AFP

As a young black woman modeling
in Hong Kong, Harmony Anne-
Marie Ilunga rarely saw anyone

who looked like her in the magazines.
Now the 22-year-old is trying to change
that, one model at a time. While the
Black Lives Matter movement fuels
debate and change in the fashion worlds
of the United States and parts of Europe,
industry figures say Asia’s beauty and
body expectations remain dominated by
an ideal that is pale, thin, and unrepre-
sentative of the region. “I would walk into
an agency and they told me that they
prefer white models to black models,”
Ilunga, who moved to Hong Kong as a
child refugee from the Democratic
Republic of Congo, told AFP. “I remem-
ber just being shattered. I was 17, it just
broke my heart.”

Again and again, she saw that mod-
els in the wealthy global finance hub-
home to roughly 600,000 people of non-
Chinese descent-were expected to be
“tall, light, and skinny”. The same was
true of the massive fashion market in
mainland China. “I started lightening my
skin, using lightening products... Just so
that I could fit into society’s norms,”
Ilunga explained. After rounds of rejec-
tions, in 2018 she opened her own small
agency to champion models of all skin
tones and sizes. “Representation mat-
ters so much,” she said, adding she
believes fashion is an accessible way to
change minds-and prevent other young

women from feeling they have to
change.

‘Too much’ 
Ilunga’s agency now has 32 male and

female models on its books from places
such as Rwanda, Burundi, Pakistan,
India, Sri Lanka, Nepal and the
Philippines.  They have enjoyed some
successes-though she admits changing
attitudes is hard.  One of her most
booked models, she said, is an 18-year-
old Burundian. “Most are not local
brands, but they are brands that are try-
ing to promote internationally-that’s the
thing,” she said of the kind of clients will-
ing to look beyond white or Asian mod-
els. Ilunga said she has found male
black models are more sought after,
seen as “cool, much more stylish”. But
there is still resistance to black women.
She recalled a pitch meeting with a
client featuring a model of mixed black
and Asian ethnicity. “She looks Asian,
her features, but she has curly hair-and
the client was like, ‘she is too much for
us’,” Ilunga said.  “When it comes to cer-
tain black girls... I can’t categorize it, but
I feel like it is still an issue of them being
too strong.”

One size fits all 
The lack of diversity in Asia’s fashion

world is not just limited to pale skin
tones. While the US and Europe’s fash-
ion industries are beginning to welcome

campaigns featuring normal bodies-and
even ban some size-zero models on
health grounds-in much of Asia, skinny
remains the expectation. Chinese con-
sumers expect brands to conform to
their standards, with an emphasis on
pale and slender body types, said
Laurence Lim Dally of Cherry Blossoms
Intercultural Branding, which helps inter-
national brands market to Chinese con-
sumers. “Being fat is seen as self-
neglect and the opposite to Confucius’
emphasis on self-improvement,” she
said. That pressure was experienced
acutely by 31-year-old Eurasian model
Mia Kang, who grew up in Hong Kong
and was scouted as a teenager-with her

agencies expecting her to maintain the
same youthful physique.

She developed anorexia and bulimia
and used drugs, laxatives, supplements
and diuretics, doing “anything I could do
to be as thin as possible”.  While she
acknowledges that modeling is tough all
over the world, the demands made of
models in Asia “were some of the
strictest I have experienced”. In her
book “Knockout”, detailing her struggles
and recovery with the help of Muay Thai
boxing, she speaks of returning from
modeling in Europe in her twenties to be
told she must lose weight.

“What is socially and culturally deter-
mined to be a beautiful woman in Asia is
a more narrow ideal than what it is in the
West,” she said, adding she has had far
more success since leaving Hong Kong.
“I think the Asian market has barely even
begun to expand its horizons and work
towards diversity,” Kang said. “We
deserve representation within our own
media too.” Ilunga maintains some opti-
mism. “At least there is a conversation,”
she said, describing how one parent
thanked her for her work and the impact
seeing a working young black model,
had on her daughters. “If I had had
someone I could look up to when I was
young then I would maybe not have
lightened my skin.”— AFP

One sunny day, Tehran’s mayor
and foreign diplomats rode bicy-
cles through the Iranian capital to

promote cycling-no mean feat in a city of
steep roads, heavy traffic and toxic
fumes. The metropolis of over eight mil-
lion at the foot of the Alborz mountains is
choked with vehicles running on subsi-
dized fuel and has limited infrastructure
for alternative modes of transport. But its
mayor Pirouz Hanachi believes trying to
make a dent in the city’s traffic and pollu-
tion problem by promoting a bike-shar-
ing initiative is worth the effort.  Hanachi
has tried to promote cycling by launch-
ing “Tuesdays without cars” when he
and other team members use pedal
power to get to and from the office.

“We are not saying this is the solution,
but it’s a short-term, accessible, cheap
and productive” one to help “ease traffic
and pollution a bit,” he said. “It won’t be
like Amsterdam, but it can be a new

experience.” Downtown Tehran is notori-
ous for its traffic jams and regularly cov-
ered in vehicle exhaust smog worsened
by pollution from factories around the city
limits. That is why the municipality is sup-
porting a bike-sharing start-up called
Bdood (“fumeless” in Farsi), the mayor
said.  The company’s signature orange
bikes can now be seen in 147 stations
across Tehran, according to the compa-
ny’s website.

‘Intruders’ 
For the mayor, Tehran residents would

ideally commute to work by cycling to
the nearest metro station then riding the
train. The municipality is “increasing
cycling paths and trying to make bicy-
cles more accessible,” he added. Yet
cyclists say a lack of dedicated infra-
structure makes it difficult for the city to
be bike-friendly. “Not at all,” laughed
Farshad Rezayi when asked if Tehran

was accommodating to cyclists. “Like,
no way!” The 32-year-old chef, who said
he is “addicted” to cycling, said he rides
over 30 kilometers a day to get to and
from work.

He crosses highways and streets with
few dedicated bike lanes. Where they do
exist, he said, they have mostly been tak-
en over by motorbikes. It is common-
place in Tehran to see motorcycles
speeding down sidewalks or taking up
empty space not occupied by cars. “A
lot more infrastructure is needed for reg-
ular cycling to be a thing,” Rezayi said,
adding that motorists and pedestrians
mostly regard cyclists as “intruders”.
“Sometimes drivers harass you, pedestri-
ans get nasty-from snide remarks to
physical stuff, dangerous moves that
could get you killed.”

‘White Pedal’ 
Tragedy struck in June when a profes-

sional cyclist died in the capital after she
was hit by a car. In her memory, a group
of Tehran residents have launched a
campaign called “White Pedal” to raise
awareness about cycling and promote it
by sharing articles online. Part of the ini-
tiative involves the campaign purchasing
bikes for impoverished children, said its
co-manager Mahboubeh Kohanzad.
Bdood co-founder Gholamhossein
Qasemi said he dreams big, imagining
an Iran with electric vehicles and “clean
transportation”.

In the meantime, the bike-sharing
service costs about 10 US cents for 30
minutes-roughly the same as a short
shared-taxi ride-and can be accessed
via an app. Sarfaraz, unlocking a Bdood
bike at Tehran’s bustling Valiasr Square,
said he’d been using the service for over
a year and a half and was “very satis-
fied”. Cleaning the handles with a sani-
tizing swipe, the 30-year-old marketer

said he preferred the orange, gearless
bikes to taxis, particularly during the
novel coronavirus pandemic-but not for
long distances or uphill.  Animator
Nastaran Jabarnia, 29, said Bdood’s
bikes inspired her to repair her own old
one, although she said being a woman
cyclist in Tehran posed certain addition-
al challenges.

“Being cat-called, whistled at, or even
cars tailing you and passing at high
speed” were some of the problems she
faced, she told AFP in a phone interview.
“And then there’s the hijab,” she added,
referring to the mandatory head covering
for women.  Aside from the physical and
environmental hurdles, there is another
challenge for Iranian women cyclists:
ultra-conservatives consider it to be
immoral. “I go out fully covered but still
get stressed,” she said. — AFP

This picture shows Harmony Anne-Marie
Ilunga, 22, who moved to Hong Kong as a
child refugee from the Democratic Republic of
Congo, having her makeup applied in the
backstage area before the ‘Harmony IV’ fash-
ion show in Hong Kong, which aims to cele-
brate the city’s diversity. 

A handout image released by the University of
Cambridge shows the 1837 ‘Tree of Life’ sketch
on a page from one of the lost notebooks of
British scientist Charles Darwin. — AFP 


