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Following 21 days of evidence includ-
ing 50 witnesses and hours of sear-
ing testimony, jurors on Friday began

considering whether internationally
famous singer R Kelly orchestrated a sex
crimes ring for nearly three decades. The
case, delayed over a year by the pandem-
ic, is seen as landmark for the #MeToo
movement as it is the first major sex
abuse trial where the majority of accusers
are Black women. The prosecution
painstakingly wove the threads of alleged
wrongdoing into an intricate pattern of
crimes they say the artist born Robert
Sylvester Kelly perpetrated with impunity,
capitalizing on his fame to prey on young

women and teenagers for his own sexual
gratification.

The state was tasked with proving the
54-year-old singer is guilty of racketeering,
a serious charge commonly associated

with the mafia that casts Kelly as the boss
of an enterprise of associates who facilitat-
ed his abuse. He is also charged with
eight counts under the Mann Act, a law
prohibiting transportation of people across
state lines for sex. Judge Ann Donnelly
sent the jurors home Friday afternoon
without a verdict. They will continue delib-
erating Monday.

To convict Kelly on racketeering, jurors
must find him guilty of at least two of 14
“predicate acts”-the crimes elemental to
the wider pattern of illegal wrongdoing.
Disturbing testimony intended to prove
those acts included accusations of rape,
druggings, imprisonment and child

pornography. Accusers’ stories ran in par-
allel: many of the alleged victims
described meeting the singer at concerts
or mall performances, and being handed
slips of paper with Kelly’s contact by his
entourage.

Several said they were told he could
bolster their music industry aspirations.
But all were instead “indoctrinated” into
Kelly’s world, according to prosecutors,
groomed for sex at hiss whim and kept in
line by “coercive means of control” includ-
ing isolation and cruel disciplinarily meas-
ures. “He’s not a genius. He’s a criminal.
He’s a predator,” said Nadia Shihata, the
assistant US attorney told jurors. “Writing

hit songs and performing for audiences
onstage doesn’t give you license to com-
mit crimes.”

The defense painted a drastically differ-
ent portrait of the superstar, arguing he
was a “sex symbol” and “playboy” who
was being attacked by scorned exes and
money-hungry superfans. “They’re all
working on these paydays,” said attorney
Deveraux Cannick. Shihata attacked that
argument in her rebuttal, telling jurors that
witnesses-nine women and two men
detailed devastating abuse on the stand-
“relived some of the worst periods of their
lives for you.”—AFP
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US returns
ancient
Gilgamesh
tablet to Iraq
A3,500-year-old tablet recounting the

epic of Gilgamesh was returned to
Iraq Thursday after being stolen

three decades ago and illegally imported to
the United States. Iraqi Cultural Minister
Hassan Nazim accepted the tablet during
a ceremony in Washington. “To me, it
means restituting self-esteem and the con-
fidence in Iraqi society,” he said.

Despite its small size, the ancient arti-
fact has immense cultural and historical
value. It contains portions of the “Epic of
Gilgamesh,” considered one of the oldest
works of literature in human history, which
tells the story of a powerful Mesopotamian
king on a quest for immortality. “It’s a story
which has influenced all the great
monotheistic religions, leaving traces also
on the Iliad and the Odyssey,” said
UNESCO Director General Audrey
Azoulay, who called the tale a “treasure”
for “our common humanity.”

She added that the stone’s return to its
rightful home is “a major victory for the
international community over those who
mutilate heritage.” “Its repatriation itself is a
tale of epic proportions,” said US Assistant
Attorney General Kenneth Polite. The clay
tablet, carved with cuneiform characters, is
believed to have been stolen from an Iraqi
museum in 1991, around the time of the
first Gulf War. It reappeared in Britain in

2001, according to Polite.
An American art dealer bought it from a

London-based Jordanian family in 2003,
before sending the piece to the United
States without declaring its true nature to
customs. It was then sold to antique deal-
ers in 2007 for $50,000 under a false cer-
tificate of origin. The tablet was sold once
again in 2014 for $1.67 million to the own-
ers of craft chain Hobby Lobby, the Green
family, fundamentalist Christians who
wanted to display the stone at their
Museum of the Bible in Washington.

A museum curator became concerned
about the tablet’s origins in 2017, feeling
that its documentation was incomplete. It
was finally seized in 2019. Iraq’s Ministry
of Culture called on other organizations to
scrutinize artifacts of dubious provenance
in an effort to uncover other missing
treasures of antiquity. “We invite all uni-
versities, museums, institutes (and) antiq-
uities collectors to confront the illicit traf-
ficking of artifacts to show more care and
interest in restituting those which have
been trafficked to the country of origin,”
the ministry said.—AFP
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Footprints dating back 23,000 years
have been discovered in the United
States, suggesting humans settled

North America long before the end of the
last Ice Age, research published Thursday
showed. The findings push back the date
at which the continent was colonized by its
first inhabitants by thousands of years.
The footprints were left in mud on the
banks of a long-since dried up lake, which
is now part of a New Mexico desert.

Sediment filled the indentations and
hardened into rock, protecting evidence of
our ancient relatives, and giving scientists
a detailed insight into their lives. “Many
tracks appear to be those of teenagers
and children; large adult footprints are less
frequent,” write the authors of the study
published in the American journal Science.

“One hypothesis for this is the division
of labor, in which adults are involved in
skilled tasks whereas ‘fetching and carry-
ing’ are delegated to teenagers. “Children
accompany the teenagers, and collectively
they leave a higher number of footprints.”
Researchers also found tracks left by
mammoths, prehistoric wolves, and even
giant sloths, which appear to have been
around at the same time as the humans
visited the lake.

The Americas were the last continent to
be reached by humanity. For decades, the
most commonly accepted theory has been
that settlers came to North America from
eastern Siberia across a land bridge - the
present-day Bering Strait. From Alaska,
they headed south to kinder climes.
Archaeological evidence, including spear-
heads used to kill mammoths, has long
suggested a 13,500-year-old settlement

associated with so-called Clovis culture -
named after a town in New Mexico.

This was considered the continent’s
first civilization, and the forerunner of
groups that became known as Native
Americans. However, the notion of Clovis
culture has been challenged over the past
20 years, with new discoveries that have
pushed back the age of the first settle-
ments. Generally, even this pushed-back
estimate of the age of the first settlements
had not been more than 16,000 years,
after the end of the so-called “last glacial
maximum” - the period when ice sheets
were at their most widespread.

This episode, which lasted until about
20,000 years ago, is crucial because it is
believed that with ice covering much of
the northern parts of the continent,
human migration from Asia into North
America and beyond would have been
very difficult. — AFP 

Fossilized footprints found in New Mexico.
— AFP 

Asia Argento, the actress whose rape
allegations against Harvey Weinstein
helped trigger the #MeToo move-

ment, has paid the price for her bravery. “I
can’t say it helped my life very much,” the
47-year-old told AFP. Argento’s revelations
four years ago that she had been raped by
the US producer in 1997 at the age of 21
set off a wave of allegations across the film
industry and far beyond. “It became a
tsunami,” she said. “It didn’t help me, it put
me in a huge depression, but my con-
science told me I had to tell the truth.”

The daughter of great Italian horror film-
maker Dario Argento, she is now recount-
ing that episode and the rest of her tumul-
tuous life in an autobiography, “Anatomy of
a Wild Heart”. It caused a stir when it was
published in Italy in January for recounting
another alleged sexual assault - this time
by Rob Cohen (director of “The Fast and
the Furious”). Argento accuses Cohen of
drugging and raping her during the filming
of “xXx” in 2002. Cohen has denied the
accusation, but faces other sexual assault
claims, including by his own daughter.

‘Loses its meaning’ 
Despite the whirlwind it caused,

Argento has no regrets about speaking
out against Weinstein. “When I discovered
that there were several women who expe-
rienced the same thing... that this guy was
a serial predator... I couldn’t escape this
voice that told me: ‘How will you feel if you
know all this and you dont’ say anything,’”
she told AFP.

“And it wasn’t a failure, because I suc-
ceeded in sending this guy to prison.”
Weinstein was found guilty in 2020 of
dozens of charges of rape and sexual
assault, and sentenced to 23 years in
prison. He is appealing the verdicts. But
she has mixed feelings about the MeToo
movement, fearing it has become “almost a
fashionable thing”. “When we hear a word

too many times, it loses its meaning. When
we speak about something too much, it
becomes hysterical.”

Allegations
Argento has faced her own accusations,

accused by former child actor Jimmy
Bennett of sexually assaulting him when he
was 17. Argento denies the charges, say-
ing Bennett, who once played her son in a
movie, was obsessed with her and was try-
ing to extort money from her boyfriend, the
celebrity chef Anthony Bourdain. According
to her lawyer, Bourdain chose to pay
Bennett $380,000 for his silence but she
froze the remaining payments after
Bourdain’s death by suicide in 2018. Today,
she avoids the subject, telling AFP: “These
are things that don’t belong to my present. I
don’t carry any resentment.”

‘Not my fight’ 
Argento does, however, resent the idea

of being “a symbol” of any women’s move-
ment. “I thought my mother had carried out
the fight for women’s liberation, sexual lib-
eration... To find myself now talking about
the same thing, it bothers me a little. “It’s
not my fight, I did what I had to do, it
doesn’t interest me.” Her autobiography is
the account of a tumultuous life, a wild but
painful childhood in Rome, trapped with a
neglectful father and violent mother.

It hardly calmed down after that as she
found success in acting, directing and
music in a swirl of drugs, love affairs and
tragedy - not least the shocking death of
Bourdain. For the “eternally misunder-
stood”, as she sees herself, the writing has
been an act of therapy. “When I vomited all
this on to the paper, I could take a step
back and look at it with some distance, like
looking at a painting.—AFP

French high-end fashion brand Saint
Laurent will stop using fur in its col-
lections from next year, its parent

company Kering said on Friday, joining a
growing list of global companies. Kering
brand Brioni will also forsake fur, the com-
pany said, making all the fashion group’s
houses fur-free. Animal rights groups have
long lobbied the global fashion industry to
give up fur and several, including Versace,
Chanel and Michael Kors, had already
stopped using it. People for the Ethical
Treatment of Animals (PETA) took the lead
in protesting against Saint Laurent,
demonstrating outside its store in the fash-
ionable Avenue Montaigne in Paris this
year after supermodel Kate Moss
appeared in an advertising campaign for
the brand wearing a fox coat.

“There is nothing glamorous about fur,”
PETA told Saint Laurent. Within the Kering
group, Gucci was the first to drop fur in
2017, followed by Balenciaga, Bottega
Veneta et Alexander McQueen. “The world
has changed, along with our clients, and
luxury naturally needs to adapt to that,”
Kering CEO Francois-Henri Pinault said in
a statement. Kering would be entirely fur-
free from the Fall 2022 collections.

On Friday, among the fur items still
available in Saint Laurent’s webstore were
a rabbit coat priced at 5,500 euros
($6,450), a sleeveless fox vest for the
same price, and a pair of mink mules for
995 euros. “We believe that killing animals
not to eat them but only for their fur
doesn’t correspond to modern luxury
which must be ethical, in sync with its
times and the questions of our societies,”
Marie-Claire Daveu, head of sustainable
development at Kering, told AFP. LVMH,
the world’s largest luxury group and Kering
rival, meanwhile told AFP that it continued
to allow its brands to meet customer
demand for fur products.

These were being made “in the most
ethical and responsible way possible”,
LVMH said, adding that it had banned all fur
from endangered species. According to
PETA, 85 percent of fur sold in the world
originates from animals who live their entire
lives in captivity, often in conditions “of mis-
ery” and “extreme suffering”. They are usu-
ally killed by poison gas, electrocution or
beaten to death with clubs, it said.—AFP

Former supermodel Linda Evangelista
is seeking $50 million in damages
from the company behind a fat-

reducing procedure that she says left her
deformed and unemployable when she
suffered a rare side effect. Evangelista,
56, said in a message on Instagram this
week that she underwent “CoolSculpting”
five years ago and that it had caused her
fat cells to increase rather than decrease,
leaving her looking horribly bloated. 

Evangelista, a 1990s modeling icon
from Canada who dominated the cat-
walks with the likes of Cindy Crawford
and Naomi Campbell, said in the post
Wednesday that Zeltiq, the company that
devised and markets the procedure, nev-
er warned her about this possible side
effect. She said her current appearance -
the result of a condition called paradoxical
adipose hyperplasia (PAH) - explained
her absence from the public spotlight in
recent years. 

“To my followers who have wondered
why I have not been working while my
peers’ careers have been thriving, the rea-
son is that I was brutally disfigured by
Zeltiq’s CoolSculpting procedure which did
the opposite of what it promised,”
Evangelista wrote. “It increased, not
decreased, my fat cells and left me per-
manently deformed even after undergoing
two painful, unsuccessful, corrective sur-
geries. I have been left, as the media has
described, ‘unrecognizable,’” she added. 

Evangelista filed suit in federal court in
New York last week. In the complaint,
Evangelista’s attorneys seek compensa-
tion for her “severe and permanent per-
sonal injuries and disfigurement, her pain
and suffering, severe emotional distress
and mental anguish, and the economic
losses that she sustained as a result of
being rendered unemployable and unable
to earn an income as a model.”

Lawyers allege that Zeltiq knew of the
risk of the fat-increasing side effect but
failed to warn consumers and/or withheld
material information from them.
Evangelista has received no modeling
revenue since 2016, except money from
work predating that year, and has been
forced to cancel public engagements, it
added. Evangelista said the procedure -
and failed attempts to correct it - had
turned her into a depressed recluse. “I am
moving forward to rid myself of my shame,
and going public with my story,”
Evangelista wrote. “I’m so tired of living
this way. I would like to walk out my door
with my head held high, despite not look-
ing like myself any longer.”— AFP 

Bad hair day:
India salon told to 
pay $271,000 for
botched trim

An Indian salon has been ordered to
pay more than $271,000 in dam-
ages to a model for a botched hair-

cut which she claimed caused a “severe

mental breakdown”. Aashna Roy went to
the salon at a top New Delhi hotel in 2018
and asked staff to trim a conservative four
inches  from her tips, according to a judg-
ment by the city’s consumer court. 

“However, to the utter shock and sur-
prise of the complainant, the hairdresser
chopped off her entire hair leaving only 4
inches from the top and barely touching
her shoulders,” it added. The court deter-
mined that as Roy had already estab-
lished a career lending her skills to adver-
tisements for hair products, the botched
haircut had led to “severe mental break-
down and trauma”.

“There is no doubt that the women are
very cautious and careful with regard to

their hair,” said the ruling by the National
Consumer Disputes Redressal
Commission. “They spend a handsome
amount on keeping the hair in good condi-
tion. They are also emotionally attached
with their hairs,” it added. “She lost her
expected assignments and suffered a
huge loss which completely changed her
lifestyle and shattered her dream to be a
top model.” The court told the salon,
which can still appeal the verdict, to pay
20 million rupees within eight weeks of
the order. —AFP 

In this file photo taken on Feb 25, 2020, a
model presents a creation for Yves Saint
Laurent. — AFP 

Linda Evangelista

Dulce Martinez de la Rosa shows garmen
made with indigenous fabrics at “Fabric
Social”.


