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An illuminated manhole cover of ‘Haruhi Suzumiya’ by Tanigawa Nagaru and Noizi Ito is seen
in Tokorozawa, Saitama Prefecture. — AFP photos

A man stands next to an illuminated manhole cover of ‘Lucky Star’ by Kagami Yoshimizu in
Tokorozawa, Saitama Prefecture. 

T
he humble manhole cover might
not seem like much of a blank can-
vas, but one Japanese city is

reimagining the possibilities with illumi-
nated versions featuring anime charac-
ters. Tokorozawa, near Tokyo, is hoping
the unusual additions will attract visitors,
including enthusiasts of the painted
decorated manhole covers that adorn
some of Japan’s streets. “They’re
Japan’s first illuminated manhole cov-
ers,” city official Junichi Koike told AFP.
Japan is no stranger to decorative man-
hole covers, boasting everything from
ornately engraved versions to ones
painted with city mascots.

Cities have been sprucing them up
for at least four decades, with the goal
of improving the image of the sewerage
system. A subculture of manhole cover
fans has sprung up, with enthusiasts
swapping information on social media
about their favorite versions under the
hashtag #manhotalk. “‘Manholers’ enjoy
discovering different kinds of manhole
covers,” Koike said. “We hope the new
illuminated ones will further improve the
dirty and smelly image of manholes and
also revitalise the local economy by
bringing in visitors.”

A total of 28 manhole covers were

installed throughout the city on August
1, featuring anime characters like
Gundam robot and from “Neon Genesis
Evangelion” sci-fi animation series and
“The Melancholy of Haruhi Suzumiya”
TV series. The covers light up from 6 pm
to 2 am using solar power, illuminating
the pavements that lead from the city’s
main train station to a new cultural com-
plex, featuring an anime museum. They
are part of the project in which the city
collects revenue by allowing private
companies - in this case major media
group Kadokawa - to use manhole cov-
ers for advertising. 

But while city officials say the extra
street lighting could serve as a crime
deterrent, security guards are having to
expand their patrols to pass by the cov-
ers in case anyone tries to steal or dam-
age them. The covers have had a posi-
tive reception so far, from enthusiasts
and local residents alike. “They are
more illuminated than I expected,” man-
hole fan Kaoru Morita, 55, told AFP.
“Usually when you are looking for man-
holes, they are actually not so easy to
spot. But I can see where these are
from far away, so it’s helpful for a per-
son like me looking for them.”

Tatsuhiko Sato, 29, who lives in the

city, admits he was a bit surprised to
see the covers at first. “But it was a
good surprise. The animations I always
watch can also be enjoyed in this way.
It’s also fun for children.” There are
some 15 million manholes in Japan, but
only a fraction feature painted designs,
which boost the cost of a cover from

around $600 to sometimes double that.
The cost of the illuminated covers has
not been disclosed, but is covered by
the sponsor, and the funky feature will
stay in place for as long as the firm con-
tinues to pay for it. — AFP 

A man stands next to an illuminated manhole cover of ‘Lucky Star’ by Kagami Yoshimizu in
Tokorozawa, Saitama Prefecture. 

Photo shows a specimen of an ichthyosaur specimen with its stomach contents visible as a
block that extrudes from its body, being displayed near the entrance of the Xingyi Geopark
Museum in Wusha District, Xingyi City, Guizhou Province, China. — AFP 

US singer Taylor Swift

T
he Venice Film Festival issued
virus safety guidelines on
Friday, as organizers hope the

oldest such event in the world can
maintain its international panache
while remaining infection-free. The
10-day festival that begins next
month on the legendary Lido in
Venice is likely to be one of the festi-
val’s most atypical, given the masks
and social distancing necessitated
by the lingering threat of coronavirus.
The Biennale di Venezia, as it is
called in Italian, has taken on greater
importance this year as film festivals
across have the globe have can-
celled, including Venice’s main com-
petitor, the glamorous Cannes Film
Festival on the Cote d’Azur in
France.

But recent spikes in coronavirus
cases around Europe-including Italy-
have raised the stakes for the festi-
val, the first major international film
event to be held in the midst of the
ongoing pandemic. Festival organiz-
ers have already warned that the
September 2-12 event will be a more
scaled-down affair as thousands of
filmmakers, actors, journalists and
industry executives are unable to
travel due to border restrictions. Still,
the prestigious festival-now in its 77th
year-will attract hundreds of journal-
ists and a mostly European crowd of
guests, including personalities such
as Australian actress Cate Blanchett,
president of the jury.

Those who arrive from outside
Europe’s Schengen area will have to
submit results of a COVID-19 test
just before their departure, organis-
ers said, with a second test carried
out in Venice. Thermoscanners will
be set up at every entrance to the
festival, with disinfecting liquid avail-
able in all screening rooms, halls and
meeting points.  Masks are manda-
tory not only inside theatres but in all
outdoor areas.  In a move sure to
disappoint star-struck fans, the pub-
lic will not be allowed on the side-
lines of the red carpet, that much
watched parade of fashion and fin-
ery, which will be reserved for pho-
tographers alone.  —AFP

T
aylor Swift has donated more than
23,000 pounds ($30,000) to a
Portuguese student living in Britain

after she spotted an online page seeking
donations to help her fund a maths
degree at university. The Grammy-win-
ning artist said she had been inspired by
Vitoria Mario’s drive and dedication as
she sought to raise 40,000 pounds to
cover accommodation and living costs
while she studied maths at the University
of Warwick.

Mario, who said she had arrived in
Britain unable to speak English four
years ago, wrote on her fundraising page
that she had achieved top grades in her
school-leaving exams and had been pro-
visionally offered a place at Warwick.
However she was not eligible for loans or
grants due to her migration status and
her family were not in a financial position
to support her. She said her family
always believed that if you can get a uni-
versity education in the UK, you “will be
set apart for life”.

“My name is Vitoria Mario, and I am a
young Black 18-year-old with a dream,”
she wrote on gofundme. “Though my sto-
ry is not unique, my dream of becoming
a mathematician is not only a chance at
social mobility for my family and I, but to
inspire people who have been in similar
positions to aspire to be the best version
of themselves and strive for their dreams
despite gender/racial inequality, immi-
gration issues and financial barriers.”

Swift, who is known for giving dona-
tions after spotting requests for help
online, said she wanted to complete the
fundraising and by 1200 GMT Mario had
raised almost 43,000 pounds. “I came
across your story online and am so
inspired by your drive and dedication to
turning your dreams into reality,” she
said. “I want to gift you the rest of your
goal amount. Good luck with everything
you do! Love, Taylor.” — Reuters

M
ore than 230 million years ago, a
giant, dolphin-like marine reptile
known as an ichthyosaur

devoured its final meal - a creature
almost its own size - then died a short
time later. Inside its belly was the body of
a lizard-like aquatic reptile called a tha-
lattosaur, shorn of its head and long tail
but undigested. Paleontologists digging
in a quarry in southwestern China were
surprised to discover the remains in
2010: it’s almost unheard of to find the
stomach contents of marine fossils. A
decade on, in a paper published in
iScience Thursday, researchers conclud-
ed that rather than feeding on much
smaller cephalopods like squid, the five-
meter long ichthyosaur was probably a
megapredator.

What’s more, this particular specimen
might have died while ingesting its prey,
literally biting off more than it could chew.
“The most likely cause of death is the
neck breakage, which likely prevented
the predator from breathing,” co-author
Ryosuke Motani, a paleobiologist at the
University of California, Davis told AFP.
The ichthyosaur may have sustained
injuries while fighting the thalattosaur, he
added, or while trying to swallow it - or
both. But, Motani cautioned: “The inter-
pretation of the death process involves
speculation, because nobody was there
filming it for us.” 

Crocodile-like teeth
The team are a bit more confident that

the thalattosaur, which was slightly small-
er than its foe at four meters in length,
met a violent end, rather than being
scavenged after dying of natural causes.
“There are no signs of rotting of the prey
- if it was a rotten carcass, you would not

expect to see the fingers still attached to
the body,” said Motani. The thalattosaur’s
disconnected tail was found 20 meters
away, leading the team to believe it was
ripped off and left behind by the
ichthyosaur. The ichthyosaur’s stomach
contents didn’t show signs of advanced
digestion by acid, meaning it likely per-
ished soon after its final meal.

“At first, we just didn’t believe it, but
after spending several years visiting the
dig site and looking at the same speci-
mens, we finally were able to swallow
what we were seeing,” added Motani.
Because the discovery of stomach con-
tents in marine fossils is so rare, scien-
tists generally rely on tooth and jaw
shapes to discern what they may have
eaten. Ancient apex predators are typi-
cally thought to have had large, very
sharp teeth — even though some mod-
ern predators like crocodiles use blunt
teeth to consume large prey using grasp-
ing force instead of cutting.

Ichthyosaurs have blunt teeth, but
because there was no direct evidence of
large prey consumption, researchers
previously thought they must feed on
small prey. “Now, we can seriously con-
sider that (Ichthyosaurs) were eating big
animals, even when they had grasping
teeth,” added Motani. These events took
place after the end of the Permian peri-
od, some 250 million years ago, when
land vertebrates started moving back to
the sea following a mass extinction
event. The fact that predators arose
shortly afterwards in the Middle Triassic
was a sign that ecosystems were bounc-
ing back, said Motani.— AFP 

S
cientists have used 3D imaging
to examine the contents of three
mummified animals — a cat, a

snake and a bird of prey - to provide
unprecedented insight into how they
died, all without damaging the speci-
mens. Ancient Egyptians frequently
preserved domesticated animals
alongside humans in burial chambers
to help bridge the gap between the
realms of the living and the dead.
Animal sacrifice and mummification
was so widespread that an entire net-
work of farms and transport infrastruc-
ture was required to keep up with the
demand. Numerous specimens are
held in museums around the world
today, but their contents have until now
been hard to divine without damaging
the mummies. 

A team of Britain-based scientists
used advanced 3D X-ray imaging to
see into three mummified remains
stored at Swansea University’s Egypt
Centre. The first, a house cat no more
than five months old, was found to
have been strangled - as evidenced by
separated vertebrae. “Every day when
we X-ray something in the lab we know
we could be the first people to see the
inside in that way,” said Rich Johnston,
co-Director of Swansea’s Advanced
Imaging of Materials Facility. 

“But with animal mummies it pro-
vides a glimpse into the distant past,
like a time capsule,” he told AFP. 

Snake-gods
The second specimen was a small

bird of prey, whose cause of death
proved inconclusive. But it was the
third mummy that really captivated the
team. From the outside, the egg-
shaped object appears to be non-
descript and could contain just about
anything. When the team conducted
3D scans of it however, they saw it
contained juvenile Egyptian cobra.
More astonishingly, they observed that
it had been buried with its mouth
forced open in accordance with an
ancient Egyptian burial rite.  “Opening
of the mouth allowed statues of deities
and the dead to regain their senses, to
see thereby into the realm of the living,”
said Carolyn Graves-Brown, co-author

of the study released Thursday in
Nature Scientific Reports.

A number of snake-gods appear in
Egyptian mythology and the reptiles
were associated with rebirth — most
likely due to their ability to shed their
skin. “They also are associated with the
earth, and with fire and protection, as
well as danger,” Graves-Brown said.
The team said they hoped their tech-
nique could be used to get ancient
artefacts to disclose their secrets.
“Only with the higher resolution imag-
ing did we find evidence of how the
snake may have been treated while
alive, or that snakes may undergo ritual
processes during mummification,” said
Johnson.  “That hasn’t been seen
before.”— AFP 

This undated handout picture shows a 3D-
scan of a cat head (top) and the cat’s jaw
(bottom) as scientists have used 3D imag-
ing to examine the contents of three mum-
mified animals-a cat, a snake and a bird of
prey-to provide unprecedented insight into
how they died, all without damaging the
specimens. — AFP 


