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Traditional embroidery on modern dresses,
men's robes turned into women's jackets-
Tunisian designers are making their mark

with outfits inspired by their country's heritage.
Drawing on a diverse range of regional styles,
designers like Zeineb Chiboub are adding modern
touches to the North African country's traditional
garb. Wearing a hooded coat inspired by the kach-
abiya, a winter robe usually worn by men, Chiboub
says the idea of reworking generations-old designs
is catching on.

"Tunisians, especially young people, are increas-
ingly fond of Tunisian heritage. They want to show
their identity," she says. Every week, Chiboub, a phar-
macist by training, heads to a different region in
search of old clothes. She cuts them up and trans-
forms them into "stylized" models in order to sell
them at her shop in an upmarket suburb of Tunis.

Tunisia boasts a wide variety of clothes inspired
by past rulers, with Carthaginian, Roman, Amazigh,
Arab, Andalusian and Ottoman styles all leaving an
imprint. Each region has its own style of dress for
weddings and religious ceremonies, using luxuri-
ous silk, lace and tulle fabrics richly ornamented
with silver, gold and filigree threads. But Chiboub
says her clients are also looking for everyday
clothes. Her most in-demand item is the Maryoul
Fadhila, a traditional silk or cotton top worn over
jeans or a short skirt. Haifa Ifaa, a student in her
20s, says the clothes give her a feeling of pride. "I
love wearing the updated clothes of our grand-
mothers," she says, standing at the entrance of the
shop of Faouzia Frad, another designer of reworked
traditional clothing. "(They) show the beauty of our
heritage."

'Warm and daring colors' 
Veteran designer Frad says her designs combine

traditional embroidery with "more sophisticated,
more tailored dresses, adapted to the tastes of the
modern woman."  She says the concept is increas-
ingly popular. Stylist Ilyes Ben Amor agrees.  "The
ethnic trend is in vogue at haute couture houses
and on international podiums," he says. It is a cele-
bration of the "warm and daring colors of tradition-
al clothes, which spread joy and freshness, contrary
to all that is dark, full of sadness, like the niqab," the
face-covering Islamic veil, he adds. Some designers
see taking inspiration from the country's past as a
statement against religious extremism. Tunisia has
experienced an ongoing jihadist insurgency since a
2011 revolution toppled long-time dictator Zine El-
Abidine Ben Ali.

"Our only weapon against fundamentalism is our
identity, our culture, our craftsmanship," says Fatma
Ben Abdallah, head of the jury of the annual Khomsa
d'Or fashion show. The show, set for May 18, will host
both amateur and professional artisans and design-
ers. Organized by the National Crafts Board, it aims to
revive the traditional dress in Tunisia, with the dream
of crossing borders. Ben Abdallah has ambitions
beyond that, hoping to organize international fash-
ion events to showcase Tunisian designs. It will be a
challenge-to date, there is no official data on revenue
from the clothing sector or its export potential.

"We have a very rich heritage, talent and taste,"
she says. "But we lack resources, and without the
support of the government, this dream cannot be
realized." Three-time Khomsa d'Or prize winner
Ilyes El Andari agrees.  "The traditional dress is the
showcase of the country. It deserves to be more
supported," he says. — AFP

Multimillionaire Tory Burch kicked off Valentine's Day
at New York fashion week on Tuesday by unveiling
a Katharine Hepburn inspired collection designed

for the modern, elegant and powerful woman. Held at the
Whitney Museum of American Art, where the winter sun
poured through the windows and a red hardback of love
poems was carefully laid out for each guest, the show
oozed class.

The opening look-a model dressed in a white coat and
white pants-was difficult to dissociate with one of Hillary
Clinton's most iconic ones during her defeated presidential bid
last year that Burch supported. "To me, she is a hero," 50-year-

old Burch told AFP backstage of Hepburn, the late screen leg-
end, after the show on the sixth day of fashion week. "I think
she personifies powerful women in a way, she was very irrever-
ent and outspoken and did it with such grace."

From a classic navy blue pant suit, to a waist accentuated
by silver-colored sparkling buttons, to a Fair Isle winter
sweater paired with velvet pants or jacquard skirt, they could
have been staples from a chic 1950s closet. Burch, whom
Forbes ranks 73 on the list of the world's most powerful
women, has made a fortune out of her lifestyle brand of prep-
py chic. Since Oprah Winfrey helped propel her to fame in
2005, Burch's clothes have been worn by well-heeled women

all over the world such as Catherine Zeta-Jones, Jennifer
Lopez or the duchess of Cambridge. Actress Diane Kruger was
at her show Tuesday.

Burch said she had been "greatly affected" by the protests
that erupted after Donald Trump's inauguration, especially the
massive women's march on Washington on January 21. "It was
something that takes your breath away," she said. "I think that
it's bigger than what it became about, because women are
half the population, it should be equal rights, equal pay... it
should be a given not a favor." The designer said she was gear-
ing up for a Women's Day campaign on March 8 that would
bring together women and girls to talk about embracing

ambition and "how important that is right now, especially for
women in America."

But Burch downplayed a dinner she attended that was
hosted by first daughter Ivanka Trump-before her father's inau-
guration-another elegant New York businesswoman who has
also called for better pay for women and child care. "It was just
a meeting that someone set up, 15 CEOs maybe in a room, I
think she is just trying to figure out what she is doing," said
Burch. "I don't work with Ivanka, so I don't know." — AFP

The Tory Burch collection is modeled during Fashion Week in New York, Tuesday.

Hepburn is muse in defense of women on NY runway

Tunisian fashion designers 
look to past for inspiration

Tunisian fashion designer Olfa Mhaoued, who is inspired by adding modern touches to the North African country's traditional garbs, is applauded at
the end of a fashion show in Tunis. — AFP photos

Models present creations by 
Tunisian fashion designer Olfa Mhaoued.


