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O
ne of the buzziest menswear
weeks in recent memory
wrapped in Paris on Sunday.

Here are some of the highlights:

Dior vs Louis Vuitton 
Two very different approaches from

two of the biggest houses, who built
giant rival hangars on either end of the
Tuileries Gardens that run through cen-

tral Paris. While Vuitton created an
entire apartment full of primary colours
and brought along Rosalia for a thump-
ing performance on top of a car, Dior
went with a starkly lit black runway and
refined, sombre outfits, to the soaring
music of German composer Max
Richter and a small orchestra.

Both went down well, even if some
complained it was hard to focus on the
clothes at Vuitton while also watching
Rosalia. Justin Berkowitz, men’s fash-
ion director at New York department
store Bloomingdale’s said the Vuitton
show was the funniest of the week, but
he also praised Kim Jones’s collection
for Dior as “incredibly elegant with a
new sophistication and sumptuousness
rendered in a soft colour palette”.

BTS, Chalamet, Usher 
The celeb count was high this week,

with the biggest crowds of screaming
fans turning up outside the Dior show
for a glimpse of J-Hope from Korean
pop phenomenon BTS. Timothee
Chalamet was a special guest for
Loewe, with artistic director Jonathan
Anderson saying he epitomises the
more daring approach to menswear that
is seeing the sector take off.

“Fashion has never felt more excit-
ing,” Anderson told AFP. “The land-
scape is changing.” Omnipresent
throughout the week was RnB star
Usher, who was hard to miss with his
new, bright-red hairstyle.

A veteran still excites 
Rick Owens has been bringing his

gothic, post-apocalyptic madness to the
Paris catwalk for years, but he still
excites the crowd, which this week
included David and Victoria Beckham.
“Rick Owens continues to impress each
and every season, developing new sil-
houettes, proportions and fabrications
all while staying true to his singular and
truly compelling vision,” said Simon
Longland, head of menswear and wom-
enswear at British department store
Harrods.

Emerging women designers 
A quartet of women in their early thir-

ties-Britain’s Grace Wales Bonner and
Bianca Saunders, France’s Marine

Serre and US award-winner Emily
Bode-were among the hottest tickets. It
was the first l ive show in Paris for
Wales Bonner, inspired by black
Parisian icons, and it showed off her
“sharp tailoring... and charming details
for a spot-on, personal collection”, said
Berkowitz.

Bode, hot off a CFDA menswear
designer of the year award, returned to
Paris for the first time since the pan-
demic with a vintage collection inspired
by her mother’s family that transformed
the stage of the Chatelet Theatre into a
scene from rural America. — AFP

Women who 
dress men
W

omen are increasingly mak-
ing their mark in men’s fash-
ion, breaking through the

“fabric ceiling” that has seen the
industry dominated by men, and
attracted by a sector where some of
the most radical changes are taking
place. Fashion has long been an
industry focused predominantly on
women but run by men, with a 2019
study by PriceWaterhouseCooper
showing just 12.5 percent of fashion
houses had female bosses.

While change is slow at the top, the
latest men’s fashion week in Paris that
wrapped up on Sunday highlighted the
number of exciting women designers
choosing to focus on menswear.
Grace Wales Bonner’s opening night
show in a Place Vendome hotel-her
first physical event in Paris-was one of
the hottest tickets.

Known for literary references and
highlighting black and minority artists,
it was clear why she is considered a
frontrunner to replace the late Virgil
Abloh at Louis Vuitton. “I went into
menswear because I thought there’s a
lot more room for expression,” she
told AFP.

“It feels like it’s not overdeveloped
— (menswear) can be quite conserva-
tive at times.” It was well-received,
with Bloomingdale’s men’s director
Justin Berkowitz praising her “sharp
tailoring... with charming details for a
spot-on, personal collection”.

Bode, meanwhile, returned to Paris
for the first time since the pandemic,
with a vintage collection inspired by
rural America and her mother’s family.
Known for handcrafted clothes, often
made from recycled materials, she
was named menswear designer of the
year at the CFDA Awards in 2022.

There were also shows from
France’s Marine Serre, who has dis-
rupted the industry with her deter-
mined adherence to sustainability, and
Britain’s Bianca Saunders, who told
AFP she was attracted to menswear
because it offered “a different canvas
where I could be very explorative”.
Wales Bonner, Bode, Serre and
Saunders are all in their early thirties,
but more experienced designers like
Gabriela Hearst and Isabel Marant
have also launched menswear lines in
recent years as the sector hots up.

“Men chase an ideal-today I want to
feel like Marlon Brando so I throw on a
leather jacket,” said Hermes shoe
designer Pierre Hardy, a longtime col-
laborator of Veronique Nichanian, who
has headed menswear at the label for
35 years. “Women come with fewer
cliches, with an external and more neu-
tral perspective,” he told.—AFP

Women who lived 
as sex slaves to 
an Indian goddess
D

edicated to an Indian goddess as
a child, Huvakka Bhimappa’s
years of sexual servitude began

when her uncle took her virginity, raping
her in exchange for a saree and some
jewellery. Bhimappa was not yet 10
years old when she became a
“devadasi”-girls coerced by their par-
ents into an elaborate wedding ritual
with a Hindu deity, many of whom are
then forced into illegal prostitution.

Devadasis are expected to live a
life of religious devotion, forbidden
from marrying other mortals,  and
forced at puberty to sacrifice their vir-
ginity to an older man, in return for
money or gifts. “In my case, it was my
mother’s brother,” Bhimappa, now in
her late 40s, told AFP.

What followed was years of sexual
slavery, earning money for her family
through encounters with other men in
the name of serving the goddess.
Bhimappa eventual ly escaped her
servitude but with no education, she
earns around a dollar a day toiling in
fields.

Her time as a devotee to the Hindu
goddess Yellamma has also rendered
her an outcast in the eyes of her com-
munity. She had loved a man once, but
it would have been unthinkable for her
to ask him to marry. “If I was not a
devadasi, I would have had a family
and children and some money. I would
have lived well,” she said.

Devadasis have been an integral
part of southern Indian culture for cen-
turies and once enjoyed a respectable
place in society. Many were highly edu-
cated, trained in classical dance and
music, l ived comfortable l ives and
chose their own sexual partners.

“This notion of more or less religious-
ly sanctioned sexual slavery was not
part of the original system of patron-
age,” historian Gayathri Iyer told AFP.

Iyer said that in the 19th century, during
the British colonial era, the divine pact
between devadasi and goddess
evolved into an institution of sexual
exploitation.

It now serves as a means for pover-
ty-stricken families from the bottom of
India’s rigid caste hierarchy to relieve
themselves of responsibility for their
daughters. The practice was outlawed
in Bhimappa’s home state of Karnataka
back in 1982, and India’s top court has
described the devotion of young girls to
temples as an “evil”.

Campaigners, however, say that
young girls are still secretly inducted
into devadasi orders. Four decades
after the state ban, there are still more
than 70,000 devadasis in Karnataka,
India’s human rights commission wrote
last year.

‘I was alone’ 
Girls are commonly seen as burden-

some and costly in India due to the tra-
dition of wedding dowries. By forcing
daughters to become devadasis, poorer
families gain a source of income and
avoid the costs of marrying them off.

Many households around the small
southern town of Saundatti-home to a
revered Yellamma temple-believe that
having a family member in the order
can lift their fortunes or cure the illness
of a loved one.

It was at this temple that Sitavva D.
Jodatti was enjoined to marry the god-
dess when she was eight years old. Her
sisters had all married other men, and
her parents decided to dedicate her to
Yellamma in order to provide for them.

“When other people get married,
there is a bride and a groom. When I
realised I was alone, I started crying,”
Jodatti, 49, told AFP. Her father eventu-
ally fell ill, and she was pulled out of
school to engage in sex work and help
pay for his treatment.

“By the age of 17, I had two kids,”
she said. Rekha Bhandari, a fellow for-
mer devadasi, said they had been sub-
jected to a practice of “blind tradition”
that had ruined their lives. She was
forced into the order after the death of
her mother and was 13 when a 30-year-
old man took her virginity. She fell preg-
nant soon after. “A normal delivery was
difficult. The doctor yelled at my family,

saying that I was too young to give
birth,” the 45-year-old told AFP. “I had
no understanding.”

‘Many women have died’ 
Years of unsafe sex exposed many

devadasis to sexually transmitted infec-
tions, including HIV. “I know of women
who are infected and now it has passed
on to their children,” an activist who
works with devadasis, who asked not to
be named, told AFP.

“They hide it and live with it in secre-
cy. Many women have died.” Parents
are occasionally prosecuted for allow-
ing their daughters to be inducted as
devadasis, and women who leave the
order are given meagre government
pensions of 1,500 rupees ($18) per
month.

Nitesh Pati l ,  a civi l  servant who
administers Saundatti, told AFP that
there had been no “recent instances” of
women being dedicated to temples.
India’s rights commission last year
ordered Karnataka and several other
Indian states to outline what they were
doing to prevent the practice, after a
media investigation found that devadasi

inductions were still widespread.
The stigma around their pasts

means women who leave their
devadasi order often endure lives as
outcasts or objects of ridicule, and few
ever marry. Many find themselves desti-
tute or struggling to survive on poorly
paid manual labour and farming work.

Jodatti now heads a civil society
group which helped extricate the
women AFP spoke to from their lives of
servitude and provides support to for-
mer devadasis. She said many of her
contemporaries had several years ago
become engrossed by the #MeToo
movement and the personal revelations
of celebrity women around the world
that revealed them as survivors of sex-
ual abuse.

“We watch the news and sometimes
when we see famous people... we
understand their situation is much like
ours. They have suffered the same. But
they continue to live freely,” she said.
“We have gone through the same expe-
rience, but we don’t get the respect
they get. “Devadasi women are still
looked down upon.” — AFP

Huvakka Bhimappa (L) along with other former ‘devadasis’ women who were dedicated by
their families to the Hindu Goddess Yellamma Devi, cleanse themselves in a pond before visit-
ing Yellamma Devi temple in Savadatti of Belgaum district, in India’s Karnataka state. 

— AFP Photos

Former ‘devadasis’ women who were dedicated by their families to the Hindu Goddess
Yellamma Devi, along with members of the Mahila Abhivrudhi Mattu Samrakshana Samsthe
(MASS) non-governmental organization (NGO) who work for the rehabilitation and support of
‘devadasis’ women, register to attend an annual meeting in Savadatti of Belgaum district, in
India’s Karnataka state.

Models present a creation from the Menswear Ready-to-wear Fall-Winter 2023-2024 collection for Dior at Paris fashion week. — AFP Photos


