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Comeback Kid

It has outlived repeated attacks on its reputation, its powers
of endurance and its very state of being. Haute couture, the
best bespoke handmade clothing, with dresses costing
upwards of QR300,000, is undergoing a metamorphosis to
embrace its new clientele from Asia, Russia and the Middle
East. This beast is not extinct.

BY ALEXAMDRA KOHUT-GOLE
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Aornode] presents a creation by Alksis Mabille during
the Haute Couture Fall-Winter 200 3 2014 collection

shows, on Juby1, 201 3 in Paris.
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THERE HAZ BEEEN & LOT of debate over whether haufe couhre
will smurwvive, or indeed whether it even should. And that’s just
gnce its inception in the middle of the 19th centiry, when tle
English “father of couture™ Charles Frederick Worth prodiced
garments in Paris. Buf hawute coubwe has swrvived. If has
cermonstated strength of character in adversity and overcome
trawrmatic life events that cowld have ssenit all goup in a puff of
todle to the grand couhirder in the sky And yet the art remains,
although its relevarnce is repeatedly queried.

The golden age of haute couhure can be dated from 1947 when
Christian Dicr wweiled his Mew Look and couture prospered,
wtl 1968, when the house of Cristobal Balenciaga closed down,
indicating that change was afoot. Those were the days of a
glittering ard affluert coubire clientels whose lifestyle warranted
grand dresses. The hallowed coufirders back fhen were Dicr,
Givenchy, Balmain and ¥ves Saint Lawrent, and their cherished
clients were the likes of Grace Eelly, Audrey Hephwrn and Lee
Radziwill

&0 what's the big deal? “Haute coubire is sorething very
specific: a garment that is completely custonmmacde, from
inpeccable linine fo hand-stitched hemn. Mof only is the dress
kespoke, the fabrics and embellishiments ave of fhie highe st quality,
and the failors, seamstresses, embroiderers, lace malers and
cther craftspeople who spend limdreds of howrs asserrbling the s
pleces are the most skilled in the world? explained Forbes
magazine in 2006,

In fact the lakel of haute couhure is a legally controlled term
granted by the Charrbre Syndicals de la Haute Coufure, which
was formred in 1866 and is helmed today by elected -
president Didier Grunbach The criteria required in
crcer for a fashion house to claimits position as an
esteerred maison of haute couture are that each
garment rrmst be hand-stifched, exclusively tailored
for an indivicnal custorrer, and that it can only e
made by an officlally elected coutire house. The
official list of haute couturiers is reviewed each
vear. This iz serious stuff. The kodos this
cesignation grants a fashion houss is rrense in
terms of the nystique and glarmor that, subse quertly
shrowds it via the inevitable editorial colunm inches.
This i iem franslates directly into massive salesof
perfizne andlipsticlk. There could ot be a more g

CLASSIC COUTURE:
Clockwiz= fromright: A
creation by Christian
Lacrom for El=
Schzparelli for Haute
Couture Fall-Wirnter
T304 collection; a
Gambattizt Valli
presentation during the
Haute Couture Fall-
Wintzr 2013/3014
collection, Georges
Chakm's Haute Couture
Collectionon Januarny
25, 301 ; a creation for
Siongio Armnani Prive
during the Haute
Couture Fall-Winter
mz-aona

porwerful marketing tool. Even fhough the couture runs af a
loss econcrrically, inreal terins itisworth every last permy
Titne was, in the 908, when the headlines soreamed
couture was in its death throes. The industry was noming
scared with the sale in 1999 of ¥wes Saint Lawrent o Gucci
Growup, even though Saint Lawent retained the rights to
create two haie couhwe collections a year. “Fin de
coutire?” screatred The Independeont in Jarmary 1993
of an earlier takecwer. “The sale of Yves Saint
Laurernt locks nothing less thana death senterce ™
And on Sairt Lawents retiremernt from an
flusfrious caresr spanning nearly 50 years af
the pimacle of the indnsty, The Eoonomist
croved “Catt of fashion™ on the eve of His final
couture collecton in 2002 That same year,
even 2ainf Laurert’s long-tme pariner and
business manager Plerre Bergé pronomced
coutire utterly dead: “High fashion is
finished. We are in an era of
marketing, not creativity™
But then an extracedinary
thirg happened and the headlines
exgcuted an about-tien in 2009
wher, rather than declaring the
industry dead, they RAISED ITS
STATUS to that of struggling
wcertainty. “Chanel battles to
keep coubre alive® declared
The Guerdien fhat year
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collection, Creations by
Frenzh fas hion designer
Christan Lacroix for Elsa
Schparelli a creationfor
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Middle Eastern clients have
particularly supported the fresh
new wave of Lebanese designers

including Flie Saab and Bouchra

prompting fighting riposte by Chanel’s President of Fashion, Brivo
Pavlovsky, “Haute coutire is for everyone. Couture exists fo keep
our custorrers dreanting® By 2010 if was “Bonmjowr Coubare™
according to Vogue, “Top Parisian labels, irncluding Chanel, Dior
and Jean Paul Gaultier, have revealed a marked increase in hoth
gales and demard”® And Sidney Toledano, Dior CEOQ, couldnt
coritain his delight, “We have received so mary orders, we are rot
sure we can deliver fhem™ In 2012 the riss
of haufe coubure sales was big news,
“Fetirnn of haute couhre,” shouted fthe
Wiell Straot Journal; “Paris says meercl as
haute couture sales rise,” said the
Grocerdicer, Giorgio Armani and Valentino
coutire sales were up on the previous year.
Wiorrer's Wear Daily revealed in 2013 that
Clristian Dicr Couture sales had risen 24
percert for the year on the appoinfrrent of
Kaf Simons as creative director.

Desigrers have been flocking back to
the couhure schecnle. Donatella Versace retirmed to Paris in 2012
affer an eight year ahbssnce, Duich design duo Vikfor & Rolf
followed in July 2018 after 13 years and Azzedine Alaia refizned in
2011 after an eighf-year hiatus, At its last count for the Springf
Surrmmer 2012 season, the haute coutire clubconsisted of ten official
memnhers, five correspondent menbers and six grestmerbers.

In July of this year, at Les Arfs Decoratifs in Paris, Christian
Lacrolx exhibited a capsule haute couture collection for the revived
house of Schiaparelli, paying homage to legendary designer Elsa
Schiaparelli who had always inspired his work. The house has not
vet amounced ifs new creative director but when it does
Schiaparelli will alsobe boarding the couhire trainonce again.

8o ity is there still a dermand? Couture is evolving fo emdbrace
its new Middle Fastern, Aslan and Russian clierts. “The rise has
heen credited to an influx of orders from China, the Middle Fastand
Fussia” explains the Wiell Strast Jowrncel This new niche market is
being expertly tapped into. In their tiem, the new clients have
embraced new designers. Middle Fastern clients have particularly
supported the fresh nevw wave of Lebane s= designers including Elie
Saab and Bouchra Jarrar, Taking the process ore step further, new
client Goga Ashkenaz firom Kazakhstan has bought the house of
Vicrret and appoimted herself nof only chaitworman bt creative
director foo.

Which hrings us to the upcoming French Haufe Couhure Weels
due to take place this coming October af the Marina Bay Zands
resort in Bingapore. Crganised by Fide Fashion Wesks, this will be
the third suchevert — which goes to prove its success sofar The
French heritage and fradition of the art is celebrated and yet also
exhibifed to recently-discovered glamorous and wealthy potential
CLEHITIELS.

Desigrers Christophe Josse, Alexis Mabille and Gustavo Lins,
are retrming fo Singapore this year, having already showcased for
the previous taroyears. The line-up for this Cofober’s event has yet
tobe announced. Maurizio Galante, Bouchira Jarrar, Julien Fourmie,
Cn Aura Tout Vo and Yiging ¥in have all shown previcusly in
Singapore, and all the desigrers are haite couturiers or iwvited
wembers of the Chambre Syndicale de la Haute Coubiwe. The
Busimess of Fashion conmrented early this year, “Wiy should
others not, follow, e specially inemerging markets? We are told that
Asia armdespecially China, has alonging for coubire. Why shouldnt
it spomsor itsown couhire honse s withtalents from Paris —initially
at least?

8o for roear, hante couture finds itself hackwhere it belongs in the
consclousness of its adoring public who are willing i ot just to
survive, but fo reirmrert itself for its rew audience and clientele.
Andlong may it contime m
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