
Students launch
chaotic Paris
fashion week

P
aris fashion week opened in unique
style on Monday, with students cut-
ting the virtual ribbon for women’s

ready-to-wear collections at a time of
unprecedented chaos in the fashion cal-
endar. Deserted by several heavyweight
designers, and still imprisoned online by
the pandemic, organizers turned to stu-
dents from the French Institute of Fashion
for a dose of hope and renewal. “People
have been much more open. They want
to keep fashion alive and give as many
opportunities as possible to young
designers,” said one of those presenting
in the opening video, Clement Picot. 

He drew inspiration from horror films
such as “The Shining” and “American
Psycho” for his contribution, full of over-
sized comic-book shoulders that he said
were a mix of his dreams and night-
mares.  For youngsters like Picot, the
need to stay virtual is no problem: “I will
be able to watch this video all my life. It’s
maybe even more personal this way.”
But this fashion week, the fourth in Paris
since the start of the pandemic, looks as
disorganized as ever. Dior and Louis
Vuitton, part of the LVMH luxury group,
pushed back their video broadcasts at
the last minute, with organizers adding an
extra day on March 10 to accommodate
production delays. Rival holding Kering
(which includes Saint Laurent,
Balenciaga) is not presenting at all.—AFP

A
painting of Marrakesh by Britain’s
famed wartime prime minister
Winston Churchill, owned by

Hollywood star Angelina Jolie, smashed
expectations to sell for £7 million ($9.75
million) at auction in London on Monday.
Churchill, a keen artist, took inspiration
from the Moroccan city and painted “The
Tower of the Koutoubia Mosque” oil work
during a World War II visit in 1943. He
gave the finished article to fellow wartime
leader, US president Franklin Roosevelt.

Auction house Christie’s called it
“Churchill’s most important work”.  “Aside
from its distinguished provenance, it is
the only landscape he made” during the
war, it added. The work eventually found
its way into the hands of actress Angelina
Jolie, who recently put it up for sale. After
frenzied bidding, much of it carried out
over the phone, the gavel eventually
came down at £7 million, smashing the
pre-sale expectations of £1.5 to £2.5 mil-
lion. Christie’s said in a tweet that the sale
figure with commission was £8.2 million.
Two more of his paintings also went
under the hammer, with the three works
together fetching £9.43 million. A career
army officer before entering politics,
Churchill started to paint relatively late, at
the age of 40.

His passion for the translucent light of
Marrakesh, far from the political storms
and drab skies of London, dates back to
the 1930s when most of Morocco was a
French protectorate. He went on to make

six visits to the North African country over
the course of 23 years. “Here in these
spacious palm groves rising from the
desert the traveller can be sure of peren-
nial sunshine... and can contemplate with
ceaseless satisfaction the stately and
snow-clad panorama of the Atlas
Mountains,” he wrote in 1936 in Britain’s
Daily Mail newspaper.

Birthday gift 
He would set up his easel on the bal-

conies of the grandiose La Mamounia
hotel or the city’s Villa Taylor, beloved by
the European jet set of the 1970s. It was
from the villa, after a historic January
1943 conference in Casablanca with
Roosevelt and France’s Charles de
Gaulle, that he painted what came to be
regarded as his finest work, of the
minaret behind the ramparts of the Old
City, with mountains behind and tiny col-
orful figures in front. “You cannot come all
this way to North Africa without seeing
Marrakesh,” he is reputed to have told
Roosevelt. “I must be with you when you
see the sun set on the Atlas Mountains.”

A newspaper photograph taken at the
time shows the two wartime Allied lead-
ers admiring the sunset.

After the US delegation had left,
Churchill stayed on an extra day and
painted the view of the Koutoubia
Mosque framed by the mountains. He
sent it to Roosevelt for his birthday. “This
is Churchill’s diplomacy at its most per-
sonal and intense,” said Christie’s head
of modern British and Irish art, Nick
Orchard.  “It is not an ordinary gift
between leaders. This is soft power, and
it is what the special relationship is all
about.” A second Churchill landscape,
“Scene in Marrakesh”, painted on his first
visit to Morocco in 1935, earlier sold for
£1.5 million. That was painted while on a
stay at Mamounia, where he marveled at
the “truly remarkable panorama over the
tops of orange trees and olives”, in a let-
ter to his wife Clementine. Churchill’s
painting of London’s St Paul’s Cathedral
also sold, fetching £880,000. — AFP

In this file photo gallery workers pose with an artwork titled ‘’Tower of Koutoubia Mosque’’ by
Winston Churchill during a photocall at Christie’s auction house in London. — `AFP 
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A general view shows traditional mud houses in the village of Misfat Al-Abriyeen which opened
its narrow streets six years ago to foreigners and locals seeking adventure in the deserts and
green corners of the Gulf sultanate of Oman.

A general view shows traditional mud houses in the village of Misfat Al-Abriyeen. 
—AFP photos

T
he curtain fell Monday on
another Milan fashion week-
or at least the screen went

dark on this season’s all-digital
affair, in which designers looked
ahead to better times. The
autumn/winter 2021-2022 collec-
tions had an air of hope for when
coronavirus is banished or at
least brought under control: for
when home clothes are shed and
new outfits see the light of day,
for when life simply returns to a
semblance of normal.

Sequins, glitter and frills 
Sequins set the tone for an

irresistibly festive mood, with the
standard set by Prada. Raf
Simons and Miuccia Prada used
them for a sparkling lining of a
large faux fur stole. Elsewhere
they were more full-on, entirely
covering an otherwise straight-cut
coat, or on skirts, bags and
shoes. At Valentino, Pierpaolo
Piccioli used sequins on a skin-
coloured dress, or a shimmering
floor-length cape.  They were
inserted into knitwear at Missoni
or Brunello Cucinelli, while at
Armani, sequins invaded a black
tuxedo jacket, the effect complet-
ed with ruffles and gemstones.

Inside outside 
After months cooped up

indoors, intimate wear was given
an outing: dresses with thin
straps in silk, lace or voile were
on the catwalks of all the major
houses. At Fendi, there were fluid
silk dresses, extended to the
neck with the incorporation of
long scarves. New artistic direc-
tor Kim Jones also used silk for
trousers and tops, as if the work-
ing girl had transformed her silk
pyjamas into an ultra-chic urban
outfit. Valentino’s nets and laces
revealed more than they hid, and
Martin Margiela had camisoles
with thin straps in a collection
where everything was back-
wards, where underneath was on
top.

Bomber jackets 
Bomber jackets brought a hint

of G.I. Jane to the collections,
although more in the vein of
Marilyn Monroe visiting the
Marines than Demi Moore’s
shaved head. At Prada, the nylon
jackets were oversized and
black. At Etro, they had an ethnic
feel, at Pucci they were branded,
while at Max Mara they highlight-
ed the label’s founding date of
1951. For Alberta Ferretti they
were in leather, while Dolce &
Gabbana made them sexy with
Madonna-style conical additions
to the chest.

Black 
Black was used to claim a

more formal wardrobe. At
Valentino, the color dominated
with only flashes of white, gold
and check. At Prada, it contrast-
ed with elements of color on the
arms, legs, necks or in acces-
sories. Armani used it to similar
effect, the collection based on
black with blue, green and lilac. A
grand finale of black at Fendi
brought hyper-sophisticated
looks.  Meanwhile the strong
woman with a contemporary
Amazonian spirit at Alberta
Ferretti wore black overalls,
capes and wide black trousers.

Fur 
Like an animal coming out of

hibernation, the heavy coat of the
Yeti or Star Wars’ Chewbacca is
back, whether real or fake. For
Prada, the fur was synthetic and
ubiquitous, used not just for coats
and stoles but also in the decor of
the show, covering walls and
floors. Fur specialists Fendi pre-
sented several grand looks, but
with a novel approach-re-using
materials from previous pieces.
Florentine house Ferragamo was
fur-free, but showed knitwear with
dramatic fur-like fringes. At Dolce
& Gabbana, the fur coat was col-
orful, sometimes pink, golden or
multicolored, and always over-
sized. — AFP 

P
erched on an Oman mountain top,
the village of Misfat Al-Abriyeen has
changed its fortunes by transform-

ing mud-brick homes into boutique hotels,
drawing tourists to a region famed for hik-
ing trails and tales of genies. The village
of 800 residents, situated on the dramatic
escarpments of Oman’s “Grand Canyon”,
opened its narrow streets six years ago to
foreigners and locals seeking adventure
in the deserts and green corners of the
Gulf sultanate.

Villager Yacoub Al-Abri said it all start-
ed in 2010 when his uncle suggested
they take another look at the mud houses
that had lain neglected for years in the
ancient settlement about three hours’
drive from the capital Muscat. The owners
had abandoned the centuries-old homes,
fearing they could collapse, and moved to
the opposite side of the village where they
built new accommodation. His idea was
“to combine the simple and natural sur-
roundings of an old Omani life with a
modern touch that provides comfort and
safety”, Abri told AFP.

The beige-walled homes, made of
mud brick with palm-frond roofs, were
turned into simple but elegant inns fur-
nished with traditional wood and textiles.
Five years after the idea was dreamt up,
the family’s first boutique hotel was up
and running, inspiring neighbors and vil-
lagers elsewhere in Oman to follow their
lead. “We started with only five rooms,
then we increased the number and
bought other old houses. Today we have
15 rooms and there are plans to continue
expanding until we reach 50,” Abri said.

Mountains and genies 
Misfat Al-Abriyeen had the right ele-

ments for success. At an altitude of more
than 1,000 meters, the tiny village which is
home to the Abri tribe is a charming col-
lection of traditional houses situated along
dozens of small alleys overlooking lands
bursting with banana plants and citrus
and palm trees. It is part of a region
known as the Grand Canyon of Oman
where tourists can hike the rocky moun-
tains and valleys, and explore the old
ways of local people.

But the region is also famed for its cen-
turies-old stories of genies-or spirits in
human form-that are still widely told in
similar villages across the country,
despite half a century of modernization.
“Staying here is like a journey into a world
of tranquility and peace of mind,” said
Abri, in his white dishdasha and colorful
traditional turban. 

“Even the food that is provided here is
cooked in Omani homes by the people of
the village.” According to the hotel owner,

5,500 tourists from Germany, France, the
Gulf and beyond stayed at his boutique
establishments in 2019, with an annual
occupancy rate of 90 percent, compared
to just 800 during the first year of busi-
ness in 2015. The rates at the centuries-
old former homes vary between $90 and
$180 per night, depending on the room
and the season. 

Economic lifeline 
The country of five million people has

been trying to diversify its oil-reliant econ-
omy since crude prices sank seven years
ago. Tourism has long been a second
source of revenue that capitalizes on the
nation’s rich heritage, scenic coastline
and stunning terrain. Energizing the
industry is seen as a potential savior after
coronavirus restrictions forced Oman to
close its doors for months, badly hitting
the economy.  Some 3.5 million tourists
visited Oman in 2019, but the sultanate

plans to attract 11 million by 2040. In
Misfat Al-Abriyeen, turning six mud hous-
es into boutique hotels has led to more
projects to attract visitors, such as new
hiking trails and climbs, according to
Abdullah Al-Abri, who owns one of the
hotels.

While international travel has dried up,
hoteliers like those in Misfat Al-Abriyeen
have been getting by with domestic
tourism which has performed well during
the long months of border closures. For
Renoda, a Dutch psychologist based in
Muscat who was visiting with three of her
friends, the village has become a sanctu-
ary. “It’s perhaps the 10th time that I have
visited this hotel since last year. This is
what we need now considering the cur-
rent events,” she told AFP. “I come here
for a night or two every month seeking
calm, relaxation and comfort.”— AFP 

Locals stand outside a boutique hotel in the village of Misfat Al-
Abriyeen.

A view shows a hotel room in the village of Misfat Al-Abriyeen. A local man fills his cup with water at a hotel in the village of
Misfat Al-Abriyeen.

Egyptian tourists take a selfie as they tour the village of Misfat Al-
Abriyeen.

Haitham Al-Abri rappels down a mountain in the village of Misfat Al-
Abriyeen.


