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O
A Fashionable Turkey

n a recent sunny Tuesday in Istanbul's upscale Nisantasi district, a small
group of fashion designers gathered in the showroom of Paris-based
L'Appart PR agency to showcase their latest lines, and their local roots.

There was VSP, the leather brand of Kadri Soygül, a graduate of Istanbul's prestigious
Bosphorus University; White Posture, the chic white-shirt collection of Pelin Dumlu,
who grew up in Istanbul; Freak is the New Black, from Melis Acar, the granddaughter of
famous Turkish painter Mehmet Ruhi, and 33-year-old Merve Bayindir, standing before a
display of fantastic and fantastical hats made of flowers and feathers and butterflies.
Until she returned to her native Turkey in 2009, Bayindir was working as a psychologist
in Toronto. Just a few years ago, Bayindir would have been certifiable if she'd abandoned
that career to design whimsical hats. Fashion design is still such a newborn in Turkey
that Bayindir couldn't find the wood blocks hat makers often use to mold new creations -
she crafted her own, out of Play-Doh.

That said, Bayindir is doing just fine. She's part of a growing legion of designers forcing
the fashion world to pay attention to Turkey. Istanbul's biannual fashion weeks were, five
years ago, held in a tent with no air conditioning. Now, it's put on by media titan IMG at
the posh Istanbul Modern museum.

Turkey's fashion scene is blowing up thanks to Istanbul's status as an international "it"
city, a nationwide effort to boost the value of exports, the Internet, a geographical
positioning that allows it to easily access both Europe and Asia, and 8,000 years of a rich
and diverse cultural heritage designers can draw upon for inspiration.

Istanbul is no Paris or Milan, and Turkish designs aren't spilling off the shelves in
Barneys and Saks, but they are increasingly available in high-end Middle Eastern shops,
and U.K. luxury stores like Harvey Nichols. Designers all over the city are finding
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themselves successful enough to start their own brands, move to bigger studios, open
showrooms and even storefronts.

After seven years in Milan working at an export company, Gül Ağış was promoted to
head of design, with clients from Zara to H&M, before her boss encouraged her to move
home and start her own line, in 2008. Her products are now sold in high-end shops
across Europe and the Middle East. Ağış draws inspiration from her country's long
history but also its dynamic present. She once did a fashion show in a hamam (Turkish
bath house) and she's often one to push political buttons. One of her recent collections
deals with the longstanding practice in some parts of Turkey of young women forcibly
married by their families to much older men. She posed her models next to geezers and
called the show Married at an Early Age.

Designer Mehtap Elaidi remembers when attending shows in other countries meant
inevitable embarrassment, after buyers who may have loved her collection found out
she's from Turkey, and immediately thought, Copy or Production. No more. Perhaps the
best signifier of Istanbul as a real player in the fashion scene is the arrival of IMG six
years ago, Elaidi told Newsweek.

Bayindir, the hat designer, is ecstatic to be home again, in a country that she says has
always cared about how it's dressed. "People take care of their looks in Turkey," she told
Newsweek. "In Canada, it's about comfort. In Turkey, we will still wear our heels even if
we cry out loud."

As for her hats fashioned from feathers and flowers, Bayindir is confident she can make
some sales. There remains an arcane law on the books in Turkey that requires all citizens
to cover their domes in public, at all times. Now, if she can only find someone to enforce
it.


