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Culture

North African designers shine 
at the London Arabia Art
and Fashion Week
Saad Guerraoui

London

L 

ondon Arabia Art and 
Fashion Week served as a 
bridge between cultures 
by showcasing artwork 
and designs from the Unit-

ed Kingdom and the Arab world, 
sending a message of cultural un-
derstanding following the recent 
terror attacks in the British capital.

Festival organiser Omar Bdour 
said at the opening ceremony that 
he was proud to showcase Arab cul-
ture and heritage alongside British 
talents and to convey a message of 
love, unity and hope.

“Such intercultural dialogue 
through proactive engagement is 
imperative to break down the bar-
riers,” said Bdour.

“We will celebrate everything 
the terrorists hate. They will never 
stop our collaboration,” he added 
in reference to the London Bridge 
and Finsbury Park mosque terror 
attacks.

Lord Jeremy Purvis, a member of 
the House of Lords, told the guests: 
“I know how the creativity and cul-
ture of textiles and design can cross 
borders. I have made 20 visits to the 
MENA region this year, including 
areas afflicted by great tension and 
conflict; I have seen the best and 

worst of humanity. Tonight we are 
celebrating the best of humanity 
through art, design and literature.”

Ten artists and designers from 
the Arab world took part in the fes-
tival, which included a book fair as 
part of the four-day programme. 
North African fashion designers 
shone at the well-attended opening 
ceremony.

The fashion event showcased tra-
ditional garb with a Western touch 
designed by Albert Oiknine and 
Safae Ibrahimi from Morocco and 
Hanan Heidari Ben Chamekh from 
Tunisia, as well as British designer 
Corrie Nielsen’s latest collection.

Jack Pudney, festival events and 
marketing officer, said the inclu-
sion of Nielsen and British artist 
Mark Coreth was meant “to bridge 
cultures and promote cultural un-
derstanding.”

Ben Chamekh wowed the guests 
with beautifully handmade outfits 
inspired by her Tunisian heritage.

“My goal is to show the whole 
world my latest designs of our Tu-
nisian garb,” said Ben Chamekh, 
whose eight garments featured 
a royal theme.

“This is my second partici-
pation in a fashion show in 
London. I love the city and 
its multicultural aspect,” 
she said.

Ibrahimi said she sought to target 
a different category of clients and 
show a Middle Eastern style that is 
close to the evening gown.

“My style is a mix of the tradition-
al caftan and the evening gown. My 
motto is exclusivity. Every woman 
who wears my dress is unique,” 
said Ibrahimi.

Saudi Arabia’s Faris al-Shehri, the 
creator of the fashion show, said 
the London show was a rare union 
of Arab and Western fashion styles.

“Fashion designers showed 
us how creative this indus-
try is from both sides of the 
world besides the language 
they want to express through 
their designs,” said Shehri, who is 
also the founder of the Saudi Fash-
ion Council.

The art exhibition featured the 
work of Kuwaiti May al-Saad, 
Saudi Princess Lamia Mohammad 
al-Sabhan, Qatari artists Amal al-
Aathem, Ali Hassan and Ahmad 
al-Musaifri, Oman’s Alia al-Farsi, 

Bahrain’s Tariq Saeed and Jordan’s  
Jehad al-Ameri.

Saad’s paintings depict Kuwaiti 
folklore as a sign of her attachment 
to the country’s Bedouin culture, 
while Musaifri’s artwork touched 
on sensitive subjects, such as the 
hardship of women and war-time 
suffering in a stressful world.

The festival’s book fair included 
best-selling Algerian author Ahlam 
Mosteghanemi, who had a book-
signing session. Lebanese author, 
journalist and human rights activ-
ist Joumana Haddad, Palestinian 
novelist Huzama Habayeb and Syr-
ian novelist Ghalia Qabbani also 
took part in the fair.

The festival’s book 
fair included best-
selling Algerian 
author Ahlam 
Mosteghanemi, who 
had a book-signing 
session.

Rare union 
of styles. 
Dresses by 
Tunisian 
designer 
Hanan 
Heidari Ben 
Chamekh.                    
(Saad Guerraoui)

Tunis

H 

eld in a spacious am-
phitheatre in the mid-
dle of a vast garden of 
jasmine and trees, the 
Hammamet Interna-

tional Festival is one of Tunisia’s 
oldest cultural events.

Dating to 1964, the popular an-
nual festival consistently draws 
a talented pool of artists and has 
become a gathering place for Tuni-
sia’s subculture and underground 
art culture.

This year’s event, the 53rd edi-
tion of the festival, focused on 

making high-quality cultural per-
formances accessible to all citizens 
by having them in public, outdoor 
areas.

“We are always building on the 
history of the festival as it has a 
rich history that makes it one of 
the highlights of the cultural centre 
and it is specific thanks to its loca-
tion,” said Moez Mrabet, director 
of the festival, scheduled for July 
8-August 26. “The town of Hamma-
met is a touristic town that attracts 
Tunisians and tourists and the ar-
chitecture of the place is stunning.”

The festival opened with a the-
atrical performance but has shows 
scheduled from a variety of artis-
tic disciplines, including music, 
theatre and contemporary dance. 

The diverse arrangement of perfor-
mances showcases the festival’s vi-
sion for high-calibre art.

“My interest is in being more 
open to the town of Hammamet,” 
said Mrabet. “The festival has been 
restricted to the amphitheatre in 
the past years. People would come 
to the cultural centre to attend the 
shows but there was a distance be-
tween people of the town and the 
festival. The idea now is that the 
festival becomes more and more 
present inside the town.”

He added: “Last year we started 
the outdoor section, which is a 
programme of free shows at the 
fort. This year we kicked off the 
festival with the outdoor sessions 
and it is an eclectic programme 

open to music, dance.”
“We don’t encourage commercial 

shows,” Mrabet said. “The Interna-
tional Festival of Hammamet as-
pires to be a representation of the 
Tunisian cultural scene. We always 
work on a programme that is of 
high artistic and creative quality.”

“It showcases Tunisian creativity 
in all its forms,” said Mrabet, add-
ing that “it is also open to the inter-
national scene.”

Cultural activity is not “a luxury,” 
Mrabet said, but vital to a commu-
nity.

“One of our convictions is that 
Tunisians have the right to access 
art,” he said. “Unfortunately, a 
part of Tunisian youth fell victim 
to extremism because there was a 
marginalisation of culture. Culture 
is not a luxury. When we think of 
the festival, we must consider its 
cultural, social, economic and na-
tional impact. It is all interrelated 
and it must be articulated in our 
programme.”

While Hammamet International 
Festival has attracted many inter-
national stars, such as Tina Are-
na and Cesaria Evora, it has also 
gained a reputation as an avant-
garde event focusing on urban cul-
ture.

“The festival is open to all dis-
ciplines of art: Dance, theatre and 
music,” said Mrabet. “Music, of 
course, has the major part but we 
are practically the one festival that 
always programmes contemporary 
dance in the festival.  The pro-
gramme is diverse and it is open 
to many forms of creative perfor-
mances and expression.

“In addition to the classical arts, 
we have acts which now take place 
in the garden of the centre, where 
non-conventional performances and 

arts are hosted. This is all to break 
the traditional cycle of the festival.”

Mrabet also said that a new part 
of the festival, called “Festwave,” 
includes art shows for the villages 
near Hammamet so the villagers 
can “benefit from the festival, too.”

Besides art, this year’s festival 
included one of the event’s oldest 
traditions in “Majaless El Hamma-
met,” which are intellectual and 
cultural debates organised on is-
sues of art and culture.

“It is a revival of a tradition of 
the festival that dates to the ‘70s,” 
Mrabet said. “There is a growing in-
terest in debating and reflecting on 
these issues.”

“I believe that not only com-
mercial art can fill the theatres and 
make a festival a success. When we 
propose to people artistic shows 
that could defend its value, Tu-
nisians will come to attend the 
shows,” Mrabet said.

“It is a risk to take but last year 
we had so many sold-outs and even 
this year, so far, shows are going 
great. Our aim is to diffuse culture 
and propose things of great quality 
to help promote the image of the 
country and the town of Hamma-
met not only as a touristic pole but 
also as a cultural hub.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.
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Creative expression. A scene from the concert of Ghoula at the Hammamet International Festival.         
(The Hammamet International Festival)

Hammamet festival showcases Tunisia’s underground art scene

 The festival opened 
with a theatrical 
performance but has 
shows scheduled 
from a variety of 
artistic disciplines.


