
“Istanbul’s leading 
department stores 
have started to  
stock cool local 
brands.” 
BANU BOLEN 
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Inside the design boom,  
new shops and Fashion Week 
in Turkey’s largest city

W O R D S  Kathryn Tomasetti

I t’s spring in Karaköy. This once gritty 
Bosphorus suburb has blossomed into a 
fashionista favourite. Flowering vines climb 
up the former shipping warehouses that 
hosted the most recent Mercedes-Benz 

Fashion Week Istanbul (the next event takes place 
March 16-21). Stores such as Atölye 11 and Bey 
vend Anatolian slippers and men’s hamam trousers, 
respectively. New cafés Pim and Mum’s host fashion 
designers and stylists, each party a carefully curated 
vision of heels, hair, scarves and shades. If you want to 
try, buy or even see the city’s latest fashions modelled, 
this is the epicentre of Istanbul style.    

But it wasn’t always thus. Until a few years 
ago Istanbul’s fashion industry was like Karaköy’s 
“before”: subdued and underfunded. Turkey’s handful 

of famous designers – Rifat Özbek and Hussein 
Chalayan among them – plied their trade in London, 
not in Istanbul. Now a combination of clued-up local 
clients and overseas influence, combined with Turkey’s 
burgeoning economy, has produced a new generation 
of fashion players. 

“I love Karaköy,” says Turkish fashion designer and 
local resident Aslı Jackson. Like Özbek and Chalayan 
before her, she studied design at London’s Central 
Saint Martins before returning to Istanbul to practice 
her trade. She describes Karaköy as Istanbul’s Soho, 
where pop-up bazaars and one-off boutiques vie for 
attention. For the city’s other fashion districts she 
compares them to those in London: “Galata is like 
Brick Lane, İstiklal Caddesi is like Oxford Street,  
and Nişantaşı is our Knightsbridge.” The warehouse 

zone of Bomonti, which hosted a previous Istanbul 
Fashion Week, is also a nexus of flea markets and 
pavement cafés.

Instead of slavishly following European trends, 
Jackson describes an innovative industry inspired by 
Turkish tradition. Her 2015 spring/summer catwalk 
collection is decorated with the motif of Nasreddin 
Hoca, a legendary Anatolian philosopher (recently 
incarnated into a worldly wise cartoon character). 

“Locally designed fashion is growing here as the 
Fashion Weeks promote almost exclusively Turkish 
designers,” claims Jackson. Needless to say, the event’s 
raucous parties and pretty participants are splashed 
across the national press. 

Such imagery is good for business, argues IMG 
Dogus Fashion Director Banu Bolen. “Television, 
newspapers and the blogosphere started broadcasting 
more fashion content after our inaugural Fashion 
Week in 2009,” she explains. “That has made our 
audience more welcoming to Turkish fashion brands 
in general.” 

The results speak for themselves. “Istanbul’s leading 
department stores like Beymen in Istinye Park, 
Bilstore in Kanyon, V2K in Zorlu and Brandroom 
in Nişantaşı started to stock cool local brands like 
Asli Filinta, Freak is the New Black, Ekria, Merve 
Bayindir and Mehtap Elaidi more frequently,” says 
Bolen. Over the last five years her twice-annual 
fashion fiesta has gone from strength to strength. 
Some 45 local designers exhibited during 22 catwalk 
shows at the previous autumn/winter event. Turkish 
designer Bora Aksu – whose collaborators include 
Nike, Converse and Topshop – was even asked to open 
London’s well established Fashion Week last year. 

Istanbul’s hottest hotel shows the financial side 
of this success story. Raffles opened in 2014 to host 

i
Raffles Hotel  
is loved by the  
fashion industry

the fashion editors and label bosses that make the 
industry tick. Not to mention the wealthy tourists 
who purchase the product. In 2014, Turkey welcomed 
nearly 40 million tourists to maintain its place as 
the sixth-most visited country in the world. “We 
are seeing more requests for personal shoppers and 
fashion consultants,” says Bahar Sak, Raffles’ fashion-
loving concierge. “I introduce our guests when they 
require one.”

Sak’s response is telling because Raffles sits above 
the Zorlu Center – Istanbul’s newest and most 
prestigious shopping mall. It is packed from 10am to 
10pm with visitors from Turkey, Europe and across 
Arabia. Its brands are mostly Turkish, a local riposte 
to the once-cool (and foreign brand heavy) Kanyon 
Mall that opened in 2006. j 
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Gülçin Çengel  
After studying art from aged 
11, she later attended the 
Art Institute of Chicago and 
Izmir University’s fashion 
design programme. Regularly 
showcased in Turkish 
Vogue (above), she is also 
recommended as a designer 
to watch at this month’s 
Mercedes-Benz Fashion 
Week Istanbul by the show’s 
director, Banu Bolen. 

Gamze Saraçoglu 
This up-and-coming designer 
studied design at London’s 
Central Saint Martins, 
just like the successful 
Rifat Özbek and Hussein 
Chalayan. Fashion blogger 
Buse Terim is a fan of her 
flowing monochrome ladies’ 
suits: “Black and white will 
remain as a strong trend in 
Turkish fashion for 2015. One 
item that you should definitely 
invest in is a kimono-style 
trench coat.”

Arzu Kaprol  
Awarded the title ‘Fashion 
Designer of the Year’ by 
both Fashion TV and Elle, 
Kaprol is a regular exhibitor 
at Istanbul Fashion Week. 
Young Turkish designer  
Fulya Gemici has long been  
a fan of her flagship store  
in Nişantaşı. 

Aslı Filinta   
This is yet another Istanbul 
Fashion Week talent. Raffles 
concierge Bahar Sak says 
her designs are taking more 
inspiration from the city itself, 
with Ottoman sultans’ faces 
appearing in Filinta’s most 
recent collection. 

“Our guests walk directly from the Zorlu Center 
into Raffles’ adjoining lobby with bags from both local 
and international brands,” says Sak. Turkey’s Beymen 
and Vakko mix with Italy’s Fendi and Prada.   

That’s all good news. But hard work behind the 
scenes has spawned such success, says young designer 
Fulya Gemici. 

“There are two ways that young Turkish fashion 
designers can taste the design process first hand,” 
explains Gemici. The first is in homegrown High 
Street companies such as İpekyol and Koton, who 
“gather information from all around the world then 
remodel those trends in Turkey”. Secondly, there are 
also design studios that sell collections to large foreign 
brands such as Zara and Mango. “These Istanbul 
factories follow exact design instructions, and if a 
young Turkish designer works in such an environment 
they can observe the designs in progress.” Gemici 
worked for a supplier that made collections for 
clothing giant H&M. Turkey is currently the world’s 
seventh-largest clothing producer, and many future 
fashion names will rise from this pack. 

But how will such talent break into the big league? 
“To save costs many designers start  
online-only businesses with a website and an 

Instagram account,” he says. “I did just that for my 
newly launched luxury scarves brand Marissimi, as 

have many others.” 
Back in Karaköy, the boutiques and bars 

await the buzz that will accompany this month’s 
Fashion Week. “Istanbul nowadays is a global 
fashion hub,” says Buse Terim, Istanbul’s leading 
fashion blogger. “Every season the event expands 
its impact on a global level – Turkish designers 
have the opportunity to show their collections to an 

international audience.” And the world is watching. 

e
The waterfront neighbourhood of Karaköy  
is now the ultimate in Istanbul cool 

f
Funky boutiques such as Atölye 11 are 
loved by fashionistas

RJ FLIES NINE TIMES A WEEK 
FROM AMMAN TO ISTANBUL IN 
MARCH, AND UP TO 14 TIMES 
A WEEK IN APRIL. FOR TICKET 

OFFERS AND TOURS VISIT RJ.COM
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