
When it launched in April 2013, 
Fashion Forward Dubai aimed 
to become the definitive fashion 
platform for the region. It brings 
together big-name designers, 
emerging talent, industry experts, 
media and influencers for an 
extended weekend of runway 
shows, panel discussions and 
after-parties.

The first six seasons were held 
at Madinat Jumeirah, after which 
the event moved to Dubai Design 
District. Season five, for instance, 
was held at brunch spot Frioul, 
complete with Ibizan DJ Pippi and 
water served in bottles designed 
by Kenzo for Evian. April 2015 also 
marked the opening of The Garden, 
a retail space for accessories 
and apparel designers. At the 
next season, in October 2015, 
The Showcase was launched – a 
pop-up shop for Middle Eastern 
jewellery and accessories brands to 
display their wares.

In 2016, FFWD shifted 
proceedings to D3, where it has 
remained since. That August, 
FFWD teamed up with Dubai 
Design Fashion Council on a 
programme called Epic, to support 
emerging local labels through 
mentoring, workshops and 
sponsorship, plus an opportunity 
to display their work at a pop-up 
in Galleries Lafayette. One of the 
designers, Orchid Ganji, went on 
to showcase her Orkalia collection 
during Paris Fashion Week.

In fact, a host of Middle Eastern 
designers can credit FFWD as 
having catapulted them into the 
spotlight – think Madiyah Al Sharqi, 
Hessa Al Falasi, Rula Galayini, Arwa 
Al Banawi and Lama Jouni (who 
presented her autumn / winter 
2017 collection at London Fashion 
Week). Veteran UAE designers 
Michael Cinco, Amato’s Furne One 
and Hussein Bazaza, meanwhile, 
are regular supporters of the event.

FFWD also hosts talks and panel 
discussions, inviting bigwigs from 
the industry to share their expertise. 
Some speakers who have visited 
in the past include: designer Mary 
Katrantzou, critic Godfrey Deeny, 
Daniel Coutinho, chief executive 
of Nowness at LVMH, and Scott 
Schuman aka The Sartorialist.

In March 2017, following the 
international popularity of the See 
Now, Buy Now shopping format, 
FFWD included a talk on the 
model’s success and even gave 

visitors the option to buy pieces 
from the label Emperor immediately. 
Cut to its latest iteration taking 
place next week, which is centred 
on a similar theme. What this 
means is that the clothes, shoes 
and accessories that will be 
displayed at the upcoming shows 
will be available for purchase 
instantly. Visitors will have access 
to a retail pop-up, while online 
shoppers from all over the world 
can make their purchases digitally 
at the same time.

“The conduit to immediate and 
actual consumer sales has been the 
missing link across global fashion 
platforms,” says Bong Guerrero, 
chief executive and co-founder 
of FFWD. “All our show offerings 
are now entirely shoppable from a 
fashion buyer’s mobile phone.”  

The event has not been without 
controversy. Until its sixth season, 
one major criticism was that the 
same, rather small pool of regional 
designers were always picked to 
showcase their collections (that 
changed over the next few editions, 
though). Then, last year, the event 
absented itself from the calendar 
altogether. The official reason cited 
by organisers was “to ensure that 
future editions are sustainable and 
address the needs of a rapidly 
evolving industry”, although regular 
attendees suggest the high-profile 
shine of its early years was starting 
to dull.     

Whatever the reason for its hiatus, 
FFWD is back for its 11th season, 
which will run from Wednesday, 
October 30, to Saturday, November 
2, at the Design Quarter in D3. This 
year we’ll see runway collections 
from Arwa Al Banawi, Amato, 
Behnoode, Hass Idriss, Michael 
Cinco, Mrs Keepa, Roni Helou and 
Tanya Skaff among others.  

Panna Munyal

Forget being self-
obsessed: we’re now 
shelf-obsessed. The shift 
from selfie to shelfie 
may have started out as 

a clutter-clearing movement, but 
it’s also the perfect way to bring 
personality into the home through 
curating your favourite posses-
sions artfully on shelves.

A shelfie can reveal a lot about 
you, including your passions, 
style and sense of imagination, 
and can include a photo of books 
arranged in colour or a snapshot 
of curios picked up on travels. 
Surrounding yourself with senti-
mental objects also brings back 
great memories, reminding you 
who and what is important. Con-
sequently, these visual reminders 
can enhance your sense of happi-
ness and well-being.

If you’re not sure how to curate a 
hodgepodge of items into an art-
fully styled scene, then help is at 
hand from two UAE experts: inte-
rior designer Ruth Abela of design 
company Setting the Scene and 
interior stylist Lilly Engelbrecht, 
who runs home-styling service 
Escape Home Interiors.

Choose your backdrop
Start the shelfie-setting process 
by considering practical require-
ments and pieces you already 
possess. “If you’re looking for 
something decorative, you could 
go for floating shelves,” says Engel-
brecht. “If it’s functional and you 
need additional storage, a book-
case that has extra space below it 
does the trick. However, floating 
shelves also offer space under-
neath for storage baskets or an 
area to tuck away additional seat-
ing arrangements, such as stools. 
If you rent, it’s always good to buy 
a freestanding bookcase that you 
can move on to the next home.”

Abela adds: “Narrow floating 
shelves work well in a small nook, 
while doors maximise your stor-
age space. Wallpaper, meanwhile, 
offers a great focal point to the 
room and colour to the back of 
your shelves.”

Consider who will be using the 
space, too. “If you have young 
children, then the best option 
might be a bookcase with a door, 
so little fingers can’t pull your 
beloved Kelly Hoppen books from 
the shelves quite as easily as they 
could with floating shelves.”

Book your place
Once you’ve cleared your shelf, 
it’s time to get creative. “Books 
can give a solid base,” says 

Engelbrecht. “You can place them 
horizontally – and stack things, 
such as candles on them – or ver-
tically. With either choice, con-
sider arranging the same width of 
books together or in size – from 
large to small.” An option is to vary 
the look by having some books 
arranged horizontally and some 
vertically, adds Abela. “I cluster 
books of a certain genre together 
and then break them up with a 
knick-knack. Also, use bookends – 
they don’t even have to be holding 
books together, but they look great 
on every shelf. Another interesting 
way of styling your bookshelves is 
to turn all of your books around so 
all you can see are the pages, offer-
ing the same tone throughout.”

Colour is a fun element to play 
with, says Engelbrecht. “Remove 
the jacket cover because the 
book underneath is usually a 
neutral colour. Or you can style 
your books by block colour; in an 
ombre style, from dark to light; 
or in colour groups and working 
through the rainbow.”
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Get personal

Want to add character to a shelf? 
“Include a reminder of a great 
experience,” says Abela. “Whether 
it’s an item you’ve collected from 
an amazing holiday in Bali, a mask 
from Sri Lanka or a vase you made 
yourself in a pottery course.” Art-
works and photographs are other 
ways to add a personal touch. 
“Think of your kid’s line draw-
ing or Picasso-inspired piece,” 
suggests Engelbrecht. “Or group 

some framed photos in the living, 
bedroom or communal areas. 
Avoid areas prone to steam, such 
as kitchens and bathrooms – plus, 
you probably don’t want a face 
staring at you while you shower.”

Groups and proportions 
“While there aren’t any rules 
when it comes to playing with 
colour, it’s the way you group 
your items that’s important,” 
says Engelbrecht. “A single decor 
piece will get lost in the space, so 
it’s nice to start in the centre, and 
then group and style around it. I 
like to group things in threes.”

Getting the proportions right 
is key. “It looks bad if something 
is wedged into the shelf – make 
sure there’s enough head space 
for every item. Ensure there is 
enough height variation and don’t 
overstyle it.”

Abela adds: “Try to make the top 
shelf a bit smaller. That space can 
offer a good place to keep your 
paperbacks, give some uniformity 
at eye level and allow your eyes to 
wander to the rest of the shelves.”

Finally, make functionality a pri-
ority. Engelbrecht says: “Combine 
practical things with a few decor 
pieces, bearing in mind the loca-
tion. In the kitchen, you can stack 
plates or glasses on shelves and 
fill pots, jugs or vases with wooden 
spoons. In the bathroom, little 
baskets with hand towels, glass 
jars with little perfumes in them 
or candles are always lovely. A pop 
of greenery, meanwhile, brings 
life to any shelf, while beautifully 
packaged candles are both deco-
rative and functional.”

Abela adds: “I try to keep the dis-
play items relevant to that area.” 
For example, she suggests leaving 
a beautiful silver juice press or a 
coffee grinder resting on your lat-
est Gordon Ramsay cookery book, 
for kitchen shelves.

Say cheese
There’s another reason for 
snapping your shelves: a camera 
often picks up what the naked 
eye misses. “Just stepping back 
and taking a picture of your work 
ensures the proportions and bal-
ance is right, and that it all makes 
sense,” says Engelbrecht.

You can also capture different 
looks easily by changing up a 
shelfie as often as you like. Simply 
changing the colours on the shelf 
can transform the entire look of 
a room.

“Have fun,” concludes Abela. 
“Interior design and styling is all 
about getting creative.”

▶▶ Lucy Land finds out more about  
this neat decor trick that allows you  
to express yourself in a number of ways 

Style the 
ultimate 
shelfie
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A living room 
shelfie by  
Ruth Abela; 
and one for the 
kitchen by Lilly 
Engelbrecht, 
below Chris 
Whiteoak /  
The National

A design by Michael Cinco, a 
regular at Fashion Forward Dubai


