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Born in 1939, Samir Yassin was a celebrated
fashion designer in Beirut from the 1960s until
the 1980s. In his youth, he had trained with Pierre
Cardin in Paris and established a unique style
that propelled him to join the créme de la créme
of Arab fashion designers. At the time, Beirut
had a booming night life, sensational cabarets,
grand cinemas with technicolor films, roaring
music festivals attended by flashy pop stars,
extravagant private parties and bikini-clad women
drinking cocktails on the beach. It was truly like
its namesake: the Paris of the Middle East. After
his return from Paris, Samir opened his first
glamorous fashion house under the name Yassin
Haute Couture in the Lebanese capital.

He had come back to Beirut with a vision that truly
brought the two cities together. His fascination
with French fashion culture, burlesque cabarets,
chic models and glittering city lights drove him
to realize his dream. He began socializing with
Lebanese pop stars at parties in the famous
Phoenicia Hotel and the glitzy Shahrazad cabaret



owned by his brother Fayez. That's where he first
encountered the Lebanese diva Sabah who sang
there one night. Her current husband at the time,
Saudi royal prince Khaled bin Saud, introduced the
two and they hit it off. She loved Samir's glamorous
style, the flamboyant colors he used, and the shiny
gem stones he stitched into dresses with delicate
care. She commissioned him to make costumes
for many of her plays and films, like the Egyptian
movie Gang of Women, where the director wanted
clothes that reflected the swinging sixties.

With prince Khaled’'s connections, Samir also
began designing clothes for a new kind of clientele
— Saudi royalty — who loved his intricate bead and
embroidery work. He became a big sensation
among princesses, as they lined up one by one to
try out his latest designs. They convinced him to
move to Jeddah and open a couture house there.
By the mid-1970s the war had already started in
Lebanon and it seemed like the right time for his
business to franchise. They loved his humor and
fun-loving personality, and he quickly rose to

stardom in the city. One of the princesses even
fell in love with him, and he began making designs
always with her in mind. Alas, their love couldn't be
consummated given the strict social restrictions
placed on them - he was a family man and she
was a Saudi princess — so it all ended in tragedy.
Her husband found out, and she was killed.

After this terrible incident, Samir immediately
moved back to war-torn Beirut and stopped
designing clothes. He hid from the spotlight, and
instead started running a shop that sold crystals,
away from prying eyes. He didnt want to risk
being seen or caught by the princess’s family, so
he lived a quiet and forlorn life. But his passion
for designing clothes was too strong, he couldn't
resist the urge, so he continued coming up with
ideas, mostly on paper. There were no models at
the time, so he invented an ingenious alternative
to test his designs: Playboy magazine models.
Their naked bodies inspired Samir to dress them,
and he collected photos of his models by taking
Polaroid shots of the magazine pages.



In the mid-1980s, he was murdered mysteriously
in his Beirut apartment leaving behind countless
numbers of unrealized designs, sketches,

photographs and lovers.
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My father was a fashion designer. But personally,
| never got to see him in that dazzling role: he
stopped making dresses shortly after | was born,
and when | was five years old we lost him forever.
After his death, my mother started working as a
tailor to raise her four children. It was the only craft
she learned well from her late husband. When |
lost my mother too, | began digging deeply into
the history of his fashion career, and the effort
intensified as the feeling of being truly orphaned

overcame me.

Years went by. | spoke to many relatives — brothers,
sisters, cousins, aunts and uncles, in the hope of
locating some kind of record of his work. Most of
them didn't know much about his profession. But
then, as if by chance, | got my first lucky break at
my aunt’s house: four photographs of dresses he
had made in the mid-1960s. Later, | discovered
photographs that he had taken of one of his
models — Fadwa. She wore several of his designs,
looking at the camera shyly in each photograph. It

was obvious she wasn't groomed to be a model.
Still, her expression and the shiny fabrics she wore
mesmerized me.

| heard many stories about him, some even
sounded like fiction. His exciting travels, his
training in Paris, his life of celebrity among the
stars, glamorous acquaintances... Stories of
his success were so captivating and alluring,
captured in grainy photographs of him taken in
Paris, London, Cairo, Jeddah and Riyadh.

Six months ago, my closest encounter with his
work suddenly materialized, as if by fate. My
brother Rami sent me a series of snapshots on my
phone. They were photos of a yellow dress, with
intricate bead embroidery on it. He left it there
for a few hours without explanation, and | didn't
understand what it was until | saw the initials “SY”
stitched on the fabric. It was a dress made by my
father. | was speechless and overwhelmed with
emotion. Where did he see it? How did he find it?

My mind was flooded with questions.
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The story goes that my brother was on a visit to
his wife's parental home in Baalbeck, when family
friends came by the house to say hello. He was
chatting with them casually when they started
asking about his own family background, who
his father was and so forth, as Lebanese people
often do. He answered casually that his father
was Samir Yassin, when suddenly the man was
taken aback with surprise: “Samir Yassin designed
my wife’s engagement dress!” he exclaimed. He
quickly contacted his wife in Montreal (Canada)
where they live, and she immediately sent him
some photos.

The dress was made in 1969 with the initials “SY”
embroidered on it. We had originally thought the
letters stood for my father's name — Samir Yassin
- but it equally could have been the bride’s name
— Shahrazad Yaghi. Until this day, the fact remains

a mystery.

| so wanted to touch the dress with my own hands,
feel its texture... | felt it could act as a direct

material connection to my father, that its fabric
could be an extension of his person. | contacted
the couple and zealously asked if they would be
so kind to lend it to me for a photo shoot. They
agreed, and a month later, the dress arrived in
Beirut.

My elegant friend Sarah consented to model for
me, while being photographed by my pal Tony. She
struck poses that were exact reenactments of my
father's model — Fadwa Harb — who modeled his

designs for royal clients.
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and fill our imagination for later.
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