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From Rural Laos to the Runway

Words by Jennifer Mccallum
Images by Traditional Arts and Ethnology Centre

he Oma, a small ethnic subgroup re-

lated to the Akha people, reside in the

remote mountains of northern Laos.

With-a population of just 2,800 peo-
ple across seven villages, no Oma are known
to reside-outside of Laos. With numbers such
as these, you might expect their traditional de-
signs and-patterns to be a fading part of history.
However, the Oma people still take great pride
in producing and wearing their distinctive cloth-
ing. Then, in 2019, Oma traditional designs were
replicated by an Italian fashion clothing brand,
copied without credit or consent.

The  Traditional Arts and Ethnology Centre
(TAEC) in Luang Prabang has worked with the

", Oma of Nanam Village since 2010, so they have

_ W i 1 : a long and trusted relationship. When the TAEC

.“Working with em broide'ry e\ N’ J BB . ¥ . team traveled to Nanam to explain what had

“ A & \ / : - happened, community members were full -of

,\,and appllque IS very chal-/ i | d shifting emotions'— a blend of awe, confusion,

. og o or ' and eventual indignation. The Oma painstaking-

“ lengllng- EaCh mOtlf 1S dlf- - . ly hand-embroider and applique their designs
- H o 2 onto handspun and handwoven fabric — sym- g
i f!cu*lt %nd time-consum : , bols of their strong identity and diligence to

their cultural heritage. 4 o (+]

N gley W ”™ mulluwiai
ou r traditio _ A 3 : ' ' TAEC collaborated with the Oma to develop a W

\ 7 ' . : model to help protect their cultural designs and C LAI M I N G
intellectual property. This work led TAEC to con-
nect with others tackling the same issue, and
the truly global reach of cultural misappropri- I N S PI RATI O N
ation became clear, leading to the exhibition
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Artisans, Culture, and Commercialisation
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Claiming Inspiration delves into the grey line
between cultural appreciation and appropria-
tion within the global fashion industry. It show-
cases incredible artisan-crafted pieces from
Mexico, the Philippines, Kenya, and Romania,
all of which have been used as “inspiration” by
high-end fashion designers. The exhibition is
a platform, drawing attention to communities
worldwide in their fight against the exploitation
of their cultural identity.

This exhibition is not a tale of wrongdoing and
despondency, but one of resilience and glob-
al connection. The Oma and other communi-
ties are seeking opportunities to celebrate and
share their traditions on an international stage
using a system of true collaboration — where
they can be respected, acknowledged, and fair-
ly compensated.

=
CAPTIONS

1: Oma people learn about intellectual
property rights

2: An exhibit at TAEC showcasing other
appropriated cultural traditions

3: Oma people are proud of their unique
traditions and culture
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The Oma represent just one of the 50 officially recognized
ethnic groups in Laos, each with a story to tell. To explore
Laos’s rich tapestry of cultural diversity, visit the Traditional
Arts and Ethnology Centre in Luang Prabang.

Visit “Claiming Inspiration: Artisans, Culture and Commer-
cialisation” at the Traditional Arts and Ethnology Centre,
Luang Prabang: 9am - 6pm, Tuesday to Sunday. Tickets:
30,000k

MORE INFO

The Traditional Arts and Ethnology Centre is
a social enterprise founded in 2006 to
promote Laos” ethnic cultural heritage and
livelihoods based on traditional skills.

GETTING THERE

Lao Skyway has regular
flights to Luang Prabang
from Vientiane



