A Russian “Furry”tale: Helen Yarmak’s Answer to the Winter Blues
By Gladys Abankwa-Meier-Klodt

Think of a highly successful haute couture fur designer and what image comes to mind? Perhaps one of an idiosyncratic eccentric, with baroque tastes and a penchant for luxury or maybe even of a creative, worldly sophisticate with a background in the visual arts and an infallible business sense? Elena Yarmak, founder of the Helen Yarmak Fashion House, may indeed be some of these things, but there is a lot more to the woman crowned the “Queen of Russian Sables” than immediately meets the eye.
It may be hard to believe that a mere 15 years ago, until 1990, the luxury furrier, antique textile “redesigner” and jewellery maker was still only a hobby seamstress, stitching together her own unique wardrobe while pursuing a career as a Ph.D.-bearing mathematician at the Institute of Cybernetics in her native Kiev. But she was. As the fairytale-like story goes, Elena Yarmak relocated to Moscow with her husband during the heady days of perestroika. Posing as the representative of a Canadian-Russian joint-venture clothing company, she arrived at the doors of a local clothing factory in a taxi hailed only a few metres away, and confidently presented her designs to a curious and open-minded board of directors. They were impressed, a deal was concluded -bogus joint-venture or not- and the rest, as they say, is history...
The mother of a grown daughter, also a mathematician, and the fashion house she founded, Helen Yarmak, have come along way since those lean days in the early 1990s. She has received numerous international and local awards as recognition for her work in fashion design, business and charity. The Moscow office-cum-showroom of the company rubs shoulders with banking and other economic heavyweights on an embankment of the Moscow River, while her New York and Zurich showrooms occupy premium positions in those cities’ retail landscapes. Celebrated at New York’s Fashion Week in September 2003 as International Fashion Designer of the Year for her “Fur Therapy” Winter 2004 collection, she has become the hottest –and sole- Russian design import stateside. Her work is much sought-after by the likes of Sarah Jessica Parker, Jim Carey and Luciano Pavarotti, whom she calls both fans and clients - a picture gallery resembling a celebrity “Who is Who” lines the corridor of her Moscow showroom. Casual wear, toys, accessories and, most recently, silverware complete joined the Helen Yarmak line-up. 
“There is nothing like fur to banish the winter doldrums. Fur possesses a unique energy, it relieves stress, restores vigour and most importantly, gives one room to play. It has a mystical impact on women,” Elena Yarmak has been quoted as saying. She believes fur should be a woman’s faithful and constant companion. Her personal favourite is sable. 
IWC members probably associate the Yarmak name with the glamorous fashion show put on for the Winter Ball in February this year. Marvellous mink, breathtaking broadtail, elegant ermine, luxurious lynx and sumptuous sable were just some of the sheared, knitted and ingeniously transformed feather-light furs donned by some fortunate attendees. Her innovative yet timeless designs are created to lead many lives –many are completely reversible and transform almost instantaneously. Though “therapeutic” furs generally run to five or six digit price tags, Helen Yarmak will present a range of “more affordable” teasers especially for the IWC in a much anticipated fashion show at our meeting at the GlavUpDK Recreation Centre on November 18th. Goodbye, winter blues!
