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Introduction

This archival publication was

written amidst ongoing occupation,
genocide, and war. Documenting

the cultural practice of weaving may
seem secondary in such times, but I
offer this work in the hope it invites
curiosity toward a craft, one that holds
connection, belonging, and resistance
at its core. This body of work is a
beginning. It marks an ongoing process
of learning: of how weaving traditions
in Lebanon, Palestine, and Syria are
interconnected, deeply rooted to the
land, and expressed through a distinct

visual language. Some of the narratives
here were co-written with weavers,
drawn from transcribed interviews, or
presented as descriptive snapshots,
intentionally preserving the raw,
unfiltered voices of those who carry this
knowledge forward.

Weaving practices across Bilad al-
Sham—from nawl (loom-weaving) to
tatreez (Palestinian embroidery)—are as
diverse as the landscapes they emerge
from. These traditions have evolved

in response to colonial histories,
fragmentation, and ongoing political
struggle. Weaving was once part of
communal life, embedded in ancestral
rituals and ceremonies, from weddings
to seasonal gatherings. It shaped
rhythms of daily life, where women and
men took on distinct roles—shearing,
spinning, dyeing, and weaving. The
stories shared by weavers are not only
technical; they are embodied memories
deeply ingrained, and intertwined

with experiences of migration,



displacement, war, and resistance.
The language of tatreez is one of
storytelling, crafted by women and
caretakers of the land. Its motifs

and symbols have shifted over time,
drawing inspiration from celestial
bodies, agricultural cycles, and
everyday objects. Thobes (embroidered
dresses) carry the stories of the women
who wear them; each thread, color,
and pattern tells a tale. Before the

rise of synthetic dyes, these threads
were colored using local materials
found around them, such as cochineal
from pear cacti (sabr). Threads used
in tatreez were carefully produced
and imported from Mount Lebanon
and Syria, with Syria's primary textile
production centers located in Homs,
Aleppo, and Damascus. These threads
were dyed either in Syria or locally

in Palestine, using natural dyeing
materials and practices.

While certain towns in Palestine are
renowned for their rich tradition of
tatreez, others are known for distinct

weaving practices. The town of Majdal,
for example, was once famous for
having handlooms in nearly every
household, and for its Janna w Narr
pattern. Weavers in Majdal would create
the thobes themselves, which were

then sent to other parts of Palestine for
embroidery. After the Nakba in 1948,
this practice was displaced to Gaza,
where only a few families carried on the
tradition.

In Lebanon, various towns are known
for their distinctive handweaving
practices. Oral histories speak of beit
sha'ar (goat hair) tent weaving in the
South, tapestry weaving in Bekaa,
and silk weaving in Zouk Mikael.
Historical records from April 1975,
preserved in the Sursock Museum
archives, show that dedicated weaving
workshops existed in places like
Atelier Saadé Freres in Zouk Mikael,
Atelier Roger Caron in Ainab, Atelier
Yamin/Badre in Kab Elias, and Nabha
Weaving Center in Bekaa. While some
of these workshops no longer exist,



weaving continues in various regions
of Lebanon—though it is gradually
declining, as younger generations seek
more stable sources of income.

The history of weaving in Zouk Mikael
is said to trace back to Syria, with a
popular story of a Syrian nun who
settled in the town and taught local
families the craft. Today, only two
weavers continue to practice it. As I
read through the Sursock archives, I
began to understand just how complex
and multi-layered Lebanon's weaving
history truly is. News clippings from
the 1950s praised Lebanese weaving as
being on par with European standards,
drawing comparisons to the renowned
Aubusson technique. This brought
increased European influence into local
weaving culture, as more French artists
collaborated with Lebanese weavers

to produce tapestries at lower costs.
Yet it remains crucial to preserve and
celebrate local weaving traditions on
their own terms—without measuring
them against Western techniques or

ideologies.

Syrian crafts, particularly those rooted
in textiles and handweaving, have long
been integral to the country's cultural
heritage. Practices such as brocade
weaving, handloom weaving, and al-
Sarma embroidery, remain significant
in Syria's crafts landscape. Passed down
through generations, these crafts have
faced devastating losses in the wake of
war. Today, only a handful of artisans
continue to practice them, while
younger generations are pushed to
leave the country in search of stability
and opportunity. As a result, these sKkills
face the risk of disappearance, along
with the cultural memory and stories
they carry.

Yet, amid all these challenges, ongoing
efforts in documentation, research,
and practice are helping to preserve
and revive Syria's rich craft heritage.
Initiatives such as the Wellfy Project
and the Syrian Crafts Council are
playing a vital role in archiving,
promoting, and safeguarding these



traditions for future generations.

Resistance through weaving is a soft
practice, one that carries our collective
voice through thread. Returning to
ancestral textile practices allows us to
reconnect with our bodies, reminding
us to slow down and continue weaving
in a world that constantly urges us to
move faster. Tracing back to the roots
of the threads we use, spinning them
by hand, and working intimately with
natural dyes, brings us closer to the
craft, and to our local ecosystems.

The oral histories shared in this
publication have deepened my
connection to both the weavers and the
practice, whilst archiving the voices
that carry them. I am deeply grateful

to the weavers and collaborators who
have co-produced this publication by
generously sharing their stories.



Lara Salous
July 15,2024

Lara Salous, weaver, designer and
researcher, has been archiving and doc-
umenting weaving practices in Pales-
tine amidst ongoing Israeli occupation.
Her commitment to the craft is sacred,
and stems from the relationships she
formed with the remaining weavers in
Palestine. During our conversation, she
spoke about the challenges of sourcing
wool, as occupiers continuously Kill
sheep on Palestinian lands, and in more
depth, told the stories of four women
who have touched her the most.

"The first sitt" was my sister-in-law
and I went down to meet her. She was
the first woman I met from the older
generation because I knew that she
was a weaver. She would set up nawls
for all the women of Al Dhahiriya, and
through those meetings, the interviews
started. I learned more about her life
story and how she did everything with
her hands, from sewing, harvesting,
planting, making olives and oil, weav-
ing and dyeing. She made wool mat-
tresses, quilts, cooked, raised her chil-
dren and sent them to school. Despite
her illiteracy, she always took pride in
educating her children.

Meeting the second sitt was very
moving for me. Basma, originally from
Yatta, got married and lived in Al-Auja,
avillage in the Jericho district and the
crossroads for two major Bedouin com-
munities. She quit weaving after she got
married, so I was very touched when I
went to meet her a few times. She did

1 sitt (Arabic: i) — A respectful term for a woman, often used
to mean “lady” or “madam.”



not open up to me from the first time,
of course, but after around the third
visit, she expressed herself further. I
asked her to show me how she spun,
but she refused as she did not want to
work with yarn and wool with her sons
and daughters sitting around. She men-
tioned that she hadn't touched a spin-
dle in thirty years. Yet when she began
spinning, it was as if she had spun wool
only yesterday.

The third story that really moved me
was of the sitt from Al Zubeidat. To be
honest, I forget what her name was,
but she was originally from Be'er Sheva
and was forcibly displaced after the
Nakba. The people of this community
were made up almost entirely of the

Al Zubeidat family and the women
were the only ones who washed and
wove clothes. Anyway, this old sitt had
developed Alzheimer's disease, so she
had forgotten all the details of her life.
She forgot about her displacement, how
many children she had, and no longer
knew how old she was. But when I

asked her to spin, her hands had not yet
lost their muscle memory. She began

to move her hands with a harmony and

smoothness as though she were playing
a tune. That's what inspired me.

The fourth sitt is my dear friend from
Khan al-Ahmar and she had never spun
until she learned from her mother-in-
law. She taught her through practice
and imitation, without ever turning to a
book or written instructions. After her
husband passed away, my friend began
spinning as a way to earn her own
income. She valued her independence
and wanted to sustain herself without
relying financially on her children.



Samar
July 6,2024

Samar works with Inaash Association,
a collective and nonprofit founded in
1969 to empower Palestinian women
in refugee camps through the art of
tatreez.

Samar's family hails from the outskirts
of Safad, Palestine, but they were
uprooted during the Nakba. Her
parents were born in Lebanon, where
they first settled in Al Rashidiya Camp,
before making their way to Beirut.

Samar began learning tatreez at the
age of 19 or 20 in Beirut's Mar Elias
Camp, where she was first introduced
to Inaash. She soon joined the office

team, working alongside Fadwa, Haifa
and Nouhad—master embroiderers
from whom she would learn the craft.
The experience or sharing and learning
transformed tatreez into more than a
craft; it was their collective inheritance,
nurtured and passed down among the
women.

For over 22 years, Samar has been

part of Inaash, supporting around

350 women across various camps in
Lebanon—including Rashidiya, Boutr;j
El Chmali, Ein Al Helweh, and Mar
Elias. She proudly presents some of
their embroidered creations: cushions,
bags, and thobes that carry the stories
of a people through thread. Each piece
speaks in the visual language of tatreez:
the patchwork and vivid hues of Gaza,
the moon and palm tree of Ramallah,
and the star of Bethlehem.

"Once you fall in love with what you do,
you can't help but keep doing it, from
the heart."



Bisat El Rih Cooperative
February 6, 2025

From the 1960s through the
early 1990s, Arsal was renowned for
its handmade carpets, prized and
purchased across Lebanon. But over
time, the craft began to fade. The
carpets - heavy, labor-intensive, and
relatively costly - lost appeal, especially
among urban and coastal buyers who
favored lightweight alternatives. This
once-flourishing tradition became
increasingly difficult to sustain as both
men and women sought more lucrative
forms of work.

The last of its kind in Arsal,
Bisat el Rih is a women's cooperative in
the Bekaa Valley dedicated to reviving
and preserving the art of rug weaving,
in ways that deepen connection to
the land. The cooperative creates
handcrafted rugs using discarded
Awassi wool from local shepherds in the
Bekaa, and natural materials for dyeing.

Its founder, Halima Al Hojeiry,
took initiative into her own hands,
first learning the craft at a workshop
in the Bekaa, then training eight
women in Arsal. Today, Bisat E1 Rih
offers Lebanese and Syrian women a
stable source of income while helping
to preserve a fading heritage. The
cooperative operates from a decade-
old workshop originally established
for carpet making, known as 'Arsal
Crafts and Heritage'. Halima continues
to expand her efforts, now training
women in Bekaa and Baalbeck, sharing
her knowledge to empower others and
keep the tradition alive.



The women of Bisat El Rih use
traditional loom-weaving techniques
to craft rugs and tapestries. Unlike
carpets, these are woven on smaller
nawls, making the process more
adaptable and intimate. Guided by

a commitment to slow, intentional
making, each piece is created
individually, and only upon demand.
They work with discarded indigenous
Awassi wool, sourced from local
shepherds in the Bekaa valley -
washing, naturally dyeing, and
spinning it before weaving begins.

Their natural dyes, some locally
gathered and others imported, include
indigo, walnut husks, pomegranate
peels, onion skins, henna, eucalyptus
and fig leaves, and curcuma.



Souad Jarous
December 3, 2024

Souad Jarous is a journalist,
writer and researcher who has
dedicated her work to preserving
Syria's weaving traditions and craft
heritage. She founded Wellfy, a non-
profit textile initiative focused on
block-printing, with the aim of keeping
the practice alive while creating
affordable handcrafted products. Here,
she reflects on Syria's diverse textile
traditions, and the deep significance of
the rituals woven into them:

" went to Hama in 2019 with
the intention of doing something as a
tribute to the city. There are very few
historical references to Hama, even
though it holds so much beauty. I was
originally born in Homs, and our region
is considered part of the Orontes Basin.
We share a common culture and a
similar way of life. The patterns of our
customs and traditions are very close.
In the city, we had a deep appreciation
for Hama's crafts, especially sarma
embroidery, which is intricate,
luxurious work. Hama's sarma, gold
or silver thread embroidery on quteifa
(velvet), has a very distinctive style,
and the most skilled artisans of this
craft could be found there. Of course,
sarma is also well known in Turkey.
There was something special in Hama
called the bornos: bathrobes made from
a blend of cotton and silk, embroidered
with sarma. They were designed more
for show and beauty than for everyday
use. It was a point of pride for a bride
to receive a set of Hamawi towels or a
bornos as part of her dowry. These were



among the rare and beautiful treasures
of the region.

Another thing: unfortunately,
traditional Arab dress has largely
disappeared since the war. The
traditional outfit consisted of a
Jjalabiya topped with a jacket, both of
which were decorated in distinctive
ways. There was a style called the
damer, which has an open sleeve with
decorated edges. If you remember any
of the Damascene television series,
there's something similar to this outfit.
But of course, the ones that appear
on TV are bazaar-like. If you want to
see the beautiful, accurate version,
it can be found in a series called Ahl
al-Raya (People of the Flag) starring
Jamal Suleiman, or in Ayyam Shamiyah
(Damascene Days). Back then, they paid
more attention to costumes.

Also found in Hama was the wazra, a
large robe worn in the hammam (public
bath). This practice faded out in the
1960s and is no longer in use today. The

wazra was woven on a silk-thread loom,
embroidered with gold or silver thread.
It resembled a garment made from a
richly adorned tablecloth. During the
bathing ritual, when the bride entered
the hammam, all the women would
accompany her. She would remove her
clothing, and they would wrap her in
ten meters of this magnificent fabric.

One of them was a type of
quilting used to decorate jackets,
known as takhreej. There was also a
style called takhreej Hamawi, which
served as a mark of quality. People
would seeKk it out specifically when
traveling to Hama to buy these goods.
When I visited Hama, I couldn't find
any reference to these traditions. These
crafts have become rare and expensive,
and are now difficult to find. Today, you
might find only a single tailor in all of
Hama. The most renowned craftsmen
worked on nawls to produce towels,
using both rug nawls and towel nawls.



I decided to conduct a study
on this topic while I was researching
Hama crafts, one of them was printing
woodblocks on fabric. This type of
printing was done on indoor mattresses
and pillows. Later, tourists came along.
The people who bought these types of
things were rural people and Bedouins.
There are no longer any rural people
or Bedouins, and no one was buying
them anymore. The main market for
these crafts before the war was Hama,
and they would send their products
to Beirut to profit from the price
difference. But woodblock printing
wasn't popular in Beirut; it lacked the
elegance of the nawl.

I found only one person still
practicing this craft. He had closed
his workshop and now sold ready-
made clothing instead. I decided to
collaborate with him: I provided him
with traditional Arab garments, damar
jackets, and he would print them
with traditional Hama designs. We
experimented with dresses and old-

fashioned traditional cuts, and it was
very popular especially among young
Syrian expatriates who had left the
country because of the war.

Printing relies on natural
materials such as pomegranate peel,
rosewood, and walnut shells. There's
also a plant called fuwa, whose roots
produce a red dye. White sap can be
extracted from fig leaves as well, and
marclly other natural substances are
used.

It takes about a month to gather and
prepare the colors for this work. We use
only four colors: red, black, blue, and
green.

Silk dyeing is different from printing.
The work I do is specifically for 100%
cotton fabrics. Historically, Aleppo
was the center of silk printing. For
example, in the eastern regions, people
traditionally used a printed silk cloth
called hubari, which women would
wrap around their heads. Each design



was known by the name of its printer,
merchant, or artist.

Anyone who wants to work
in this field must understand that
craftsmanship won't make you rich.
It won't build you a fortune. Your
true wealth lies elsewhere, in the
relationships you build along the way."



Marwa Abou Khalil
July 7,2024

“From the land, we weave.”

Marwa left Syria at the age of
18 to pursue a degree in Fine Arts at
the Lebanese University. As her artistic
practice evolved, she was intuitively
drawn to weaving, for its tactile nature,
its deep-rooted connection to plants,
and its bond with the land. She began to
explore natural textures and materials,
much like her teta?, who wove baskets
before her.

Now living in Ainab, near a for-
est, Marwa embraces what the land of-
fers: pine needles, palm leaves, banana
fibers, olive branches, and Spanish
broom-a plant once used for tent-mak-

1 grandmother

ing, though the tradition has largely
faded. Her practice is grounded in
patience and deep listening. She weaves
not only with her hands, but with a
sensitivity to the rhythms of nature.
Through coiling, twining, and plaiting,
she shapes her pieces, using natural
pigments made from ground rocks

and plant dyes. To bind her colors, she
mixes gum arabic, honey, and water,
transforming pigment into paint.

In 2018, a spiritual journey led
her toward Sufism and yoga, deepening
her connection to both body and earth.
Teaching became a natural extension
of her practice, first with children in a
forest school, then with adults in work-
shops where weaving is preceded by
meditation and breathwork.

For Marwa, weaving is a direct
conversation with the land. there is no
extraction, no mediation
—only offering.
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Samer Almadani
April 03,2025

I spoke to Samer the day after
a strike hit a military airport just a
kilometer from his home and weaving
workshop in Hama. We began with a
check-in - on his safety, the state of the
country, and the ongoing strikes. Amid
this turmoil, Samers voice was calm
and determined. "The work doesn’t
stop," he told me. "Either way, we have
to continue." As we spoke, he was at
his workshop, weaving. Through the
phone, I could hear the steady rhythm
of the nawl.

Samer descends from a long
line of master weavers. The Almadani
family has been renowned for genera-
tions in Hama, known for their exqui-
site handwoven towels and tablecloths—
once a defining craft of the city. Before
1982, Hama boasted some 1,600 nawls.
Today, only about ten remain, and just
two families —Almadani and Aldabik—
continue the practice.

The loss is profound, and
growing. With each passing generation,
the tradition edges closer to disappear-
ance. One craftsman passed away only
months ago, leaving behind a silenced
nawl and an unpassed legacy; his chil-
dren never learned the craft.

Since 1982, Samer and his six
brothers all learned the art of weaving
from their father. But the wars scattered
the family, and pushed them out into
distant geographies. Only two brothers
remain in Hama, still active at the nawl.
The others now live in Libya, Saudi
Arabia, the Netherlands, and Germany.



That same year, during the 1982
war in Hama, many of the city’s crafts-
men were Killed. The survival of the
craft fell to the few families who re-
mained. At the time, handwoven goods
were primarily exported by merchants,
particularly to Iraq. But as political
tensions between Iraq and Syria grew,
exports declined, and many craftsmen
were forced to abandon their nawls
for more secure livelihoods. After the
war, those who remained, now without
merchants, managed sales themselves,
building new ways of sustaining their
work and selling locally and abroad.

On a video call, Samer guided
me through his workshop, beginning
with his prized 7-shaft nawl. He walked
the camera across the space, revealing
three large nawls, each mid-process,
threads stretched and waiting. Watch-
ing him weave on the 7-shaft nawl
was nothing short of inspiring. The
workshop also houses a small store, its
shelves lined with handwoven towels,

tablecloths, and other delicate textiles.
These multi-shaft nawls, he explained,
open up vast creative possibilities, and
allow for intricate, complex patterns
beyond the scope of simpler machines.
Always thinking ahead, Samer has
stockpiled enough threads and materi-
als to last twenty years.

Yet, this space bears scars. In
2015, a fire of unknown origin swept
through the workshop, reducing much
of what his family had built to ashes.
"It used to look like a museum," he told
me. The fire destroyed years of work,
and what wasn't burned was stolen.
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Sanaa El Hani
July 28,2024

For the past 12 years, Sanaa El
Hani has been working as a weaver in
Zouk Mikael, a town north of Beirut,
nestled between the mountains and
the sea, and long known for its silk
weaving. Strolling through its souk
(marKket) today, however, is a different
experience. Behind shuttered doors lie
abandoned nawls, and the nawl muse-
um, once a symbol of the town's legacy,
has recently closed.

Sanaa's journey began after a fateful
encounter with Antoine Saade, a master
weaver in Zouk Mikael. Moved by his
craft, she decided to learn weaving

herself, and eventually opened her
own space in 2012. Inside, her work is
dlsgla?fed alongside a spinning wheel
and a large nawl. Sanaa works with
great care, craftm% one piece at a time—
shawls, abayas, table runners, and
more.

Sanaa speaks of her craft and
her town with profound love and devo-
tion."Every 28 back-and-forth motions
on the nawl give you just one centimeter,
she tells me as she weaves. Recalling
some of the local lore, she goes on,
"They say a nun once came to the Saint
Michel Monastery in Zouk Mikael and
started teaching the practice in the
town. At that time, there were 350 nawls
in the town. Four families were especial-
ly known for their weaving: Saade, Audi,
Salamouni, and Dimyati."

Today, Sanaa is one of the
last remaining nawl weavers in Zouk
Mikael. Many of her peers have passed
away or closed their workshops, and
their knowledge disappeared with
them. More than anything, Sanaa



dreams of passing the craft on, or
teaching others so that the practice ma
live on, a thread woven into the cultura
fabric of her town and her country.



Shafic Melki
August 14, 2024

Shafic Melki, a 90-year old
sheikh and former weaver, tells the
history of beit chaar, or tent weaving, in
Chhim, a village in the Chouf region. As
he recalls, the craft gained momentum
after a relative returned from Hajj
where he introduced Saudi families
to the town's weaving tradition. Soon,
Chhim was sourcing wool, spinning,
and weaving tents for export to Saudi
Arabia. But with the rise of concrete
structures and shifting lifestyles,
demand for beit chaar tents waned, and
the practice itself gradually faded into
memotry.

"Arab tribes lived in tents. Hajj
Chehade, who once made the
pilgrimage [to Mecca] on foot, passed
another tribe on his journey back. He
told them he was from Chhim, and that
he'd been on a pilgrimage and was on
his way home. He explained to them
that their tents can be improved, and
that in Chhim, they had craftsmen

who spun goat hair on a wheel, and
proposed making a tent for them that
would keep them warm in winter and
cool in summer. He described how goat
hair could be spun on the wheel, and
later brought goat hair from Eglypt,
distributing it among the people and
teaching them how to spin it. The craft
quickly spread in Chhim until nine out
of ten people practiced spinning and
weaving.

We didn't make carpets, we only
made tents with beit chaar (goat hair),
because carpets are wool, not hair. The
Bedouins would buy small tents of
about ten meters. The more powerful
ones would say, "I want twenty metres".
Then a prince came along and said to
the weaver,"Will you weave blue beads
into the tent for me?" He would then set



up the loom and weave with blue beads.

Thus Faisal al-Baghdadi and
Youssef Oweidat would bring the goat
hair and distribute it amongst the
sgmners. After they weaved them,
they would take it to the Arab Gulf
countries to sell them at good prices.
When King Faisal discovered that
mortar stones, like jewels of sand, could
be used to build houses, the industry
began declining. They started taking
stones from here and god knows what
they were building. The industr
disappeared, completely gone. The
people who worked in it ended up
sending their children to become
doctors and officers, as this craft used
to be their only way to escape poverty.
Of course, at the time, a penny was a
penny, not like today's dollars.

"Let's go take a look at the wheel."



Houssam Zakout
December 4, 2024

The depth of Houssam's con-
nection to the craft, and to Gaza, left
a great mark on me. He spoke with
a quiet intensity, tracing his journey
through memory. The story of Majda-
lawi fabric, his initial reluctance to
learn the craft, and how he eventually
learned to weave from his father. The
genocide in Gaza forced him and his
family to be displaced five times before
he finally resettled in Cairo. Just before
the recent war, he had set up a small
workshop with five looms. Each is now
reduced to rubble, along with his home,

and his home city. In Cairo, Houssam

is beginning again. Slowly, he resumed
his practice, managing to rebuild his
workshop and one loom, just enough to
sustain a livelihood and keep the thread
from breaking.

I'm going to start from the beginning,
from before we were in Egypt. This is a
journey that is a little over 26 years old
from when we revived this craft as it
was fading away. This craft was famous
in the occupied city of Al-Majdal, which
is now known as Ashkelon. Did you
know that after the migration and the
occupation, the indigenous people of
Al-Majdal all left their hometown? No
one remained there. Al-Majdal was

one of the most famous cities in Bilad
al-Sham for the textile industry. Not
just for producing textiles, but also
working on carpets, dressing gowns and
bedspreads. Every home in Al-Majdal
before the occupation had at least one
nawl, and you could say that the whole
town was engaged with weaving in
some way.



With occupation came displace-
ment,and the people of Al-Majdal were
displaced to the camps in Gaza, and
others migrated to Lebanon, Jordan,
Egypt, or other Arab countries. How-
ever, my family belonged to a group of
the displaced that remained in Gaza in
the Jabalia refugee camp. During this
period, the textile business was almost
completely halted, but the people of
Al-Majdal, in exile, restarted their work
and production in their crafts.

The migration took place with
the occupation and the people of
Al-Majdal were displaced to the camps
in Gaza and others who migrated to
Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt, or other
Arab countries. However, my family
belonged to a group of migrants that
remained in Gaza in the Jabalia refugee
camp. During this period, the textile
business was almost completely halted,
but the people of Al-Majdal, in exile,
restarted their work and production in
their crafts.

My father got back on the nawl, and
started working, and other families
have returned to the craft, including
the Zakout and al-Madhoun families,
the Maliha family, and the Salha fam-
ily. These families were famous for
their weaving. This is after the migra-
tion; they were the ones who kept the
industry going. My father in Jabalia
camp had a workshop where there were
nawls, called al-ka'ah, which means
"the hall" but in the Magdalawi dia-

lect they call it al-ka’ah. He had more
than one loom, and he worked there
alongside his worker(s) during the day.
Among them was the

Magdalawi weaving, which is the fabric
of the Palestinian garment in general.

He had a rug nawl that he
worked with as well. Did you know
that Al-Majdal was the one that man-
ufactured the fabrics and distributed
them to all the areas of Palestine? Each
town had its own embroidery and the
design of the garment differed from
town to town, but the same fabrics that



were embroidered on and made into a
garment were made in Al-Majdal. These
fabrics had names and several colors

or shapes in the fabric. One of them,
which is the Janna w Nar pattern, has

a fuchsia line and a green line, and the
background is either black or navy, the
same colors also present on the sides.
The green stripes have thin red and
orange stripes on them. This dress was
usually made for celebratory occasions.
The Abu Mateen garment is the same,
but instead of green, it has two fuchsia
stripes on the sides in addition to the
orange and red stripes.

These names were passed down
to us like this, but don't ask me why
they call it Abu Mateen. All I know is
that these names are Canaanite. In
the Jalali garment, the background is
either black or navy, in addition to two
fuchsia stripes, but not in the grooves,
it is a popular dress that women wear
at home and at work. In the same way
as the Beltagi, from the same design as
Janna w Nar, but with thick stripes on

the sides and a central black stripe ris-
ing from the bottom. If the background
of the garment is black, then the stripes
are white. In the Telhami cloth that
takes its name from Bethlehem, but
also originating from Jerusalem and
Ramallah has stripes in red, wine and
green, and most notably a bold black
stripe running through its center.

The Al-Majdal thobe is typically
unembroidered, but its collar features
silk thread designs that reflect the
town's landscapes—small mountains or
memorable landscapes that would hint
at the nature of the town it was from. In
Al-Majdal, the same sitt who wove the
fabric did not have time to embroider as
well. To give you an example from my
family home: when my father was work-
ing in his workshop, my mother had
her specific task, and each of my sisters
had a different role. One would twist
the nawl:s pipes, another would spin
the threads, someone else would be
cleaning. Al-Majdal was the same—each
woman working alongside her husband
and family, communally.



And then came our turn to
revive this industry. The authority in
Gaza was the Palestinian Authority, and
Yasser Arafat was the head of state, and
he asked the Gaza municipality at that
time - in '97 or '98, I don't remember ex-
actly, but at that time - to create a space
that contains all the crafts that Pales-
tine was famous for and that had disap-
peared or where on the verge of being
lost. To create something of a tourist
attraction, or a cultural heritage center
for traditional Palestinian crafts. They
called it the Arts and Crafts Village.

At that time, they searched for
the Al-Majdal nawl. My father, Rafiq
Zakkout, or Abu Farid, was almost 60
years old and was in good health, so
he was the right man for the job. They
sent after him and my father answered
the call with a business partner from
Dar Maliha (family). My father was
very pleased to be part of reviving this
industry that he had inherited from his
father who had in turn inherited it from
his father before him. This was his craft

and he wanted to work on it with pas-
sion and love, so this call had given him
the momentum to revive this tradition,
so he began...

We had old nawls that my father
never gave away and refused to give
up till the last moment. I was in high
school and was the youngest of my
siblings. My father was adamant that
education is the key and all my older
siblings had finished their studies.
All three of my sisters were doctors
and their entire focus went towards
teaching. I was in a public school and
had just finished my studies and was
planning to go to university. My father
would tell me, "Come and let me teach
you the trade so that you don't have to
go." I would tell him that I want to learn
like my sisters.. the point of this story
is that I did not understand the nature
of this craft, its influence, or its value to
us.

The Arts and Crafts Village was
across the street from the university.



So I was at my father's side, sometimes
when we had an hour or two of free
time, I went to my father's place to sit
down, especially since the place was
very beautiful and there were tourists
and visitors from high-ranking author-
ities and foreign delegations, and there
was a small restaurant where the chairs
were made of straw and old wood. It
was a very nice place and I liked to go
and sit there.

Over time, the interest shown
by visitors drew me in more and more.
Watching my father at work pulled me
closer to the craft, and he would en-
courage me to join him, his love for the
trade. So we started working together.
He was thrilled. When I messed up at
work, you could sense that he was fum-
ing, but he wouldn't show it because
he didn't want to upset me or push me
away, so he put up with it.

God rest his soul. He was
stubborn and he loved teaching me.
He used to tell me, "My son, learn it,

and teach it to others, so that the craft
doesn't die. If I go away, this trade will
go with me because no one else will be
able to do it."

In the year 2000, my father
passed away. After his death, I could no
longer continue on my own, because
frankly there were many things I was
lacking. Due to my father's insistence to
continue the trade and because he had
bequeathed this responsibility to me,
the challenges began for me while I was
still a student at college. But there was
a determination to continue on my end,
so I was conflicted on what to do. Of
course, the weaving work had stopped
for a while, I wouldn't exaggerate and
say a year, a little less than a year.

That's when the feeling began
to crystallize for me that this nawl must
be operational again and that it was my
turn to revive the craft. It was going to
take time and effort that was not avail-
able to me as a student. I started going
to the older generation in their sixties



and seventies who had been working in
this craft. One of the men amongst this
group was Abu Jamal Al Oud, god rest
his soul. This man never shortchanged
me with this craft.  remember going

to him and telling him about the idea
that I wanted to restart the nawl — he
was happy to see that a young man was
interested.

There was also a man from Dar
Maliha, Muhammad Maliha. He was
over seventy years old at the time. He
was also generous, sharing with me the
ideas and skills that I was lacking. So
I started, messed up, lost a lot and ex-
perimented plenty, until I reached the
finished product I was seeking. That's
when I reactivated the nawl and we
resumed the weaving work. I taught one
of my sisters and my nephews helped
as well. We were working out of our
home at first, and then we had to grow
the business, so I expanded and began
making thobes, bags and bedsheets and
thankfully they were in demand. I was
creating a lot of unique things at that

time.

On the 1st of September, 2023,
I opened up my own shop, and within
15 days it was fully working and the
nawls were ready. I had five nawls and
got started. I didn't have time for an
official opening, because I was too busy
fulfilling orders. There were two other
workers alongside me and my family
members who were all working part-
time with their studies. In any way, on
the 7th of October, the war erupted and
what followed, we all know.

We entered Egypt. We had
arrived safely and rested for a peri-
od, but it had been long enough and I
was itching to work again. So I set up
a workshop in Egypt. Of course, there
were many difficulties in setting up the
workshop, because the equipment and
tools that I was used to were not to be
found.

We started thinking about how
to work with the tools that were availa-



ble, and developed a new method. The
method of weaving, filtering and stitch-
ing together that we used to do origi-
nally on the street, was one that I would
do from scratch.. but here in Egypt
there was no way to work with it. So we
developed new and modern methods to
produce, and thankfully it worked out.
We have been working for almost three
months now and production has begun.

I had left Gaza without any
of my tools or equipment. After our
"migration"” our home was completely
obliterated, the bombing collapsed the
whole structure. I had a nawl in the
house. The workshop was gone, right
behind it there was a mosque that was
bombed and with it the nawls burnt and
the tools caught on fire and everything
was lost. There is nothing left, so when
I want to go back, I would have to start
from scratch. It would not be my first
time, but I now have the experience and
know-how.



Photographs by Omnia Najm










Syrian Crafts Council
April 4, 2025

The Syrian Crafts Council is a
platform committed to preserving and
Bromptmg Syria's rich craft heritage.

rawing on years of fieldwork an
collected oral histories, they share
insights into the most widespread
handweaving traditions in the countr
and how these practices have adapte
and transformed during times of war.

Each region in Syria has
developed its styles according to its
resources and uses. Damascus, for
example, excelled in brocart (brocade)
and damask, while Hama was known
for deema fabrics, and Douma for

aghabani embroidery.

- Brocart: The Damascus brocade is one
of the most luxurious fabrics, woven
with natural silk threads with gold or
silver reed threads using mechanical
"semi-automatic" jacquard nawls.
Traditionally, weaving in Aleppo
evolved towards automated production,
and synthetic yarns such as polyester
were introduced into the fabric,
flooding the market with brocade-

like fabrics at low prices. Meanwhile,

in Hama, nawls were used to weave
cotton and towels. In rural areas (such
as Sweida and Hasaka), there were
traditions of weaving wool and carpets
that reflected the region's identity and
culture.

The motifs in Damascene
brocade weaving mainly use warp
threads of black and white color, red
and green weft threads, and thin gold
or silver threads known as reeds. The
motifs vary from geometric shapes to
delicate floral motifs, each of which
holds deep cultural significance
related to the city's history and
traditions. Some of these motifs



are known to express religious or
ceremonial symbolism, but we are
still in the process of researching and
documenting their exact details.

- Damask: A silk or cotton fabric,
characterized by motifs that appear on
both sides of the fabric, used in curtains
and tapestries.

- Aghabani: A cotton fabric
embroidered with silk or reed threads,
Hroduced by hand and decorated with

oral patterns via woodblock printing
and embroidery.

- Alaga: A silk and cotton fabric used
in the manufacture of traditional folk
costumes (saiya).

- Deema: A striped cotton fabric, a low-
cost version of the Alaga, suitable for
those with limited incomes.

With the collapse of the textile
and weaving industry after the mid-
20th century, and later the war, the
number of artisans dwindled from
500 to just a handful. For example, the
Dreikish factory, which once supplied

Damascus with natural silk, was shut
down and replaced with imported
Chinese silk. The war dealt a near-
fatal blow to the handmade textile
production chain: many workshops
closed, natural silk became scarce, and
numerous artisans either emigrated or
left the profession altogether.

Nonetheless, in recent years,
individual initiatives have emerged
to revive traditional weaving, with
artisans restoring abandoned nawls,
drawing on visual archives and old
jacquard cards and machines.



mimStudio is a Beirut-based research and
practice studio led by Mayssa Kanaan, exploring
the threads that connect storytelling, craft, and
design. Through ongoing experimentation with
archives, weaving, maps, natural materials, and
clay, we delve into the layered narratives of Bilad
al-Sham, its land, its people, and their stories. Our
projects are co-created with craftsmen/women,
storytellers, and the communities they belong to.

Grant by Art Jameel
Research and Practice Platform
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