



[image: ]









[image: ]







[image: ]

PALESTINIAN EMBROIDERY IN CONTEMPORARY ART

JOANNA

BARAKAT





[image: ]





[image: ]





[image: ]

CONTENTS

6

INTRODUCTION

Joanna Barakat

28

PERENNIAL STITCHES

Dr Tina Sherwel

l

32

TATREEZ AS CEREMONY: AN ETHOS FOR PRESERVING

PALESTINIAN EMBROIDERY IN THE DIASPORA

Wafa Ghnaim

38

MATERIAL POWER: EMBROIDERY AND

CONTEMPORARY ART

Rachel Dedman





[image: ]

46

TAMAM AL AKHAL

54

SLIMAN MANSOUR

70

NABIL ANANI

82

CHRIS

GAZALEH

90

MOHAMMED

ALHAJ

100

SAMAH

SHIHADI

108

HAZEM HARB

120

LARISSA SANSOUR

130

SARY ZANANIRI

138

SAMA ALSHAIBI

152

STEVE SABELLA

162

AMER SHOMALI

174

JOANNA

BARAKAT

188

MAHA DAYA

196

MAJD ABDEL HAMID

204

SAMAR

HEJAZI

218

JORDAN NASSAR

232

DEBORAH MULLINS

242

LIANE AL

GHUSAIN

248

KIKI SALEM

256

MONTHER JAWABREH

268

SAMAR

HUSSAINI

276

NAJAT EL-TAJI EL-KHAIRY

286

NAQSH COLLECTIVE

298

BIOGRAPHIES

299

INDEX

302

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Previous spread: Rasha Eleyan,

Zaghrouta Solidarity

, 2023. Acrylic on canvas, 115 x 160 cm





[image: ]

6

INTRODUCTION

JOANNA BARAKAT

A BRIEF HISTORY OF PALESTINIAN EMBROIDERY

Palestinian women speak of life and land through

their embroidery. Historically, Palestinian embroidery

communicated and embodied the story of Palestinian

women living in villages, farms, cities and Bedouin

communities. Along with the artistic skill of embroidery

and dress construction, a girl learned many life lessons

stitching her future wedding dress while sharing stories

with the women of her household and neighbourhood.

With a needle and thread, she wrote her autobiography

in a language of motifs passed down to her.

Her hand-embroidered dress, or

thobe

, is a conversation

with the onlooker about her environment, beliefs, marital

and socioeconomic status – all fundamental aspects

of Palestinian village life. The

thobe

was cherished

and passed down generationally, along with ancestral

knowledge accompanying its creation. Palestinian

embroidery is much more than decorative embellishment.

It is an indigenous language which has transmitted

Palestinian cultural knowledge for centuries.

When discussing Palestinian embroidery generally,

Palestinians use the Arabic word

tatreez

, meaning

embroidery, and refer to the wide variety of regional styles,

stitches, colours and motifs by their speciﬁc names. In

Arabic, Palestinian cross-stitch embroidery is

tatreez fellahi

falasteeni

, or Palestinian farmer embroidery, designating

it to a rural class within Palestinian society that included

farmers, villagers and Bedouins. In nineteenth to early

twentieth-century Palestine, middle-class urban women

preferred Western-style clothes. They considered the

traditional embroidered

thobe

appropriate only for the

rural class, deeming these dresses as unfashionable

and socially unacceptable, clashing with their perceived

modern and cosmopolitan preferences. Despite this,

upper-class women of that time owned expensive and

luxurious Ottoman brocade embroidery to display wealth

and political and social status. Many of these women also

posed for studio portrait photographs dressed up in an

embroidered

thobe

 and traditional headdress, reinforcing

their distinct separation from the rural Palestinians while

enjoying a glamorised version of their heritage.

The centuries-old, ancestral, indigenous and localised

expression of a woman’s identity through embroidery

abruptly shifted in form and meaning after 1948, with the

beginning of the Nakba, the widespread destruction of

Palestinian villages, massacres and mass dispossession,

expulsion and displacement of Palestinian natives to

facilitate the creation of Israel, a Jewish Zionist settler

ethnostate. Zionist militia gangs razed to the ground the

villages that were Palestine’s textile production and weaving

centres. Embroidered dresses were left behind in houses

forcibly taken by Zionists, and other dresses were sold out

of necessity to survive the devastation. The combination of

industrialisation and economic need led to commodifying

what was once a handmade item for personal use.

By the 1960s, a new

thobe

 emerged from the refugee

camps. Instead of using motifs speciﬁc to a woman’s

environment and village, women in the refugee camps

exchanged motifs and styles, and foreign patterns were

also introduced. Organisations working with refugees taught

women in camps to embroider and support themselves by

selling their work to tourists and international markets. Since

the 1970s, synthetic fabrics and machine embroidery have

replaced natural fabrics and hand embroidery, owing to their

availability and affordability. The embroidered

thobe

, and

images of the Palestinian woman wearing it, now symbolised

identity, steadfastness and resistance. This change in

perception lifted the stigma among urban women around

wearing embroidery that was once snubbed as only for rural

women. Palestinian women of all backgrounds proudly wore

and displayed Palestinian embroidery regardless of their

class or position within and outside of Palestine.

The 1980s and 1990s saw the introduction of the Intifada

Thobe

. When Israel outlawed the Palestinian ﬂag and any

use of its colours, women secretly began to stitch dresses

in red, green, white and black, creating and incorporating

motifs of national symbols such as the map of Palestine,
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the key representing the right of return for refugees, the

Dome of the Rock, and the Palestinian ﬂag. These dresses

and the act of embroidering them continue to represent

Palestinian women’s agency over their bodies, voices and

political participation.

With the growing recognition of embroidery’s importance

to Palestinian culture and heritage, many efforts are being

taken to preserve it. Institutions and individuals in Palestine

and the diaspora have collected Palestinian embroidered

dresses and textile artefacts for preservation and

education; most notably the late Hind al-Husseini, Widad

Kawar, Hanan Munayyer, Maha Saca, Yasser Barakat

and George Al-Ama. Social enterprises and organisations

continue working with Palestinian refugees in Palestine,

Jordan and Lebanon to create hand-embroidered

items for sale. Palestinian designers recreate traditional

Ghabani thobe

from the village

of Lifta in Jerusalem, Palestine,

circa 1920. Collection of Yasser

Barakat. Photo by Ihab Barakat

Thobe

from Gaza region,

Palestine, circa 1920. Collection

of Yasser Barakat. Photo by

Ihab Barakat

Thobe

from Ramallah, Palestine,

circa 1900. Collection of Yasser

Barakat. Photo by Ihab Barakat

hand-embroidered dresses and machine-embroidered

modern interpretations of Palestinian dresses. Others

design Western-style clothing decorated with traditional

Palestinian embroidery.

Palestinian embroidery has become common to wear for

wedding celebrations, henna parties and engagements.

In addition, there are modern recreations of traditional

belts and headdresses, a decorative nod to Palestinian

heritage. Social media and access to more information

about Palestinian embroidery has created a revival and

greater interest in the practice. As a result, Palestinians

in the diaspora and others interested in Palestinian

embroidery are learning to cross stitch and sew their own

embroidered dresses, bringing back the personalised

expression of Palestinian identity and fostering a sense

of community.
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Ismail Shammout,

Madonna of the Oranges

, 1997. Oil on canvas, 100 x 80 cm. Barjeel Art Foundation, Sharjah
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INTRODUCTION

EMERGENCE OF PALESTINIAN EMBROIDERY IN

CONTEMPORARY ART

Established in 1964, the Palestinian Liberation Organisation

(PLO) recognised how art, culture and heritage could

shape the Palestinian national consciousness. Israel’s theft

and cultural appropriation of Palestinian cultural products

reinforced the emphasis on creating Palestinian art and

preserving Palestinian culture and heritage. Artists Ismail

Shammout, founder and director of the Department of

Arts and National Culture of the PLO in Beirut, and his wife,

Tamam Al Akhal, head of the Art and Heritage section

of the Department of Information and Culture, played a

prominent role in cultural production and ensuring the

preservation of Palestinian heritage. Artists in Palestine

and those displaced in other countries worked with the

PLO to produce works predominantly about liberation and

Palestinian nationalism, introducing a visual vocabulary

and iconography still prominent today. Posters of these

paintings made the work and imagery accessible and

widespread among refugee camps and Palestinian

homes worldwide.

These artists transformed embroidery into a collective

symbol of Palestinian identity. For example, Abdul Hay

Mosallam Zarrara’s vivid bas-relief paintings celebrated

traditional village life by portraying women wearing

embroidered dresses. In scenes of resistance, they

became primary characters representing strength and

liberation. Posters and paintings by Palestinian artists like

Ismail Shammout, Abdelrahman Al Muzayen and Mustafa

al-Hallaj featured rural imagery with the Palestinian woman

in her embroidered

thobe

, personifying the motherland.

This mother ﬁgure is a metaphor for the reciprocal

deep-rooted connection, longing and unconditional love

Palestinians maintained for their native land. Other notable

artists whose paintings depict scenes of rural life include

Nasr Abdel Aziz Eleyan and Ibrahim Ghannam. Paintings

of the utopian Palestinian village shape how many people

imagine Palestine.

From the 1970s onwards, Sliman Mansour and Nabil

Anani employed the imagery of the Palestinian woman

in the embroidered

thobe

 and incorporated Palestinian

embroidery motifs in their abstract works. Ceramicist

and painter Issam Badr also incorporated Palestinian

Abdul Hay Mosallam Zarrara,

The Role of Women in the Family

and Taking Care of the Uprising

, 1991. Acrylic on sawdust and glue

on panel, 71.5 x 72.5 cm. Ramzi and Saeda Dalloul Art Foundation

Abdul Hay Mosallam Zarrara,

The Dress of the Five Areas in

Palestine

, 1990. Oil and acrylic on panel, 63 x 80 cm. Ramzi and

Saeda Dalloul Art Foundation
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Abdelrahman Al Muzayen,

Untitled

, 2013. Acrylic on canvas, 100 x 71cm. Ramzi and Saeda Dalloul Art Foundation
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embroidery motifs into his works. Here, the imagery

of the motifs stands alone to represent Palestinian

identity and provide a window to a pre-Nakba Palestine.

Since the 1970s, multi-discipline artist Samia Zaru used

pieces of embroidered fabric in her paintings to express

Palestinian identity. The presence of embroidery within

Zaru’s abstract and landscape paintings makes them

undeniably Palestinian. Early in her career as a ceramic

artist, Vera Tamari was inspired by ﬁeld visits with her

students to Palestinian villages to study and research

Palestinian crafts predominantly performed by women,

such as pottery, weaving and basketmaking. She

was drawn to the authenticity and rootedness of village

culture. Her ceramic relief

Palestinian Women at Work

(1979) depicts Palestinian women seated in the courtyard

of their home, dressed in Palestinian embroidered dresses

and engaged in pottery making.

In the 1980s, many posters of Gazan artist Fathi Ghaben’s

paintings celebrated Palestinian folklore and pastoral life.

Bashir Sinwar captured similar imagery in his paintings,

drawings and portraits, along with scenes of Palestinians

suffering under Israeli occupation. Laila Shawa featured

the traditional Palestinian

thobe

 in her paintings from

the 1980s, such as in the

Turkumanyat

series, along with

other paintings depicting Palestinian women from Gaza.

She also includes geometric embroidery motifs in the

backgrounds of her later portrait series from 2017.

Through their distinct styles using bright colours

and colour blocking, Dina Mattar and Rasha Eleyan

showcase the strength and beauty of Palestinian

women. Gazan artist Dina Mattar celebrates the beauty

and joy of Palestinian life through her vibrant paintings

with Palestinian women in traditional dress. She draws

inspiration from nature, Islamic design and her Palestinian

heritage, to abstract and transform the intricate geometric

and ﬂoral patterns in her work. Rasha Eleyan also uses

bold colours and colour blocking, combining realistic

painting with her dynamic cartoon-like pop art style.

Inﬂuenced by the artwork of her father, Nasr Abdel

Aziz Eleyan, she presents the Palestinian woman in her

embroidered dress, expressing resistance against the

Israeli occupation’s attempts to steal and appropriate

Palestinian culture. Eleyan is dedicated to preserving

Palestinian heritage through her artwork, particularly

from the perspective of revolutionary Palestinian women.

Maysaloun Faraj’s painting

From Darkness Emerges Light

(2023) expresses her fascination with the beauty and

history of Palestinian embroidery while paying homage

to Palestinian women. Faraj features this painting in the

background of another painting,

In My Home Are Many

Homes

(2023).

From Darkness Emerges Light

is seen ﬁlling

the wall of a room in her home with Palestinian embroidery

motifs while also infusing the foreground with the same

brightly coloured patterns reﬂecting off the coffee table.

Her stylistic use of outline and striking colours emerge

from a black background, creating depth to her lively and

captivating scenes.

In My Home Are Many Homes

belongs

Abdelrahman Al Muzayen,

Palestine

series, 2007. Ink on paper,

65 x 50 cm. Ramzi and Saeda Dalloul Art Foundation

INTRODUCTION
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to a series of paintings in which Faraj explores the idea that a

home can harmoniously embody various cultures, traditions

and identities. Highlighting the complex and rich tapestry

of human experience, she draws attention to the beauty

that emerges from embracing the interconnectedness of

humanity.

Contemporary artists continue to explore ways of

using Palestinian embroidery to question perceptions

and narratives about borders, displacement and loss.

Mohammed Al Hawajri titled his powerful painting series

Maryam

(2015) after his mother, with each painting

portraying the strength and resilience that a Palestinian

mother embodies in the face of loss and occupation. In

each painting, Al Hawajri places this imagery on her chest

panel as a visual representation of what she holds close to

her heart, like her martyred son, whose face wrapped in his

kefﬁyeh

symbolises the resistance against Israeli oppression

and occupation. Khaled Hourani’s four embroidered

works from the

Afrah wa Iftrah

 series (2004) focus on how

Palestinian women would dye their brightly embroidered

dresses when in a state of mourning. The four works

move from lightest to darkest, echoing the passage of

time during the grieving process.

In his

Protective Edge

series (2015) and

Embroidered

Landscape

series (2016), Farid Abu Shakra superimposes

delicate needlepoint perforations and colourful Palestinian

stitched embroidery motifs over black-and-white imagery of

the Israeli military bombing Gaza in 2014. The work visually

and conceptually contrasts the beautiful, perforated patterns

and embroidery motifs with harsh, violent imagery of ﬁghter

jets and explosions. Mona Hatoum’s

Twelve Windows

 (2012),

created in collaboration with the Inaash Association, is an

installation showcasing twelve panels of embroidery from

different regions of Palestine, hanging from pegs; the viewer

must meander through the obstructing conﬁguration to see

the work. Khalil Rabah’s works

Hide Geographies

(2017)

and

Common Geographies

(2019) feature embroidered

panels shaped as planimetric maps, hung as if in a tannery.

Hatoum’s and Rabah’s works address the obstacles and

restrictions of life and land under occupation.

Shadi Alzaqzouq paints satirical and provocative

hyperrealistic paintings that are rich in symbolism,

Nasr Abdel Aziz Eleyan,

Waiting

, 2005. Oil on canas, 83 x 122 cm
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portraying the cruel absurdity of Israeli occupation and

the harsh realities of living under apartheid. In

Le Pardon

(2017), he features a woman wearing an embroidered

Palestinian

thobe

, cradling the dead body of a Palestinian

man across her lap, reminiscent of Michelangelo’s

Pietà

.

He critiques the hypocrisy of Western propaganda and

how it frames the Holocaust narrative to highlight Jewish

European suffering while disregarding Israel’s genocide

and oppression of Palestinians.

Artists also create digital representations of Palestinian

embroidery. In

Dress

 (2019), Sulafa Hijazi arranges 372

interactive QR codes that link to various articles, images

and videos to form what appear to be embroidery

motifs of a dress chest panel using traditional colours.

She contrasts the collective female narratives of the

digital age with the value of time and sharing of stories

within a community through the creation of handiwork

like embroidery. Maya Amer, who digitises and animates

Palestinian embroidery motifs, created an infographic

animation with a chest panel where each cross stitch

represents the number of Palestinians Israel killed

in Gaza by October 31, 2023, in the ﬁrst month of

the genocide.

Vera Tamari,

Palestinian Women at Work

, 1979. Ceramic relief, 42 x 60 cm. Barjeel Art Foundation, Sharjah
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Laila Shawa,

The Turkamanya with Child, The Pomegranate Seller

, 2020. Acrylic on canvas, 80 x 100 cm. Collection of Rula Alami
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Maysaloun Faraj,

In My Home Are Many Home

s, 2023. Oil pigment on canvas, 160 x 140 cm
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Palestinian embroidery takes centre stage in Abdul Rahman

Katanani’s

The Story Portals

series (2023–2024). He drew

inspiration for this series from ten embroidered tapestries

procured from the Inaash Association by Dr Basel Dalloul

for the Ramzi and Saeda Dalloul Art Foundation. Known

for his innovative use of barbed wire and scrap metal,

Katanani created works for this series featuring large,

woven barbed wire embroidery motifs. Other works in the

series consist of sheet metal reshaped into compositions of

embroidery motifs. By reinventing Palestinian embroidery

in metal, Katanani addressed the emotional turmoil he felt

from witnessing Israel’s extreme violence, destruction and

ruthless attacks on Palestine and Lebanon.

In response to Israel’s genocide of Palestinians in Gaza,

artists, designers and content creators shared their

artwork in social media posts reﬂecting Palestinian and

global activism calling for a ceaseﬁre and Palestinian

liberation from Israeli occupation and apartheid. Global

awareness increased interest in Palestinian embroidery.

Palestinian embroidery workshops and meet-ups

were held worldwide, while people wore Palestinian

embroidery, displayed it in protests, and included it

in social media content creation, reinforcing interest

in its cultural and political value to the Palestinian

narrative. A revival of the imagery of women wearing

the embroidered

thobe

 appeared across social media

platforms and on posters at protests. Examples include

Free Palestine

 (2023) by Hassan Manasrah and

We Shall

Return

(2014) by Imad Abu Shtayyah, the latter having

already circulated after a previous Israeli bombardment

of Gaza. Political cartoonists featured Palestinian women

in the embroidered

thobe

 as characters in their drawings

that were shared widely over social media and made

into stickers and posters for protests. Again, we see

the emotion-provoking imagery of the woman in the

embroidered

thobe

 as a metaphor for Palestine. This

imagery also signiﬁes a resistance movement connected

to Palestinian steadfastness and a deep-rooted love for

their native land.

Along with recognition of the indefensible and enormous

number of lives lost in Israel’s horriﬁc genocide of

Palestinians in Gaza, there must be an understanding

Abdul Rahman Katanani,

Amulet

, 2024. Petroleum barrels, 333 x 179 cm
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that much of Gaza’s cultural and artistic heritage was

also targeted and destroyed in Israel’s attacks. The

devastation caused by Israel’s relentless bombing of

Gaza reminded Palestinians worldwide of the urgency

of preserving their cultural heritage as Israel continues

to take extreme measures in the ethnic cleansing of

Palestinians. Israel’s deliberate and systematic attempt

to erase Palestinian culture in Gaza includes but is not

limited to the destruction of collections of art, artefacts,

embroidered dresses and other heritage items, along with

design houses, art studios, art galleries, art institutions,

museums, universities, libraries, archives and cultural and

heritages sites. Since Palestinian embroidery’s existence

is evidence of Palestinian indigeneity, the act of preserving

it is an act of resistance against Zionist claims and the

violent ethnocide of Palestinian culture.

OVERVIEW OF FEATURED ARTISTS IN THIS BOOK

Appreciation for the artistry and skill involved in Palestinian

embroidery and its potential to communicate ideas has

inspired many contemporary artists to embrace and

reinterpret it visually and symbolically. This book examines

how contemporary artists continue to ﬁnd innovative

ways to incorporate it conceptually and through various

mediums in their artwork. It also highlights the profound

impact artists play in shaping, maintaining and evolving

the symbolism pertaining to Palestinian embroidery.

In my art practice, I approach Palestinian embroidery

as a language and space for connection. I use motifs to

relay messages and concepts in my embroidered works

and hand-embroidered paintings. Like all languages,

Palestinian embroidery is evolving, as is the discourse

around it. While many artists still use idealised pastoral

imagery of the embroidered

thobe

 to celebrate identity

and campaign for change, others reimagine this imagery

to express ideas about time, space and memory, while

confronting colonial and Orientalist misrepresentations.

As you read through this book, a conversation emerges

among the artworks by the featured artists that concerns

preserving and reclaiming indigeneity, dismantling colonial

constructs, and celebrating the beauty and impact of

Palestinian embroidery.

Abdul Rahman Katanani,

Palm Tree

, 2023. Barbed wire, 335 x 175 cm

Next spread: Dina Mattar,

Eid is Not Happy

, 2021. Acrylic on canvas,

200 x 140 cm
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Khaled Hourani,

Afrah wa Iftrah

series, 2004. Thread and dye on fabric, 100 x 100 cm each. Ramzi and Saeda Dalloul Art Foundation

Mohammed Al Hawajri,

Palestine-Gaza

,

Maryam

series, 2015.

Acrylic on canvas, 129 x 180 cm. Dar El-Nimer Collection
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Tamam Al Akhal’s paintings capture the Palestinian struggle

and her experiences of the Nakba, dispossession and

displacement. After discovering Palestinian embroidery,

she used it as a signiﬁer of Palestinian identity. For Sliman

Mansour, the woman in her embroidered

thobe

 is pivotal

in the visual language expressed in his paintings when

referring to Palestine and the Palestinian connection to the

land. As he does in his colourful landscapes, Nabil Anani

also uses the imagery of the Palestinian woman in her

embroidered

thobe

 to tell the story of Palestine and love

for the land and its people. Mansour and Anani’s artwork

visually and conceptually paved the way for many artists

that followed them, especially in their symbolic depictions

of women wearing embroidered dresses and the use of

Palestinian embroidery motifs.

Chris Gazaleh has taken the rural representation of the

woman in her

thobe

 into the realm of street art, painting

and illustration to promote social, cultural and political

awareness. Mohammed Alhaj incorporates Palestinian

embroidery motifs in his paintings, drawings and sculpture

to indicate cultural heritage and national identity. Samah

Shihadi delves into the complexities of Palestinian identity,

experiences and family memories of the 1948 Nakba in

her charcoal, hyperrealist depictions of embroidery.

Through photography, photo collage, ﬁlm and moving

image, artists can transform romanticised archival imagery

of the woman in the

thobe

 into a meaningful dialogue

with the viewer. Hazem Harb reframes our notion of

history, place and memory using archival photographs to

create collages that refashion landscapes and historical

imagery. In Larissa Sansour’s ﬁlms, claims to the past

are questioned and reformulated in post-apocalyptic

settings where signiﬁers of Palestinian identity, including

embroidery, become artefacts of a history written in the

future. Sary Zananiri challenges our perspectives on and

knowledge of the past by examining class divides, along

with colonial and Orientalist narratives, in his altered

photographs from the British Mandate period in Palestine.

Sama Alshaibi confronts the Orientalist perception of the

Arab woman as a motherland. She unpacks the subjects

of power, identity, gender and intersectional feminism. In

his digital photo collage

Everland

, Steve Sabella pieced

together images of embroidery from his photographs

into a boundless garden of ﬂoral stitches. He celebrates

the beauty of Palestine and opens the imagination to the

abundance of possibilities its liberation will bring.

When artists draw attention to embroidery’s visual

poetry, process and materiality, the medium becomes

as essential to the concept as the ﬁnal piece. The unused

balls of embroidery thread in Amer Shomali’s

Broken

Weddings

series come together to form giant embroidery

motifs, reminding us of the disruption of potential

dreams and ruptured lives caused by the Nakba. Maha

Daya reinvents traditional Palestinian embroidery in her

paintings and embroidered works, most recently using

embroidery to document the Gaza genocide. Majd Abdel

Hamid contrasts violence with the intimate domesticity of

embroidery, while also taking an experimental approach

when responding and processing his experience with

time and locality. Samar Hejazi creates artwork and

Sulafa Hijazi,

Dress

,

, 2019. Digital print on fabric, 130 x 220 cm

INTRODUCTION
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installations reframing the viewers’ understanding of

meaning and perception, especially regarding national

and cultural narratives.

Jordan Nassar addresses his cross-cultural diasporic

identity and cultural participation through embroidered

imagined landscapes of an ancestral homeland. After

mastering Bethlehem’s couching stitch, Deborah

Mullins made it a focal point of her textile art practice.

Liane Al Ghusain reconstructs the mechanics of the

Palestinian cross stitch to send messages through her

work and communicate concepts and ideas. With a

long familial tradition in embroidery, Kiki Salem pushes

the boundaries of embroidery motifs in her murals,

textiles and conceptual work. Focusing on materiality

and process, Monther Jawabreh draws inspiration from

Palestinian embroidery for his embroidered and woven

artworks and his community street art initiatives. Samar

Hussaini reconciles her diasporic identity through

abstract and sculptural art works incorporating

embroidery and the embroidered

thobe

.

The permanence of the medium stands out in the work

of Najat El-Taji El-Khairy, who developed a highly detailed

porcelain painting technique of Palestinian embroidery

motifs on tiles. Sisters Nisreen and Nermeen Abudail

of Naqsh Collective also emphasise enshrining the

embroidery motifs in materials such as marble, brass, stone

and wood. They recast scenes and stories from Palestine

through their artwork using the language of traditional cross-

stitch motifs. Preserving the motifs and the accompanying

stories informs the artist’s choice of medium to cement

indigenous ancestral knowledge and practices in time.

A SENSE OF CONNECTION

In any medium, Palestinian embroidery provokes an

emotional response regardless of our background. Every

culture has a textile tradition, so the familiarity invoked by

the embroidery is like a home-cooked meal. It taps into

an essential human need for a connection to home. For

Palestinians, that sense of connection and representation

is empowering, as it contests Israel’s intentional erasure

and usurpation of Palestinian culture. Palestinian

embroidery has been able to transcend the restrictions on

mobility and imposed borders placed on Palestinians living

in Occupied Palestine. It also serves as a visual reminder

of the meaning and interconnectedness behind these

different lived experiences.

Palestinians and those interested in Palestinian culture

and heritage embrace Palestinian embroidery with shared

enthusiasm and solidarity, whether it has been passed

down generationally or learned through books and

workshops. The Palestinian experience is as varied and

diverse as its stitches. The artists in this book recapture

Palestinian embroidery’s original purpose, sharing a

Palestinian story and communicating internal and external

environments. Their artwork is testimony to the power

of Palestinian embroidery as a storytelling device – an

indigenous language that recounts the past, connects us

to the present, and envisages a different future.

HOW THIS BOOK CAME TOGETHER

Collaboration on this book began with my meeting

Nabil Anani and Sliman Mansour at Anani’s home

in Ramallah in the summer of 2019. Over coffee, we

discussed the importance of embroidery in Palestinian

art and culture. We spoke of its symbolism, how it

became part of the visual language, and the urgency

around its preservation. I explained my interest in writing

a book about Palestinian embroidery in contemporary

art. Thankfully, they shared my enthusiasm, and I began

to reach out to other artists.

I collected the quotes in this book directly from the

artists. I offered them the option to answer questions

or write freely about Palestinian embroidery’s role in

their artwork and art practice. Quotes from primary

sources allow the reader to understand the artist’s

original intention and the concept behind their work.

Right: Hassan Manasrah,

Free Palestine

, 2023
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Using primary sources for quotes limited the curation

of artists for this book to living artists, namely ones I

could contact. Thankfully, I had the pleasure of meeting

Deborah Mullins and completing her chapter before

she passed away in 2020. It is also important to note

that quotes from Sliman Mansour, Nabil Anani, Tamam

Al Akhal, Maha Daya, Mohammed Alhaj and Monther

Jawabreh were translated from Arabic to English. Sliman

Mansour also gave a spoken interview in English, as did

Majd Abdel Hamid. I wrote my chapter in the third person

to align with the style of the other chapters. Thanks to

the contributions of essays by Dr Tina Sherwell, Wafa

Ghnaim and Rachel Dedman, and the collaboration

with the featured artists, we have a publication that

celebrates and documents the integral role of Palestinian

embroidery in contemporary art.
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