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L e b a n e s e  i l l u s t r a t o r  a n d  f a s h i o n  d e s i g n e r  S a l i m  A z z a m  h a s  m a d e  i t  h i s  m i s s i o n  t o  r e v i v e  t h e  c r a f t  o f  e m b r o i d e r y  

a n d  t o  e m p o w e r  t h e  w o m e n  b e h i n d  i t .  H i s  c o l l e c t i o n s  t e l l  t h e  s t o r i e s  o f  a  c o m m u n i t y  f r o m  t h e  C h o u f  m o u n t a i n s  

w h e r e  h e  w a s  b o r n .  

 

How Lebanese handicraft is getting back on the 

scene in times of crisis  

 

Zena Sabbagh’s  smal l  ate l ier  in Beirut had been a special  place:  Women 

from shattered places al l  across the Middle East  –  Lebanese,  Syr ians,  

Palest inians or  Iraqi  –  reunited here to work together .  They were 

weaving,  embroider ing table  wear,  bed wear ,  tapestr ies  or  c lothes.  By 

doing this ,  they learned th e ancient craft  of block pr int ing which the 



art ist  has passed on to them as she did to  hundreds of  women who 

trained with her .  

 

Zena Sabbagh has always been passionate about transmitt ing her  art .  

Or iginal ly  from Syr ia ,  she f led Aleppo 2012 to sett le  in Beirut.  Along she  

brought her  craft ,  inspired by ancient  tradit ions she once found in the 

souks of  her hometown. Her  ate l ier quickly became a hub for  crafts .  ‘F i l ,  

Impression et  Cie ’ ,  Zena’s  label,  has also part ic ipated in several  projects 

supported by organizat ions such as Car itas or  UNHCR, as  wel l  as  in an 

init iat ive  for  women in the remote areas of  Lebanon that received lots  of 

refugees.  

 

But that was before Lebanon was wrecked by the turmoil  i t  is  wrest l ing 

with now. The brutal  cr is is  that has been h itt ing the country for  almost 

two years now and impover ished large parts  of  i ts  populat ion also 

affected Zena’s  business.  The art ist  craftswoman left  Lebanon though 

last  year to  sett le  in France.  Yet ,  she longs to continue promoting Middle 

Eastern craft  in  Europe,  where her creations have been sel l ing on e -

commerce platforms and on special  events.  Especial ly  in t imes l ike  these, 

Zena wants to  continue to empower Lebanese handicraft .  

 

As so many economic act iv i t ies ,  crafts  are hit  by the cr is is that is  

cr ippl ing Lebanon. But on the other  hand,  i ts  hand -made products  and 

old techniques,  deeply rooted in the region,  can help Lebanese not only 

to  reconnect to their  her itage,  but also offers them new business 

opportunit ies .  Pr ior  to  the cr is is ,  the country was  import ing almost 

everything.  But now,  most of those i tems are not affordable anymore.  

 

Even products  that once were considered cheaper  than the Lebanese 

ones s ince they were produced in places such as India and China,  are 



now outrageously expensive given 

the devaluation of  the Lebanese 

Pound and are out of  reach for most 

of  the populat ion.  Hence a return to 

local  production,  especial ly  for  i tems 

that don’ t  require  s ignif icant  

technological and capital  

investment,  as is  the case with craft .  

Many Lebanese have  started 

ventur ing in local  production,  

fo l lowing the October  19 revolut ion 

in 2019 and pr ior  to  i t ;  some have 

taken i t  up in the wake of the 4th of  

August Beirut blast .  

 

The opportunit ies  arose by themselves,  by la  force des choses.  A 

speaking example is  the init iat ive  undertaken by the famous 

environmental  act iv ist  and Lebanese industr ia l  engineer ,  Z iad Abi  

Chaker .  In react ion to the blast ,  the engineer  spearheaded an ini t iat ive  

that a imed at  col lect ing the shattered glass and providing i t  for  free,  to 

the struggl ing glass blowers in Tr ipol i ,  which melted i t  down and 

transformed i t  in into glass wear :  “125 tons of glass were recycled,  a huge 

quanti ty  in comparison with the  2  mil l ion bott les  that were recycled pre -

August blast ,  between 2013-2020,”  says Abi  Chaker .  

 

By now,  his init iat ive  has expanded into designing a whole new l ine of 

products  that help to  sustain the local  economy. Under  the name ‘Helping 

hand’  Abi  Chaker  offers  e legant brown glass bott les  from Tr ipol i ’ s  

blowers to Lebanese farmers to  pack and promote their  pomegranate 

molasses,  apple  c ider,  v inegar or  organic  o l ive  o i l .  

 

Z e n a  S a b b a g h ’ s  s m a l l  a t e l i e r  i n  B e i r u t  



Projects  l ike  these mays seem new, 

but effect ive ly they are in l ine with 

an ancient tradit ion in Lebanon, 

which,  due to years of  excessive 

consumerism and import ,  may 

have been a l it t le  forgotten.  

Tr ipol i ,  the long impover ished 

coastal  c i ty  in the North for 

example,  carr ies  an old tradit ion of 

soap- making that goes back to the 

15th century.  Tradit ional  

companies l ike ‘Khan e l  Saboun’  

are st i l l  in the business.  

 

  

Those tradit ions can successful ly  

be revital ized and carr ied into the 21th century.  ‘Senteurs d’Or ient ’  for 

example,  a  brand founded in 2000 by Hana Akkar i ,  a  Syr ian Lebanese 

raised in Tokyo and jo ined later  on,  by her  New York -based daughter  

Sarah,  is  now conquer ing the world. The f ine Leba nese handcrafted 

brand that blends  Lebanese and Japanese culture sells  in exclusive 

locat ions in Japan,  the US and the UK. The brand is  famous for i ts  natural 

and therapeutic  products,  as  soaps and oi ls :  “My inspirat ion was to 

create products  infused by th e spir i t  of  the Or ient and to ref lect  the 

mult iple  ‘beauty of  the Easts ’  cultures so c lose to my heart , ”  says Hana.  

 

 

 

E n g i n e e r  Z i a d  A b i  C h a k e r  s p e a r h e a d e d  a n  i n i t i a t i v e  t h a t  a i m e d  a t  

c o l l e c t i n g  t h e  s h a t t e r e d  g l a s s  a n d  p r o v i d i n g  i t  f o r  f r e e  t o  t h e  

s t r u g g l i n g  g l a s s  b l o w e r s  i n  T r i p o l i .  



 

‘S e n t e u r s  d ’ O r i e n t ’  w a s  f o u n d e d  i n  2 0 0 0  b y  H a n a  A k k a r i ,  a  S y r i a n  L e b a n e s e  r a i s e d  i n  T o k y o .  T h e  f i n e  L e b a n e s e  

h a n d c r a f t e d  b r a n d  t h a t  b l e n d s  L e b a n e s e  a n d  J a p a n e s e  c u l t u r e  s e l l s  i n  e x c l u s i v e  l o c a t i o n s  i n  J a p a n ,  t h e  U S  a n d  t h e  

U K .  
 

Lebanon enjoys a r ich biodivers ity ,  inc luding ol ive  orchards which makes 

i t  wel l -posit ioned to capture the market potential .  But the f inancia l  and 

economic cr is is  make i t  hard for  many of  the new craftsmen to sel l  their  

products .  Few are the Lebanese who,  in a t ime of  r is ing fuel  pr ices and 

shortages of  essential  goods,  offer  themselves expensive soaps or  hair 

condit ioners.  No wonder companies l ike  ‘Senteurs d'Or ient ’  se l l  pr imari ly  

abroad.  And even Abi  Chaker ’s  Tr ipoli -based glass blowers cannot l ive 

from what they sel l  at  home: “They asked me to help them to sel l  more. 

They said they needed new markets ,  otherwise they were going to c lose”,  

the engineer recounts.  

 

Lucki ly ,  the Lebanese diaspora seems to have a high appetite  for  such 

products  –  and after  the blast  has manifested i ts  wi l l ingness to  support 

the local scene. This  is  why most of Lebanese art isanship revival 

init iat ives are targeting this  market specif ical ly :  several  events to 



promote Lebanese art  and art isans are taking place in Europe and some 

platforms are being created to sel l  Lebanese handicraft .  

 

But the resurgence of  hand -made products  is  more than just  about  the  

money.  Crafts  and part icular ly  handicrafts  with their  capacity to  convey 

stor ies and memory have the power of  creating connection.  “The power 

of  the human hand and imaginat ion to te l l  stor ies  that touch the heart” 

as  per  the words of  the acc laimed designer  Nada Deb s,  overr ides the 

feel ing of  disconnectedness generated by fragmentation and vio lence. 

Hence,  in addit ion to i ts  economic value,  craft  bears a symbol ic  value,  

that of  her itage and culture.  

 

In the same mindset,  young Lebanese i l lustrator  and fashion desi gner,  

Sal im Azzam,  24 years o ld,  winner  of  the ‘Fashion Trust Arabia ’  award in 

2019,  has made i t  his  miss ion to revive the craft  of  embroidery and to 

empower the women behind i t .  His  col lect ions te l l  the stor ies of  a 

community from the Chouf mountains wher e he was born.  In the 

workshop in his  native v i l lage of  Bater,  e lder ly  and younger  women work 

together  and exchange stor ies and know -how. 

 

In addit ion to reviving a craft ,  Azzam’s  work is  a lso reviving community 

spir i t  and intergenerational  bonds.  The Lebanese cr is is has only made 

Azzam dream bigger .  He has set  his  s ights  on an old  house in the 

beauti ful  v i l lage of Baakl ine that he would l ike  to  turn into an ate l ier ,  a 

showroom, an alma mater  place for  his  act iv i t ies  and v is ion.  

 

Azzam,  so far ,  doesn’ t  want to  abandon neither  his  homeland nor  the 

Chouf mountains for  the capitals  of  wor ld fashion,  where he could be 

mingl ing with celebr it ies .  His  land is  his  source of  inspirat ion,  and i ts  

people are his  motivat ion,  he says.  



Handicraft  in part icular ,  carr ies  a more sacred value,  as,  in perpetrat ing 

the know-how and the gestures that have been passed down through the 

centur ies. I t  works as a n antidote to misery and to powerlessness.  This 

is  very much needed in t imes as those that Lebanon is  going through.  

And who knows:  in a presumably more self -aware post-pandemic wor ld 

that tends to shift  towards more ethical  and fair  consumption patterns,  

maybe the battered country has found the possibi l i ty  of posit ioning  i tse lf  

on the global  map again.  

 

The content  publ ished on the Lebanon Chronic les  channel  is  supported by 

the Konrad-Adenauer-St i f tung (KAS) .  The v iews expressed in  these art ic les  

are those of  the respect ive authors and do not  necessari ly  ref lect  those of  

the KAS.  


