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Special Focus Arab handicrafts in jeopardy

Souk al-Safafeer, a fading Baghdad landmark

Baghdad

T 

he noise of hammers 
beating against metal 
has almost disappeared 
and tables and shelves 
in the shops no longer 

overflow with shining copperware 
as Baghdad’s centuries-old Souk 
al-Safafeer — the coppersmiths’ 
marketplace — is feared to be fad-
ing away.

The once lively street market 
where copper is beaten into shape 
using traditional methods has 
been losing its identity as more 
than a decade of turmoil has driv-
en away tourists, forcing many 
shops to close.

Branching out of the Baghdad’s 
oldest street, al-Rasheed, the 
500-metre-long souk rubs shoul-
ders with Madrassa al-Mustansiri-
ya, a school built on the banks of 
the Tigris river in the golden age of 
the Abbasid empire. It was named 
“al-Safafeer” after the colour of 
copper – “safra” in Arabic.

Twenty years ago, the market 
was a bustling and productive 
place where ornate copperware 
for household or decorative uses 
was made in the same way it was 
centuries ago.

But now the rhythm of the cop-
persmiths’ souk is quieter and the 
clamour of its crowds much more 
subdued. Many shops have been 
replaced by fabric stalls.

“I learned how to beat on cop-
per at the age of 6 and since then 
I cannot give up that profession, 
which I inherited from my father 
who used to own several shops in 
the souk,” said 80-year-old About 
Khaled Ezzawi as he sat outside 

his shop waiting for clients, who 
have become increasingly rare.

“I left school at an early age 
driven by my passion to learn the 
secrets of the profession, which 
had brought us a lot of income and 
fame at the time,” Ezzawi said, 
adding that the souk has been 
losing its allure since the country 
has been gripped by turmoil and 
economic crises. Many craftsmen 
have been forced to turn to other 
professions or leave.

“I used to enjoy the sounds 
coming out from every single shop 
where more than one worker was 
beating copper into pitches and 
pots of all sizes and shapes. The 
merchandise did not last long as it 
was very popular among tourists 
and locals alike,” Ezzawi said.

But matters deteriorated dra-
matically after the 2003 US-led in-
vasion, which toppled Iraqi presi-
dent Saddam Hussein, Ezzawi 
said, while vowing to stay on. “I 
will not leave the souk and I will 
not be tempted by fabric traders 
who have taken over most of the 
coppersmiths’ shops. This is a fact 
that everybody knows, including 
my sons who will inherit the outlet 
after my death,” he said.

The grey-haired man recalls 
when former French president 
Jacques Chirac visited the souk 
on his last official visit to Iraq be-
fore the invasion in 2003. “I was 
busy working on one of the pieces 
engraved with the famous lion of 
Babylon when I noticed that he 
was watching me. So I offered him 
the piece as a souvenir and appre-
ciation of his visit,” Ezzawi said.

Haidar Amir, 25, is among the 
few younger members of his fam-
ily attracted to a profession that 
it has been involved in for more 
than 200 years. “We are a big fam-
ily with the majority practicing 
the craft inherited from our fore-
fathers,” he said. “Although I have 
completed university education, I 
was keen on learning the profes-
sion of my ancestors, which I mas-
ter very well.”

Amir and other younger crafts-
men have been striving to pre-
serve the country’s coppersmith 

tradition.
“We have urged municipality of-

ficials and Baghdad’s governor to 
support the souk and ensure its 
sustainability as a cultural land-
mark,” he said.

But household copperware is 
facing tough competition from 
cheaper imported items flooding 
the market in the absence of any 
policies to protect local produc-
tion.

“Cheaper Chinese merchandise 
is increasingly attracting Iraqis, 
who are buying less handmade 
copperware, which is more expen-
sive,” noted shop owner Kamel 
Saad. He blamed the government 
for allowing the “extinction” of 
the souk, “which should be pre-
served as a popular Iraqi heritage”.

An official in Baghdad’s governo-
rate, Atawan al-Atwani, acknowl-
edged that copper craftsmanship 
was being undermined by com-
petition from imported wares. 
“The absence of a clear economic 
policy in addition to [government] 
failure to collect fees on imported 
merchandise has adversely affect-
ed local production,” Atwani said.

MP Mohammad Mashi, a mem-
ber of the parliament Commit-
tee on Culture and Information, 
held the ministries of Culture and 
Tourism responsible for the fading 
away of the souk and other histor-
ic sites across the country.

“Parliament committees stand 
helpless on many issues because 
of partisanship and the system 
of quotas affecting political prac-
tice,” Mashi said. “Monitoring 
government performance and 
holding the ministers accountable 
for their deeds is the task of parlia-
ment, but unfortunately this task 
has been undermined by partisan 
blocs which prevent the question-
ing of officials they support.”

Now the rhythm of 
the coppersmiths’ 
souk is quieter and 
the clamour of its 
crowds much more 
subdued.
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Souk al-Safafeer 
— the coppersmiths’ 
marketplace — is 
feared to be fading 
away.

The traditional Souk al-Safafeer in Baghdad is part of Iraq’s fading 
cultural heritage.

In old Damascus, war threatens Syrian handicrafts
Damascus

I 

n his cramped workshop in 
Damascus, Mohammad Ab-
dallah delicately etches wood-
en panels inlaid with mother-
of-pearl, a craft he worked at 

for more than a decade before the 
outbreak of Syria’s war.

As he works, Abdallah says he 
fears his craft — the intricate pro-
cess of filling carved wooden deco-

rative pieces with shells, bone or 
ivory — could be forced into “ex-
tinction” by the conflict raging 
across his country.

“I worry for the fate of the 
Damascene mother-of-pearl craft 
because of the lack of labour and 
the difficulty in acquiring and 
transporting raw materials,” the 
43-year-old artisan said.

Like many craftsmen, Abdallah 
had to abandon his spacious ware-

house on the outskirts of Damas-
cus when fighting broke out.

“My heart aches because the 
mother-of-pearl workshops in 
Damascus and its outskirts have 
dropped from 30 to only three or 
four workshops,” he said.

His own workforce “has faded in 
recent years because the labourers 
have joined the fighting or have 
fled” Syria altogether.

Local purchasers, stung by the 
devaluation of the Syrian pound, 
can no longer afford the stunning 
designs, he says.

Since Syria’s conflict erupted in 
2011, more than 250,000 people 
have been killed and millions have 
fled their homes. The war has also 
taken a toll on the country’s re-
nowned traditional craft, from or-
nate wooden furniture to the rich, 
golden stitching of its famed bro-
cade fabrics.

The artisanal designs were popu-
lar among tourists, who generated 
about 12% of Syria’s pre-war gross 
domestic product (GDP). With 
tourism virtually non-existent and 
travel across the country growing 
more difficult by the day, crafts-
men in Damascus are in despair.

Traditional cultural products in 
Syria, from songs and poetry to 
beautiful handicrafts “have been 
completely damaged by the cri-
sis”, says Mohammad Fayyad, a 
researcher on cultural heritage.

“If the situation continues like 
this, there will be no more crafts-
men” left in Syria, Fayyad told 
Agence France-Presse.

In 2009, Syrian craftsmen regis-
tered with the national union had 
numbered some 18,000 with an 

estimated 39,000 unregistered, 
Fayyad said. By the end of 2015, 
70-80% had left the trade, many 
emigrating after the destruction of 
their workshops around Damascus 
and in the northern city of Aleppo, 
another handicrafts hub, accord-
ing to Fayyad.

Fabric specialist Samer al-Nuqta 
contemplates the vibrant pieces 
of cloth on wooden shelves in his 
workshop, which dates to 1929 and 
stands in the famed Hamidiyeh 
market’s “tailor row”.

He says he doesn’t know what 
has happened to his factory in Ain 
Tarma, on the outskirts of Damas-
cus.

“We haven’t produced a single 
metre for about five years. Right 
now, we’re selling what we had in 
store in the warehouse,” he says. “I 
will sell what we have left in store 
and after that I may be forced to 
change my trade, which I grew up 
on.”

Bahaa al-Takriti, who weaves the 
richly embroidered aghbani cloth, 
often used as tablecloths, says his 
“weekly production has dropped 
from 60 covers to six — and some-
times only three”.

“Out of six people that knew 
how to set the designs, only two 
are left,” Takriti said.

As it nears a sixth year, Syria’s 
conflict has also diminished the 
production of Damascene brocade, 
handwoven silk fabric ornately 
decorated with brightly coloured 
thread. Brocade became famous 
when former Syrian president 
Shukri al-Quwatli gifted a slot of 
the fabric in 1947 to the future 
Queen Elizabeth II, who used it as 

part of her wedding gown.
However, few foreigners now 

travel to Damascus to purchase the 
lavish cloth, and Syrian buyers can 
no longer afford it.

Ibrahim al-Ayubi, who has pro-
duced brocade in the Syrian capital 
for decades, says good-quality silk 
is hard to come by and the price 
has gone up “tenfold”.

“The crisis had a really big effect 
on us because of the lack of tour-
ists, which made up about 95% of 
our customers,” Ayubi says.

And in the corner of Ahmad 
Shakaki’s brocade shop in Damas-
cus, a large wooden loom stands 
next to a small stool made of col-
oured bamboo. Narrow shelves 
display the elegant brocade fabric 
that Shakaki painstakingly pro-
duces.

“Our craft (is) essentially de-
pendent on our sales returns, 
which in turn depend on tourists. 
Our situation is tough now, and 
we’re working with whatever we 
have,” he said.

“The war has made the new gen-
eration reluctant to learn the trade. 
I am worried that this loom will 
stop weaving.”
(Agence France-Presse)

Bahaa al-Takriti, who weaves the richly embroidered aghbani cloths, 
often used as table covers, shows off his products at his shop in 
Damascus.

Traditional cultural 
products in Syria, 
from songs and 
poetry to beautiful 
handicrafts “have 
been completely 
damaged by the 
crisis”.


