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Children work on Arabian Ouds at a workshop belonging to Khaled Azzouz, a veteran oud-
maker.

Syrian-Armenian potter Misak Antranik Petros uses an ancient pottery wheel to churn different types of pots at his work-
shop.

Syrian-Armenian potter Misak Antranik Petros watches his son Anto molding a
clay vase at his workshop. 

Syrian-Armenian potter Misak Antranik Petros arranges pottery vases at his workshop.

Syrian-Armenian potter Misak Antranik Petros uses an ancient pottery wheel to churn different types of pots at his workshop located inside an ancient mud-brick
house near the city of Qamishli in Syria’s northeastern Hasakeh province. — AFP photos

Inside a dusty and dark workshop on the
banks of the Jaghjagh river in northeast
Syria, Misak Antranik Petros uses an

ancient pottery wheel to throw different
shapes from clay. The 85-year-old Syrian
potter of Armenian origin said his family
has practiced the craft for more than 450
years.  “The profession was passed down
from one generation to another like an
inheritance,” he said. “Now, my son is tak-
ing it up.” His workshop is located inside

an ancient mud-brick house near the city
of Qamishli, administered by Kurdish
authorities who control much of northeast-
ern Syria.  It is cluttered with pots, tools
and classically shaped vases, mostly cov-
ered in dust.  Petros and his two sons
spend most of their time in the humid
space, heated by an old wood-burning
stove. “I don’t like to clean the clay off my
hands because I like the texture,” he told
AFP from his workshop.

Petros was only a teenager when he
had to take over for his sick father and
become the main potter of the family. He
has since become a master of the craft,
and is keen to pass his skills on.  “I am
happy when I see the door of the work-
shop open and my son working inside,”
he said. “This craft deserves to be pre-
served.” Syria’s nine-year-long war has
killed more than 387,000 people and dis-
placed millions from their homes. Petros

and his family were largely spared with
their home and workshop dodging dam-
age. Of Petros’s two sons-Anto and
Yerevan-the former is likely to follow in
his footsteps as a professional potter,
especially after receiving training from
his father. “His hands need to be bal-
anced,” Petros said of his son, like a tra-
peze artist “walking on a tight rope”.
Sitting at the pottery wheel, Anto, 43,
moulds a clay vase with expert hands

while his father watches. The young man
said he is just as enthusiastic about the
craft. “I can’t stop pottery for even two
days because my hands miss it,” Anto
said. “If God blesses me with a child, I
will teach them this craft the way my
father taught me.”— AFP 

While he waits for his lesson at
an Egyptian music school,
Maissara Mohammed plays

his oud, its soothing tones dissolving
the stress of daily life during the coro-
navirus pandemic. “I play four instru-
ments, but the oud is certainly my
favorite,” the 27-year-old Sudanese
engineer says, hunched over the
pear-shaped body of his instrument.
The oud, a stringed instrument popu-
lar in the Middle East whose origins
date back thousands of years, is a

key element of classical Arabic
music. Its tuning and practice is
based on a complex system of
Oriental melodic modes known as
maqamat.

Long an instrument of accompani-
ment, it has slowly come out of the
shadows since the end of the 19th
century. Mohammed arrived from
Khartoum in September to learn the
oud at the Kipa music school in Giza,
west of the Egyptian capital. While he
could have studied elsewhere, he

said he chose Egypt because it was
renowned for oud players like
Mohammed Al-Qasabgi, who com-
posed and performed some of
Egyptian diva Umm Kulthum’s great-
est hits. The oud “is an instrument
that has its own sentiments and is
capable of translating everything
inside you,” he said.

Coronavirus lockdown measures
in Sudan helped him focus on prac-
ticing, he added. Kipa opened earlier
this year, despite the Covid-19 pan-
demic, and has attracted music
lovers from all walks of life, according
to founder Romani Armis. Students
can learn instruments including the
guitar, the violin and percussion, he
said, but the oud has been the most
popular, with 25 enrolments. Though
the oud has long been dominated by
men, teacher Hagar Aboul Kassem
said her students included several
young women. Lessons are also held
online, and group classes at the
school are limited to two students per
room, Armis said.  “Playing music
has helped students channel their
worries to overcome” this difficult
period, he said.

‘Unprecedented interest’ 
In the Al-Marg area north of Cairo,

Khaled Azzouz, a veteran oud-maker,
bustled around his workshop.  “The
problem with the oud is that it
requires long hours of practise and
people usually don’t have time,” he
said. Azzouz heads the biggest oud

workshop in Egypt, producing 750
instruments monthly.  Occasionally,
children from the neighbourhood
earn pocket money by doing odd
jobs at the workshop, such as remov-
ing staples from the unfinished oud
bodies, Azzouz said.  It supplies the
Cairo branch of Beit al-Oud, a spe-
cialised school with branches across
the Arab world, and exports to 12
countries, from Sweden and the
United States to Saudi Arabia and
Tunisia. 

Azzouz, who has been crafting the
musical instruments for 25 years,
said he had observed “unprecedent-
ed interest” in the oud during the
global health crisis.  But he said a
pandemic-related disruption earlier
this year of wood imports-including
rosewood from India and ebony,
mahogany and beech from else-
where-had slowed down production.
“We make the oud from A to Z... but
Egypt has no forests, so all the wood
here is imported,” he said.  Egypt
has officially recorded around
125,000 cases of Covid-19 and over
7,000 deaths.  Azzouz said an
upside of the virus-related restric-
tions was that it had helped people
find time to practice. “With the coron-
avirus, everyone is bored at home,”
he said.  “People are contacting me
online for orders.”— AFP

A man works on Arabian Ouds at a workshop belonging to
Khaled Azzouz.

A woman works on Arabian Ouds at a workshop belonging to Khaled Azzouz. A man sprays varnish on an Arabian Oud at a workshop
belonging to Khaled Azzouz.

A man stacks Arabian Ouds at a workshop belonging to Khaled Azzouz, a veteran oud-
maker at the Al-Marg district on the outskirts of the Egyptian capital Cairo.


