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Under the steady hum of a ceiling
fan, Ahmed Othman weaves gold-
en threads through black fabric,

creating Quranic verses, a century after
his grandfatherʼs work adorned the
Kaaba in Makkahʼs Grand Mosque. A
ceremonial hanging of the kiswa, huge
pieces of black silk embroidered with gold
patterns, over the cubic structure that is
the centrepiece of the Grand Mosque
symbolizes the launch of the hajj annual
pilgrimage, which starts this week.

Othmanʼs family used to be honored
with the task of producing the kiswa. His
familyʼs creations would be dispatched in
a camel caravan to Islamʼs holiest site in
western Saudi Arabia towards which
Muslims across the world turn to pray.
Now, Othman keeps the tradition alive in
a small workshop, tucked above the
labyrinthine Khan Al-Khalili bazaar in cen-
tral Cairo, where mass-produced sou-
venirs line the alleys.

The area is historically home to
Egyptʼs traditional handicrafts, but arti-
sans face growing challenges. Materials,
mostly imported, have become expen-
sive, particularly as Egypt faces econom-
ic woes and a devalued currency.
Plummeting purchasing power makes
high quality hand-crafted goods inacces-
sible to the average Egyptian, while mas-
ter craftspeople find it hard to hand down

their skills as young people turn to more
lucrative jobs.

This wouldnʼt be the case “if there was
good money in the craft”, Othman sighed,
hunched over one of the many tapestries
that fill his workshop. Sheets of black and
brown felt are covered in verses and
prayers, delicately embroidered in silver
and gold. Every stitch echoes the “sacred
ritual” Othmanʼs grandfather was entrust-
ed with in 1924. “For a whole year, 10
craftsmen” would work on the kiswa that
covers the Kaaba which pilgrims circum-
ambulate, using silver thread in a lengthy
labor of love.

Sprinkled rosewater
From the 13th century, Egyptian arti-

sans made the giant cloth in sections,
which authorities transported to Makkah
with great ceremony. Celebrations would
mark the processions through cities,
flanked by guards and clergymen as
Egyptians sprinkled rosewater from bal-
conies above.

Othmanʼs grandfather, Othman
Abdelhamid, was the last to supervise a
fully Egyptian-made kiswa in 1926. From
1927, manufacturing began to move to
Makkah in the nascent Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia, which would fully take over pro-
duction of the kiswa in 1962. The family
went on to embroider military regalia for

Egyptian and foreign dignitaries, includ-
ing former presidents Gamal Abdel
Nasser and Anwar Sadat.

“In addition to our work with military
rank embroideries, my father started
embroidering Quranic verses on tapes-
tries,” and then reproducing whole sec-
tions of the kiswa. Clients began flooding
in for “exact replicas of the kiswa, down
to the last detail”. Though today they offer
small tableaus for as little as 100
Egyptian pounds (about $5), massive
customized orders go for several thou-
sand dollars, such as replicas of the
Kaaba door, which Othman proudly

claims are indistinguishable from the orig-
inals in Makkah.

Back-breaking 
But the family has not been immune to

the economic turbulence that began with
the coronavirus pandemic, which deci-
mated small businesses and craftsman-
ship in Egypt. Since early 2020, they
have sold around “two pieces per month”,
whereas before they would sell at least
one tapestry a day. Othman worries that
a sense of “worldwide austerity” makes
business unlikely to bounce back. Today,
there might only be a dozen or so crafts-
men whose work he considers authentic,
with many artisans leaving the craft for
quicker cash flows.

“They can make 200 to 300 pounds a
day,” ($10-$16) driving a tuktuk motorized
rickshaw, or a minibus, Othman said.
“Theyʼre not going to sit on a loom break-
ing their backs all day.” But still, a century
and a half after his great grandfather left
his native Turkey and brought the craft
with him to Egypt, Othman says he has
stayed loyal to techniques learnt as a
child when he would duck out of school to
watch his father work. “Itʼs on us to
uphold the craft the same way we
learned it, so itʼs authentic to the legacy
we inherited,” he said.— AFP 

Images created using typewriters by artist James Cook, are pictured in his studio in south-east London.

Egyptian embroiderer Ahmed Othman El-Kassabgy (right), whose family was traditionally responsible for the task of producing the Kiswa, the
cloth used to cover the Kaaba at the Grand Mosque in the Muslim holy city of Makkah, supervises as another employee. — AFP photos

Egyptian embroiderer Ahmed Othman El-Kassabgy sews with gold thread a verse from the
Holy Quran onto a replica drape to be sold as a souvenir to tourists.

Ukrainians seek to 
heal war trauma at 
mental health clinic

After the Russian invasion of Ukraine,
Yuriy Makeyev found himself home-
less and jobless: a combination of

circumstances that brought him to the brink
of a nervous breakdown. Now the 48-year-
old, who has fled his home in the war-torn
east, believes he can return to normal life
thanks to a special course of psychological
rehabilitation he is undergoing at a Kyiv
clinic.

At least 5,000 civilians have been killed
and as many wounded since Russian
President Vladimir Putin ordered his troops
into Ukraine on February 24, according to
the latest United Nations figures. But many
more have survived devastating shelling
across the country, causing mental scars
and psychological trauma.

Psychologists say that weeks spent in
bomb shelters as well as losing employ-
ment and being forced from home can lead
to stress and frustration that may become
impossible to cope with on oneʼs own.
“After the war erupted, I was left without
housing and without work simultaneously,”
said Makeyev, who worked as an editor at
a Kyiv-based magazine. His ordeal began
back in 2014, when he was forced to leave
his home city of Donetsk in eastern
Ukraine after it was seized by Russian-
backed separatists.

“What is happening in Kyiv and around,
I have already seen in Donetsk. I did not
want to experience it again, but I did,” he
said. A Russian missile strike on a residen-
tial building in Kyiv last month left one per-
son dead. After Russia invaded Ukraine,
Makeyevʼs news outlet shut down and he
lost his job. The hostel where he was living
also closed, and financial difficulties meant
he could not afford to rent elsewhere.
“Several factors developed into one contin-
uous stress and something urgently need-
ed to be done to address it,” he said

ʻDemand from societyʼ 
Makeyev told AFP his story, sitting on a

bench in the quiet courtyard of the psycho-
logical rehabilitation clinic called
Sociotherapy. “There are a huge number
of people with post-traumatic, stress disor-
der, or PTSD,” says Denys Starkov, a psy-
chologist at the crisis centre, which opened
last month. “There is demand (for the clin-
ic) from society. Psychologists are over-

loaded with such clients, so this idea came
up,” Starkov said of the facility. He offers a
special three-week course, focusing mainly
on group sessions for people who are suf-
fering from anxiety, panic attacks or painful
memories.

Some, like Makeyev, come directly to
the clinic, others call a helpline and speak
to specialists, who determine whether they
are suitable for therapy. Treatment is free.
The course includes 15 thematic sessions
aimed at comprehending oneʼs experience
of trauma and learning ways of coping with
it. The course is currently available only to
civilians. Neither soldiers nor children are
inpatients at the moment.

“If it (PTSD) is not treated on time, then
it takes on more severe forms,” Starkov
said, sitting in a spacious, bright group
study-room, with rows of chairs and a
flipchart with multi-colored markers in front
of them. The three-story building on the
outskirts of the city served as a hospital for
alcohol and drug addicts before Russia
invaded. Now a team of seven psycholo-
gists conduct sessions with patients sever-
al times a day, both in groups and individu-
ally  says Oleg Olishevsky, head of the
therapy program.

He adds that currently ten patients are
undergoing the course, but the centre
plans to increase this number to 30 people.
“For the next 10-15 years, this will be the
main area of work, because every inhabi-
tant of our country is experiencing this trau-
matic situation,” he told AFP. Nevertheless,
Olishevsky and his team are optimistic.
“We are already seeing results. People can
feel that they are safe here, that they are
being taken care of,” he says. Patient
Makeyev seems ready to agree-even after
just four days in the clinic. “I have been
inspired here. I was given hope that I had
already lost,” he said, wearing bright blue
trousers and a white T-shirt, his voice
sounding confident. The first thing he
intends to do after finishing therapy is to
look for a job, Makeyev says.—AFP

For UK artist, the
key to good art
is a typewriter

James Cook sits calmly at his desk,
with the only sound the clickety
clack of his typewriter. As he works,

a portrait of a boy takes shape. From
Hollywood star Tom Hanks to the London
Eye observation wheel, the artist can turn
symbols and letters into art, earning him
increasing attention.

Cook, 25, produces his work in a stu-
dio in London, surrounded by typewriters
and artwork, with the white dome of the
O2 arena visible outside. He began pro-
ducing typewriter art in 2014 when he was
in college studying art and came across
an artist from the 1920s who produced
similar work. Initially, he thought the idea
was “impossible”-until he tried it himself.
“It was simply out of curiosity that I decid-
ed to go out and get my own typewriter,”
he told AFP. “Since 2014, Iʼve just been
slowly learning how to make drawings.”

Cook first thought depicting buildings
would be easier because of the straight
lines and the ease of moving from left to
right on a typewriter. “I couldnʼt draw peo-
pleʼs faces before doing typewriter art,”
he said. “In fact, I probably draw people
better on a typewriter than I can draw free
hand in pen or pencil.” Cook never set
out to make it a career and went to uni-
versity to study architecture but interest
online encouraged him to pursue type-
writer art. People donate typewriters to
Cook as he gives the machines a “sec-
ond life”.

ʻAlways a challengeʼ 
Cook can produce art anywhere,

including in the shadow of the London
Eye or across the river from the UK par-
liament, the Palace of Westminster. As
the sun shines bright in a clear blue sky,
he delicately produces his images using
the “@” symbol, numbers and letters
including “W” and “P”. For a portrait, he

uses the bracket symbol to recreate the
curvature of the eyesʼ pupils or to illus-
trate the skinʼs complexion he will use the
“@” symbol because “it has a large sur-
face area”. 

Methodically typing outside, he soon
grabs attention. “Before the invention of
Microsoft Word and the rest of it, this is
what we used to type letters with,” said
David Asante, who works as an IT engi-

neer at a hospital. “For him to be able to
turn it into a work of art, itʼs amazing.”

Cook says it was “really satisfying” to
use a “limited” medium. Smaller drawings
can take up to four to five days but por-
traits can take longer. Panoramic draw-
ings-pieced together at the end-can take
between two weeks to a month. He will
host an exhibition from July until August

where people can make their own type-
writer art, and see his work including the
signed portrait of Hanks. He also hopes
to set a Guinness World Record for the
largest typewriter drawing. But while it
appears seamless to the viewer, Cook
says it “never gets any easier”. “Itʼs
always a challenge.”— AFP 

Artist James Cook poses for a photograph using a typewriter he uses to create pieces of art, in
his studio in south-east London. —  AFP photos

A patient, Yuriy Makeyev, stands in the court-
yard of the psychological rehabilitation clinic
called Sociotherapy during an interview in
Kyiv.— AFP 

Photo shows a fragment of the Kiswa - the
cloth used to cover the Kaaba at the Grand
Mosque in the Muslim holy city of Makkah.

An embroiderer sews with gold thread - a
verse from the Holy Quran onto a replica of the
Kiswa, the cloth used to cover the Kaaba at
the Grand Mosque in the Muslim holy city of
Makkah, to be sold as a souvenir for tourists
visiting the historic district of Al-Hussein of
Islamic Cairo in Egypt’s capital.


