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The location is Fustat Traditional Crafts
Centre, the time is late November 2009, the
participants: a group of 35 crafts companies
and NGOs, six international designers, a
group of senior and young Egyptian designers
brought together by the IMC (Industrial
Modernization Center.o,s; s Baileda ) for
a design and crafts workshop as part of
its recently inaugurated DEEP program
(Development of Ethnic Egyptian Products)
workshop. DEEP aims to foster “inventive
and creative use of material, design and
production processes to achieve a range
of products that originate from an ‘ethnic’
Egyptian background, adapted to modern
uses and marketable internationally.” The
workshop was structured around various
craft sub-sectors: wood, leather, jewellery,
ceramics, textiles and lighting (some groups
were further divided internally as well). The
companies and craftspeople in each sub-sector
were guided by a design team headed by an
international designer, a senior Egyptian
designer and were assisted by a number of
Egyptian junior designers.
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This is not a descriptive account of the
event, but rather an introspection by a group
of us who have participated in the event. It
is a self-reflexive account of our experiences
and where this meeting of design and crafts
can go in the future.

Design students in the West are taught
to free their minds and let creativity flow, at
least in the beginning stages of the design
process. As students in Egypt, however, that
1s not necessarily the case, even in the design
world. Nevertheless, we were surprised to
hear a couple of workshop participants explain
how the workshop taught participants to use
“new materials” (as opposed to the traditional
materials they use for their crafts). It is great
that minds are expanding, but is this really
a “new” idea? In fact, a good number of
participants were taught things by foreigners
that most western design students see as
basic design principles.

Participants’ expectations going into the
workshop highlighted another problem the
workshop faced. While some participants
felt that they were going to be taught by the

international designers, the designers with
more experience and design education came
into the workshop believing that they would
collaborate with the internationals to create a
team-made design. This idea led the majority
of those same participants to feel that the
international designers were simply coming
to share their ideas, rather than helping
them learn how to create unique ideas of their
own. (A couple of participants even replied
that “of course the foreigner” came up with
the idea for their respective products.) Not
surprisingly, those expecting to be taught
were much more satisfied with the outcome
than those expecting collaboration. Though
in part disheartening, it was phenomenal to
see how thrilled the participants were with
what they learned.

The workshop was definitely successful
and an important advance for KEgyptian
design and crafts. More importantly it paved
the way for future workshops and exchanges.
Through discussions between us and the
other participants, the following ideas and
perceptions emerged for the route ahead:
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International designers should be given a
more comprehensive idea or summary about
design in Egypt well before their visit. The
information package should include current
Egiptian designers in along with the various
local crafts and manufacturers involved in the
workshop. The majority of the international
designers, for instance, complained about
the manufacturers they were working with,
perhaps because they were not prepared to
work with them.

Egyptian designers should be grouped
accordingto design knowledge and experience.
Those who are familiar with basic design
principles should be grouped together, so they
can take their learning experience to the next
level. Those with less background need to be
with the more experienced and not grouped
together; supplementary preparation and
training before the workshop is also a good
idea.

A workshop with a true collaborative
atmosphere serves our needs much better
than the “foreigner knows best and will give
us ideas” mindset. Regardless of background,
we are all creative by nature and we need
opportunities to utilize that creativity.

A comprehensive workshop manual:
true to form, we did not stick to the timeline
that was given. But, why was there such a
stringent timeline in the first place? Why not
simply give participants general knowledge
regarding who is in the workshop, what
the purpose of the workshop is and what is
expected from the participants - including
recommended paths?

It is an achievement that we held this
workshop here, that we had an opportunity
to work alongside very talented international
and local designers and that beautiful final
products came from it. However, we have to
demand more from ourselves and from our
fellow countrymen, notbecauseof nationalistic
pride, but because we should live in a place
that fosters creativity and helps us achieve
design recognition in the global sense. Now,
here’s what a few days achieved:

Glass Team

These designs may not be revolutionary or
push many envelopes, but they are executed
very well. The inspiration behind this group’s
product was the sun and the earth. Again,
nothing really novel, but the end-product is
rather beautiful. The idea was what this
group learned; they can have inspiration
from designs in other media, not just other
glass products. For instance, designs found
in rugs can also be used in glass products.
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Again, this is not going to rock most western
designers’ processes, but it did ignite
something here. The Egyptians in the team
were able to use their vast knowledge of glass
in a new way; their group leader was very
impressed by the local techniques employed.
It was the international designer’s idea to use
the sun and moon as inspiration, but it was
the group’s creative glass techniques that
made the end-product impressive.

Lighting Team — Randa Fahmy

We got the chance to sit one-on-one
with the Egyptian leader of the lighting
team, Randa Fahmy. A few weeks after
the workshop, Mrs. Fahmy invited us to
her home and took us through her journey
in the workshop. Overall, her feedback was
rather positive; she relished the creative
environment brought about by both the local
and international designers, and enjoyed the
wide range of skilled manufacturers available
on location. She loved the latter so much that
she has decided to, rather than wait, have
all the manufacturers she needs gathered

together in her factory. The availability of all
these people together, she believes, will build
a fun work environment while speeding the

design process and creating a design synergy
that will help expand her and her designers’
imagination, and result in higher quality
design products.

Leather Team

One of our personal favorite pieces was
the palm leaf embossed red leather. Visually
it is very pleasing but the real inspiration
was the team’s inspiration. Their team
leader had asked them to be motivated
by something Egyptian, and the Egyptian
team leader chose the palm tree. With our
amazingly vast historical and design past, it
is sometimes easy to forget the natural beauty
that can be found throughout Egypt.

Pottery Team

Participants in this team probably had
the most opportunities and information
regarding their products as they had the
largest manufacturing/design team on-
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site. The specializes in pottery and has an
extensive display of high quality ceramics.
(A visit to the Fustat Traditional Crafts
Centre is highly recommended). Having the
most opportunities and resources also meant
that expectations for this team were higher.

The end results were definitely intriguing
and, like the glass team, they proved that
a design for textiles can be a design for
anything, if executed properly. Though we
have seen the patterns and the pottery shapes
before, together they created something
that is beautiful and also quite marketable
to foreign buyers. Team participants, like
Hossam Hassan (founder and head designer
at SamDzine), felt that they were now better
equipped to see their designs from a foreign
perspective.

Wood Team

The most practical and visually appealing
piece, in our opinion, was “the Flower”
designed by the wood team. Inspired by the
mashrabyia, as were all the team’s other
designs, “the Flower” uses a decorative
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element of the mashrabyia and a tray to create
a sculptural piece for small knick-knacks.
“The Flower” is not firmly fixed into the stone,
rather, it uses a flexible metal rod that allows
it to wobble securely when touched. Perhaps
the most whimsical outcome of the event,
“the Flower” is both art and design.

Most interesting about this team was that
their designs were fresh and new; yet using
existing manufacturing techniques (excepting
the wobbly flower). For example, other
products created by the team included a
mashrabyia tray that uses the individual
elements to hold the tray’s glass in place,
and a piece designed for small snacks that
combines four of the flowers into a single
piece that folds - like the famous mashrabyia
tables - as the user wishes.

Jewellery

The jewellery team, also sub-divided
into smaller groups, created pieces based
on the team’s international leader’s insight
on Egyptian houses and flats. He felt that
most looked rather simple and small on the

outside, but once inside, one can see a much
larger space full of beautiful details. Karma
Sabet, an established Egyptian jewelry
designer, used this as an inspiration for the
pieces she worked on.

The sphere necklace that was created has
a simple modern exterior composition, but
once opened, one is surprised to see scarabs
and stones. Whether the sphere is open or
closed, the wearer has a good luck charm
near her, and if she prefers that it stays
private, she can simply close the sphere.
This same concept also works for bookmarks,
as they are only exposed when the user
decides. Though not technically Gewelry’,
the bookmark showcases Karma’s point that
the availability of different types of designers
and manufacturers at DEEP highlighted the
limitless opportunities offered to designers in
this multidisciplinary transcultural setting.
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