12/6/23, 10:05 AM

Q

Get to know Wafa Ghoneim, the Palestinian researcher, writer, trainer, and author of the book The Art of Embroidery and Tea - Vogue Arabia

OCTOBER 30, 2023 THE PEOPLE

Palestinian Wafa Ghoneim presents another form of struggle
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Wafa Ghoneim is a prominent figure in the world of Palestinian embroidery and cultural
preservation, and she has succeeded in deeply weaving her family history and heritage into her
life’s message. Her family had a history of displacement, as her mother was exiled from Safed,

.Palestine in 1948, and her father's family fled Jaffa during the British occupation

Wafa Ghoneim is a Palestinian researcher, writer, and trainer who began learning the art of
embroidery from her mother, award-winning artist Ferial Abbasi-Ghoneim, when she was two
years old. Her first book, “Embroidery and Tea: The Art of Embroidery and Storytelling in the
Palestinian Diaspora” (2018), documents the traditional patterns and stories passed down to her
by her mother. Wafaa subsequently became a leading trainer in the field of embroidery in the Arab
Levant and the history of textile art, as the first ever Palestinian embroidery trainer at the
Smithsonian Museum, curator of the Palestinian People’s Museum in Washington, DC, and most
recently a senior research fellow at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. She continues her mother's
educational legacy through the Embroidery Institute (Embroidery and Tea), a global arts
education initiative. In 2016, she began teaching Palestinian embroidery by holding training
courses, in addition to giving lectures in leading institutions, museums, and universities around
the world. Wafa has since appeared in major media outlets, including Vogue magazine, which
described her and her mother as “the world’s leading embroidery artists.” The “Embroidery

Heritage” (2023) exhibition, the first exhibition to be sponsored by it at the Palestinian People’s
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and the importance of investing in the diaspora. Wafa was born and raised in the United States,

and learned the art of Palestinian embroidery from her mother, Feryal Abbasi Ghoneim, who

.passed the tradition down the generations
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Wafaa immersed herself in the world of embroidery from a young age, helping her mother and
learning the intricate details of the craft. Reflecting on her childhood, Wafaa remembers her first
involvement in this art and the lessons she learned. “I learned Palestinian embroidery from my
mother when I was two years old,” she says. She adds: “I have very fond memories of using
tweezers when I was a little girl to remove excess fabric from my mother’s work, and my extreme
caution and attention to detail to avoid tearing the stitches she made.” Wafaa has come a long way
in her journey into the world of embroidery with the completion of her first major projects, “The
Garden Dress” and “The Cleopatra Painting.” These creations marked the beginning of her
exploration into the depths of Palestinian art. Regarding the source of inspiration behind
“Cleopatra’s Painting,” she says: “Cleopatra’s story was shared by my mother with me and
passed on to me when I was a child. “Iloved her story and how she was an empowered, beautiful,

”.strong woman and a queen

Wafa's career unexpectedly developed into a career and she became a fashion historian and
teacher after the publication of her book “Embroidery and Tea.” After realizing the scarcity of
accurate sources in the field of Palestinian embroidery, she felt it was her duty to fill the gap and
disseminate her findings to the world. She confirms: “My sense of duty and commitment to my
community has become stronger, and I have become more sincere and committed to searching for

”.answers to my questions and sharing them with the world
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In her career, Wafa emphasizes the importance of unity and inclusiveness within the Palestinian
diaspora. She urges the younger generations to accept their identity as Palestinians, noting that
the uniqueness of every human being contributes to building the entire society. The sewing kit
allows us to come together as a community and build and create collectively. In the past, women
would co-host sewing groups and work together in embroidery. In such an isolated, independent
world, I hope that sewing groups remind us of the necessity of investing, building, and
committing to our village, if we want to have a village. Applying the old adage “it takes a whole
village” requires that we not see differences as divisions, and that we consider each other, even if
we don't completely agree. And sewing kits remind me that we are not alone. Despite the
challenges her journey has faced, Wafa still aspires to a future in which Palestinians can embrace
their heritage and be recognized as more than just statistics. Her work continues to light the way
toward cultural preservation and empowerment, proving that the embroidery revolution has only

just begun

The topic appeared for the first time in the pages of the October issue of the magazine
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Written by NADINE EL CHAER
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