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Textiles are an essential part and element of material culture, They represent a very important human need and activity. They are made to be used as furnishings and dress, to serve the everyday needs of the people and all major life ceremonies, from the simple to the most opulent . According to the historian Lewis H. Morgan "The fabrics of a people unlock their social history .They speak a language which is silent ,yet more eloquent than the written page ." It is this amazingly beautiful language of the soul that has appealed to me and attracted me to textiles and made me a very passionate researcher and collector . For like language , art is a form of _expression and for the Bedouin in particular , their textiles were a testimony to their practical achievement, manual dexterity and esthetic values. 
In Kuwait ,environmental factors played a key role in determining the crafts and industries which the Kuwaities of the past had to adopt . Facing both the desert and the sea ,the people of Kuwait were influenced by a duality of interest that has patterned their culture and shaped their livelihood . In their adaptation to the sea they relied on fishing ,pearl diving , and trade . On the other hand their links to the desert ,its value system , and cultural ways were never severed . 

Kuwait's traditional weavings are a reflection of this cultural synthsis .We have the colorful traditional weavings of the Bedouin ,essentially made by women for the everyday use of the family as furnishings for the tent and as containers for various items. Urban weaving was done by men on pitlooms ,to produce cloth which was then made into cloaks , or bisht, the local term for a man's cloak worn over the clothing .The bisht has been the traditional part of the Arab man's wardrobe for generations among the Bedouin and urban in Kuwait and the Gulf. 

Bedouin weaving 
Bedouin weaving in principle is a form of warp faced plain weave done by women on a ground loom . The loom and the woven pieces are known as sadu .Bedouin women learned the craft of weaving from an early age ,watching and assisting their mothers in the spinning ,dying and weaving of wool . 

All woven cloth is made of interlacing two sets of threads or yarn , the warp or stationary thread and the weft or the active weaving thread . The weft is passed one over, one under the warp ,through the shed and countershed , as the steps alternate so the fabric is formed .

The weavers used this technique to weave a wide range of items for their daily use from tent walls to storage bags ,camel ornamentation and rugs. 

One of the most decorative and impressive items the Bedouin wove was the tentdividers . The tent dividing curtain was the most treasured textile of the family ."As valuable as gold " the weavers would tell me . They were regarded as an important part of the womens possessions and trousseau and accompanied her to her marriage . They were woven to be used in special occassions, as gifts to tribal leaders , and as bridal doweries .

With their intricate geometric designs ,weft face twining patterns and deep rich colors , tentdividers were a testimony to the family's wealth and presitge . Always facing outwards on the open side of the tent towards the men's section they were shrewd inducements to prospective suitors and sure evidence of the women's manual skilland dexterity .

I will examine with you some sample tentdividers from the Sadu collection ,aiming to showcase some fine work and design patterns that reflected the weaving traditions of the Bedouin and the weavers own artistic ability .

Tent divider 1 
orange saif ,Ajman tribe .

If we look closely at this tentdivider ,it is woven in rich bright colors with finely executed and intricate decorative details. The weaver definitely wanted to boast her ability and skill through the choice of strong bright colors that say look at me ! 

While poetry for the Bedouin exemplified their literary skill as storytellers, weaving showcased the women’s manual skill and emotional feelings and sentiments . I believe that the textiles of the Bedouin ,with their rich colors and strong patterns are like their vernacular poetry, predominantly boastful and bold .

At the very top of the right side of this divide , notice the tribal brand or wasm . Tribal branding , or wasm , was a form of signature of the weaver.

Here the weaver included the wasm of her family al Eziiz,and the wasm of her Ajman tribe within the woven structure because she wanted to stress and boast of her tribal identity and belonging .

Another detail of the wasm ,or tribal branding in another part of this divider.

Tent divider 2 
The Design vocabulary found in Bedouin weavings is largely geometric, dictated by the simple technology of the loom .They are based on dots ,stripes ,and triangles combined and repeated to flow in parallel and symmetrical lines .Symmetry and rythm are important principles in the design composition .Franz Boas in his book Primitive Art(1955) says that Symmetry ,Harmony and rhythm have been the basic elements of early art ,influenced by the proportions evident in the general symmetry of the human and animal bodies and effected by the rythmic repetition as seen in nature and its regular phenomena as the alternation of day and night ,the four seasons etc. The design patterns in most Bedouin weavings are never confined within a framework but flow endlessly like the desert before them .If we see borders in some Bedouin weaving they are worked as bands across the width of the woven fabric . 

- close detail of the fine midhkar and shajarah and uwairjan patterns .

The triangle is a popular shape in Bedouin weaving , it appears in many patterns and designs .It is apparent in the uwairjan pattern very popular with the weavers of the Kuwait desert .It takes the form of a row of triangles or pyramids of either red dots or white dots on a black background .It is also employed by the Bedouin of Kuwait in the borders of their tentdividers and rugs and storage bags and referred to as ragoum or shanaf.

- close detail of the shajarah design pattern and its motifs .

Another detail here of the Arabic word Mubarak ,meaning blessed in the design structure ,most probably this piece was woven as a bridal gift or for an important celebration and occasion. 

Divider 3 

A tent divider rich in ragoum and shanaf weft face twining technique and patterns as well as the figurative art apparent in the human and animal figures which we will see later on . 

The tribes of Northern Arabia ,Badiat al sham in Iraq Jordan and Syria displayed a noticeable preference for triangles as an overall pattern in their weavings .They call it hejab ,meaning amulent in Arabic,and perhaps suggests that the triangle was an ancient protective charm, a symbol of magical powers . Some researchers say that the triangle was a fertility symbol,Afif Bahnasi in his studies of the Asthetics of Arab art says that the triangle shape in Islamic thought represented loftiness and sublimity and its repetiton in design means the glorification of God . In Bedouin weaving the triangle is referred to as ragoum , number and janah meaning wing . Ragoum could refer to the actual counting of the stitches . 

This is a rare and old divider on account of the figurative designs of animals and humans within the weaving structure which in the last thirty years has become religious taboo . 

Woven pieces of the Bedouin in general reflect and are inspired by the desert environment .They are influenced by the principles of Islam which restricts the representation of the human figure ,however we have evidence of some pieces which were more relaxed on this issue ,as this piece ,and did not adhere to such strict restrictions against human and animal figures .

In the past thirty years or so ,many weavers in Kuwait ,have adhered to new religious restrictions , and many women not longer weave any item with “a soul “ concentrating on “life less “ objects like combs ,scissors ,earrings ,coffee pots etc..

Detail of some of the animal and human figures found in the warp design,as well as a coffee pot and cup . Animals were very important to the nomads thus very present and woven in their textiles . 

Fringes and borders  

The finishing of any piece involved the making of fringes and borders . This was done to decorate as well as protect the fabric ,by means of various stiches and braids.

Urban weaving 
While Bedouin weaving was essentially a domestic craft done by women , urban weaving was a male activity done professionaly by men on pitlooms to produce cloth to be used for blankets and cloaks . The weaving of the cloth for the bisht ,a garment worn by men over their clothing is a traditional craft that has been practiced by men weavers since the late 19th century .During Shaikh Mubarak's Al Sabah rule (1896-1915) Kuwait witnessed a boom in trade and economic prosperity which lasted until the second world war.This led to a golden age of weaving with many weavers from Hassa in Eastern Arabia (now eastern Saudi Arabia ) flocking to Kuwait for material gain and adding more expertise to this booming industry . 

With Bedouin weaving the design pattern was very important for the weaver , In contrast men's weaving is all about competence and speed not design . Apart from this technical difference , weaving for the men in the town was not a pastime , but a full time profession . Many weavers back in thetwenties and thirty's would combine two professions ; pearldiving and weaving ,and during the off season would work in the barka or special weaving courtyards set in old houses to produce yards of cloth . Each barka or dukan would produce between 20to 30 pieces of cloth ,depending on the number of weavers ,these pieces were then sold in the souk to be made into cloaks . The cloth woven on the Bedouin loom is only about 30inch in width ,while on the pitloom loom it is generally about twice the width. 

Manufacturing of the bisht involved two stages ; the weaving stage using a traditional pitloom ,and the tailoring stage where the bisht is cut and embroidered with gold thread Zari or silk thread brisam . The cloth fabric for the bisht was made of variuos types of wool and camel hair. 

Types of bishts  

Bisht Badri was an old kind of bisht , somehow coarse ,very basic , cream in color , hand spun and woven in Kuwait from wool . very common with bridegrooms then .

The barga bisht was a heavy kind of weave ,made of camel hair or sheep 's wool in two colors black or brown and white .

The highest quality bisht is the najafi ,made of finely handspun baby lambs wool that came from Najaf in Iraq and woven on pitlooms in Kuwait . This was a light summer bisht. Another kind Bisht wubar or camel hair was a heavier type for spring and winter ,also known as bisht bushahar in refernce to the bushahar town in Iran ,from which the fine camel hair was imported to be woven in Kuwait

Embroidery is what added design for the cloth . The embroidery was done by special embroiderers either in gold thread or cotton silk and called darbuya . 

Today , due to the process of rapid change , the cultural and economic milieu and content of weaving has altered a lot . Many of Kuwait's textile traditions are fast disappearing in face of mechnization . 

Luckily , the bisht is still essential dress for men in Kuwait and most of the Gulf although rarely handwoven any more .

With the settlement of the Bedouin  the need to weave has diminished tremendously , and the number of weavers has been in continual decline . Women no longer need to weave many of the tent parts and associated furnishings. Nowadays very few women weave and those who do produce, do so exclusively by commission either through the Sadu Cooperative Society to be put to new uses or for expatriate outlets. The effects of rapid change and the laws and demands of the market are very obvious. Bedouin weaving in Kuwait today has lost it’s importance as a utilitarian and necessary craft ,however the weavings still retain a role as traditional ceremonial arts used on special occasions such as in weddings and in various folk festivals . 

Continuing Traditions 

As an enthusiast for traditional arts and crafts, and the vital role they play in reinforcing the cultural identity, I would love to see a revival of some of the traditional crafts not only because they enrich our artistic reservior and provide young craftsmen additional sources of income, they would also add a soothing rhythm and balance to the daily hectic life of today. Is it possible to preserve many of our dying crafts? To rekindle interest and appreciation to their form and aesthetics? 

I believe to ensure the revival of old traditions and skills we have to encourage the rise of handicraft projects that blend the traditional with the modern, develop training and instruction to upgrade quality, and inspire original new creations. We have to encourage and support the establishment of ethnological museums that display and explain the traditional folklore and crafts. As the famous Arab writer and scholar Taha Hussain once said, "Development is not attained by abolishing the old, but by taking from it that which is necessary for growth."
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