UNCErioot 10r the indigent weavers. The

From blue plastic sacking to bits of old twine, anything and everything ean be tumed

into a zindeikh 1o zhoosh up a dimly it mud house in Moroceo's Middle Atlas mountains
But tor the dwindling band of Berbers who still make them, these jovous mats are
not only an exercise in frugality and recycling - they'te often-a lifeline too. Now, thanks to
Souad Lamesi, the woman who tnggered the trend for Beni Ouzain nigs, change could b
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single-handedly sparked a fashion for a particular style of Moroc-
can rug. Though a native of the country herself, born and brought
up in Fez, she first spotted them in books belonging to her hus-
band, a Dutch architect, in old photographs of the interiors of sem-
inal Modernist houses. ‘I had never seen them for sale in Morocco,”
she says. ‘And | have no idea how architects like Alvar Aalto or Le
Corbusier got hold of them.” Thickly tufted, monochrome and
with simple, irregular patterns of dark often zigzag lines on pale
creamy backgrounds, the rugs were made as dowries, and most
stayed in the remote mountain villages where they were hand-
woven by the women of the Beni Ourain tribe { Wol March 2003).

Souad decided they were what she wanted to insulate the wood-
en floors of the Victorian house in north London she and her hus-
band had just bought. She set about find-
ing them, visiting village markets in the
Middle Atlas mountains, until she stum-
bled across someone who could source
them, She bought enough rugs for her
crwn house, and more, and decided to see
if she could sell them back in London. Her
business, Larusi, has since become well
known for authentic vintage and bespoke
Berber rugs, and more recently for other
textiles with a handmade feel.

Souad has always sourced stock her-
self, travelling, making contacts, forming
friendships and paying fair prices. She
can tell you the life stories of the Berber
families she buys from. “This man built
his own house, not with traditional mud
but with breezeblocks. These people had
to move because their house was about
to collapse. That beautiful 15-year-old
girl left school, and now works as a maid.
Sadly, most of the young people are leav-
ing the mountain villages,' she says. "Old
skills and crafts are dying out.”

One of those dwindling skills is carpet
weaving, another is the crafting of small
mats, known as zindekhs. "These are also made by women, nowa-
days usually the older women,” says Souad. "They use them as door
mats, or folded up to sit on. Unlike traditional rugs made from
valuable wool, these use rubbish - scraps of worn-out clothing,
including underwear, unravelled jumpers, bits of string and plas-
tic twine, packing materials - all hooked through a foundation of
used plastic grain and flour sacks. You don't need a loom, just a
special needle, Perhaps because they cost nothing to make except
time, the patterns are inventive and spontaneous, and because the
materials are modern, often synthetic, the colours are really bright,
sometimes even neon or glittery,’

A traditional Beni Ourain rug is made from the finest, most
lustrous wool, lovingly collected over months and years from
sheep that graze high in the mountains, No dyes are used, and
designs are handed down from one generation to the next. Zindekhs
could not be more different. Free from the constraints of tradition,
and with a paintbox of modern chemical dyes with which to play,
women indulge themselves with riots of cheerful colour and pat-

tern. ‘Their designs can reflect anything, from their moods and
aspirations = the house they would like to live in - to motifs from
the local environment,’ says Souad. "Sometimes you will see the
domed outline of a mosque, sometimes stylised trees, rivers, flow-
ers and animals. They might put in a hand of Fatima, as a charm
against the evil eye, Or they may come up with something com-
pletely abstract that looks like a modern painting.”

While dowry rugs are sold only out of necessity - a drought
some vears ago forced farmers to raise cash to feed their animals,
for example - these mats are not treated as such treasured pos-
sessions. Souad found people willing to sell several at once. 'l have
now collected about 30 of them, all completely different and orig-
inal,” she says. ‘T want to highlight their beauty, so 1 am displaying
them in a selling exhibition. Used as wall hangings they look so
contemporary. The women who make
them may have had no education, or con-
tact with the outside world, and yet they
have this tremendous creativity. Zindekhs
are a genuine, unselfconscious means of
self-expression for them.’

Made entirely from bits and pieces no
one wants and ingeniously transformed
into something useful and desirable, they
ar¢ also brilliant examples of imaginative
recycling. ‘1 am always fascinated by how
materials are kept and reinvented in these
remote villages,' says Souad. ‘People will
hangold plastic sacking across their doors,
muake it into shower curtains and cushion
covers, or storage bags that they will hang
on hooks on the wall. Necessity 1s the
mother of invention. If vou can’t afford
to buy things, you make them, and waste
nothing,' she explains. "My mother has
this same attitude. She brought up six of
us, supporting us by working as a mas-
ter embroiderer, making wedding veils,
ceremonial babouches, kaftans. Even
now she never throws a piece of fabric
away if she thinks she could make some-
thing out of it, whether an old cushion or a worn-out apron. She
has even made tote bags from the plastic packaging of my rugs.’

The Beni Ourain rugs that were Souad’s first retail success
have become such a popular interiors accessory that originals
are now a rarity. And as so often happens when fashion gets a
haold, the market has been flooded with copies. 1 walk round the
medina in Marrakesh and see them everywhere, says Souad. The
quality is not good, and many have been treated with harmful
chemicals,’ ‘Upcycling’ is a more recent fashion, and also open to
abuse. These bold, vivid splashes of what Souad evocatively calls
‘chaotic beauty’ are the genuine article. Like the rag rugs and
patchwork quilts our ancestors used to make from clothes that
were no longer wearable, they are a timely reminder that there
are better things to do with rubbish than pile it up in holes in the
ground, or let it wash into the scaw
‘Waste Knot', a selling exhibition of zindexhs , runs at Larust, Studin 7, 109
Rartholomew Rd, London NW5 (020 7428 0256; larusi.com), 1-14 Feb.
To register, visit larusi.com



-
L VEYYE

0 AL '_-‘:' il
R g v i Al B S
g ; y Fa .|_t|.'-¢.




