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W O M E N  R I S I N G
FROM PRISONERS TO ARTISANS



Sarah’s Bag is a Beirut-based handbag and accessories brand and one of the Middle 
East’s leading social enterprises. It had unorthodox beginnings as a rehabilitation 
project set up in 2000 by sociology graduate student Sarah Beydoun (now Creative 
Director) to train and employ female prisoners in Lebanon. Today, the label has an 
international following through its witty, vivacious and modern offering, and is sold 
in 50 retailers around the world. Sarah’s Bag handbags and accessories are designed 
around the skills of 200 prisoners and ex- prisoners in Lebanon, artisans in their own 
right, whose intricate, meticulous hand work is the label’s signature. Over the years, 
the best of these artisans went on to train other women once they completed their 
sentences, some establishing their own ateliers, and thus completing a virtuous circle 
where fashion and the cause are seamlessly intertwined.
 



Woman Rising project draws visitors into the unmediated world of the prisoners who 
have been working with Sarah’s Bag since the label launched. Their beading, embroidery, 
crocheting and handwork form the backbone of Sarah’s Bag designs. The exhibition 
reveals their fears, their deepest desires, and their hopes for the future.
 
Woman Rising is an experience that takes visitors into the heart of what the social 
enterprise and fashion label is all about. The Sarah’s Bag team visited Baabda Women’s 
Prison over a period of 3 months, listening to the stories of the prisoners, the difficulties 
of daily life in an overcrowded prison, in some cases the injustice of their incarceration 
and the frustrations they want to express through their art. Together, we developed a 
concept for each canvas, allowing the prisoners’ experience to come to life on canvas.
 
Proceeds from the sale of each artwork will go towards helping the prisoners fund legal 
expenses, reopen their cases, and improve prison conditions in Baabda Women’s Prison. 
The artisans pour their stories onto canvases big and small, and each receives the full 
amount her piece is sold for. 



T U E S D A Y  T O  T U E S D A Y

Abir found a rather unusual way to mark the days that crawled by behind bars: she fell in 
love with the cousin of a fellow prisoner who used to come visit her every Tuesday. They 
held hands occasionally, nothing more. After 4 years, the visits ended abruptly. Through 
this piece, Abir wanted to look back on this experience and commemorate it through her 
art. She never imagined she would experience love in prison, of all places. Her story is 
represented by her healthy, beating, loving heart, dramatically hand embroidered onto a 
background of the strokes she used to count the days till his next visit. With this piece she 
highlights her marvel at how fast time flew when she was in love.

Hand embroidery on canvas 
Size: 65 x 60 cm 
Price: 1250 $

This photo of Fatima and Maria was taken at Al Nuzha, or “the promenade”, a 10m by 
10m partially covered rooftop that receives sunlight in the afternoon in Baabda Prison. 
Prisoners are sometimes allowed to spend time there for some fresh air. The Sarah’s 
Bag team once threw a party for the prisoners where this picture was taken. For Fatima 
and Maria, this photo captured a fleeting joy. Their big smiles, open faces and colourful 
dresses all testify to their positive outlook and ability to enjoy a moment in the sunshine.

A  M O M E N T  I N  T H E  S U N

Hand embroidery and printing on canvas
Size: 68 x 68 cm
Price: 850 $



Ex-prisoner and current Sarah›s Bag artisan Aida is a master of the pinning technique. 
Her piece represents the bright future and the financial independence she was able 
to achieve through her hard work, with every pin expanding the rays of sunlight and 
hope. Aida used 8000 pins to create this piece that ultimately symbolizes her freedom, 
for she couldn t have worked on it while incarcerated as the prisoners are not allowed 
to have safety pins.

P I N N I N G  H O P E  D O W N

Brass safety pins on canvas
Size: 100 x 70 cm
Price: 1300 $

V I R G I N  M A R Y 

Hand embroidery on printed canvas 
Size: 65 x 70 cm
Price:  1200 $

Mother Mary provides hope for a better future and is the keeper of many of the prisoners’ 
fervent prayers. Nibal was arrested for covering up a murder committed by her husband. 
The usual sentence for this crime is 4 years but Nibal has been in prison for 6 years now, 
which has meant two years of freedom denied. She found solace in her faith. Through this 
piece she hopes to raise funds to hire an attorney who can reopen her case and give her a 
chance of a fair trial
 



H A P P I N E S S

Glass beads, sequins on canvas
Size: 50 x 65 cm
Price:  1400 $

H A N D  O F  F A T I M A

Hand embroidery and beading on printed canvas
Size: 78 x 55 cm
Price: 1200 $

The artist weaves themes of luck with ancient symbols of protection and tongue in 
cheek expressions in Arabic and transliterated English, proclaiming cryptically 
“Protect me from what I want”. The proceeds of this artwork will go towards legal fees 
and support.

It is a motto the artist wants to live by; it’s her way of remaining positive in the midst of despair.  
The fish is a symbol of luck and every woman in prison is waiting for her luck to change, for 
a new beginning. The artist, Marie Louise, a Brazilian who does not speak English or Arabic, 
hopes fervently for a fresh start. She has been in prison for 3 years. While she was eager 
to work on the exhibition, it was challenging for her and the Sarah’s Bag team to overcome 
communication barriers. When she finally started working on her own concept for her canvas, 
the team realized she had a newfound joy and purpose, which led them all to come up with the 
perfect theme for her piece: Al Saada!



Through this piece, a group of prisoners shared their forbidden fruit: the one 
thing they miss that they are deprived of in prison. They are deprived of means of 
communication, hence Facebook;  anything that can be used to harm them or others 
(high heels) all the way down to simple frivolities like lipstick!

T H E  W I S H  L I S T

Hand embroidery and stitching on canvas
Size: 92 x 82 cm 
Price: 950 $

Only on Sundays can the prisoners put lipstick on; only on Sundays can they use scissors; 
only on Sundays can they use a hair dryer to fix their hair or (what else!!). On Sundays and 
only for a brief time, the prisoners are allowed use items that are otherwise banned and so 
they wait, the whole week, every week. 

O N L Y  O N  S U N D A Y S

Hand embroidery and stitching on canvas
Size: 40 x 65 cm
Price: 750 $



With your help, we hope to take this exhibition around the world and let their voices be heard.
Thank you!
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