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Watercolor Box
By Amal Alameer, MPSA, BPSA

Mixing Dyes
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he city of Fez, founded in 789, is an ancient city in 
the Kingdom of Morocco. It is famous for many of 
the handicrafts that craftsmen practice to this day. 
The leather tanning profession is considered one 
of the most important of these, as it has the oldest 
leather tanneries in the world, which still use the 
same manual method based on dyes. 

Leather tanning is practiced in what is called the 
“tanning house,” which resembles an old factory. There 
are now three houses practicing this profession, the most 
famous of which is Dar Shawara, whose construction 
dates back to the eleventh century and which is the 
largest of the tanneries, as it extends over an area of 

approximately 7,200 square meters. It includes 4,000 
square meters covered and 193 workshops in which 
more than 600 traditional craftsmen work. The work in 
it was passed down from father to son, as it has become 
a family profession that the children cling to, and their 
source of livelihood. They have learned its secrets over 
time. This house produces between 3,000 and 5,000 
ready-made leathers daily. It is often exported abroad to 
manufacture the finest high-end leather products.

Tanners use the skins of animals such as cows, 
sheep, goats, and camels. The tanning process goes 
through several stages, starting with placing the skins 
in white liquids for several days to prepare these 
skins to receive the dyes. After the skin takes on the 
appropriate color, it is dried under the sun and then it 
is ready to be made into high-quality products.

What distinguishes this tanning house is the presence 
of many stone-filled vats filled with the liquids and 
dyes used in tanning. These colored vats form a 
special charm for photographers and tourists alike, 
as they resemble the watercolor box that we used in 
school when we were children. The circular basins 

appear in many colors depending on the color of the 
dyes in them, which change according to the seasons 
of the year and the type of flowers that are used to 
dye. They use the red color extracted from the poppy 
flower, the blue color from the desert indigo flower, 
and the orange color from henna. Therefore, the photos 
will differ from one photographer to another depending 
on the time of year he or she chooses to visit.

T

Second Stage
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If you have enough time to visit the three tanning 
houses, do so. But if you want to focus on the best 
and most organized ones, you should start with 
photographing in and around Dar Shawara.

You can start by entering the tanning house itself and 
photographing while they are working. It is open to 
everyone. The workers will continue their work and 
not pay attention to you. They are not bothered by the 
photography. You are expected to pay a small sum 
of money, which is not obligatory, but is seen as an 
encouragement to some workers who are elderly and 
still working. 

The house is also attached to several buildings 
consisting of more than one floor, allowing you to 
photograph from different heights. If you feel that 
you need different angles, you can then choose one 
of the buildings surrounding the house. They will all 
welcome you because they all sell products. 

When you are inside the tanning house among the 
workers and moving between the narrow corridors, 
know that walking around with the camera will not 
be easy, as you must be careful not to fall into the vats 
that contain concentrated materials. We photographers 

forget ourselves when we are photographing. As 
you would expect, walking between the ponds is not 
devoid of annoying odors, which are a mixture of 
fresh skins after slaughter, the smell of old skin, the 
smells of various herbs, and other things.

One of the things that helped me tolerate spending 
more time walking around the place, despite the 
strong, unpleasant smell, was using a mask over my 
nose. However, if you limit yourself to photographing 
from the distant balconies of the neighboring 
buildings, these smells will not reach you.

What are the best times of the year for photography?
Many prefer to visit Fez between March and May 
because the temperatures are moderate. During this 
period, the ponds will have a red color in the dyes, 
and the smells emanating from the ponds will be 
less disturbing due to the cold weather. But this is 
the peak season for tourism, so the cost of travel is 
higher and there is more congestion. July and August 
are considered the hottest months of the year, with 
temperatures approximately 38 degrees Celsius 
(104ºF). It is also school vacation time with family 
tourism. The blue color will dominate the dyeing 
ponds in the summer.

All images by
Amal Alameer,
MPSA, BPSA

Shawara Tanning House
Dyeing Stages
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The Shuwara tanning house is also a tourist 
destination and not just a tanning house, so it is 
preferable to go for photography early, before the 
waves of tourists leave and spread around the place, 
and you will be able to avoid the reflections of 
sunlight and unwanted shadows on the ponds.

You can choose the beginning of the working time, as 
the employees are spread out in parts here and there to 
see all the stages of work from its beginning. The old 
city opens its doors around eight in the morning. You 
can walk around the city and get to know the path to 
the house in the morning until the house actually starts 
working, which is a little later than eight. The workers 
all appear at the same time, which allows you to begin 
photographing the workers present in a quieter and 
less noisy atmosphere.At around ten o’clock, the work 
movement increases and you can then move around to 
document more angles and different topics.

What photography equipment do we carry with us?
You can use wide lenses if you will be photographing 
near the docks, as you will be very close in narrow 
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Arabia, is a photographer who has been
passionate about photography since her
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entirely to her hobby of photography. She is 
the founder of the New View Photography 

places. The wide lens will also serve you while 
wandering around the narrow streets of Fez, which you 
will not be able to resist photographing while going to 
the tanning house. You also need a suitable zoom lens if 
you will be using the balconies overlooking the house, as 
the house is large and you may want to follow the work 
of one of the workers somewhere located a long distance 
from you.

I do not think that you need a tripod as the work 
will be done during the day unless you want to enter 
and photograph in some of the rooms where work is 
sometimes done indoors. However, the most beautiful 
shots will be outdoors.

It is worth noting that ancient Fez has many handicrafts 
that deserve to be documented, such as making soap, 
perfumes, or pressing oils; there are also many old 
shops and traditional clothes worn by local people.
You will return from the Fez tour with hundreds of
distinctive pictures.

Club, runs many photography competitions 
patronage by FIAP and PSA, and loves 
competing in photographic competitions 
around the world. She has won hundreds 
of awards and holds many international 
classifications, and is now one of the translator 
members of the PSA Arabic magazine.

Tanning in Fass

PSA Journal • June 2024 • www.psa-photo.org • 13

The Board of Directors of the Photographic Society of 
America met on April 24th and 25th in Oklahoma City, 
OK. This was a momentous occasion for several reasons. 
This was the first Board meeting since 2019 where it 
was possible for all members to be present in person. 
(Directors’ names and email addresses are listed near the 
front of the PSA Journal.) In addition, 2024 is the 90th 
Anniversary of the founding of PSA.

The most important reason for celebrating our long 
history in the advancement of photography, however, 
was the Grand Opening of our new headquarters and
the Greene Gallery at 706 -708 Broadway in Oklahoma 
City. We are now poised to take our proper place among 
arts organizations and hopefully establish our new 
location as a must-visit destination for photographers 
from all over the world.

Because the full Board of Directors only meets twice 
annually, the agenda is always packed with important 
issues. Some of these are summarized in the following 
paragraphs. We would encourage any member who has 
questions for the Board to contact one of the Directors 
for more information.

Director Reports
Typically, each board member writes a lengthy report on 
what has taken place in his or her area of responsibility. 
These reports are distributed to all Board members in 
advance of the meeting. This makes it possible for the 
Board to focus on important aspects of the report, ask 
questions and make suggestions. PSA has numerous 
initiatives, and it is important that all board members 
understand how their areas of responsibility interact with 
and support the others.

The 2024-25 budget was reviewed and approved. Our 
efforts to deal with violations of the Conditions of 
Entry into exhibitions was reviewed. Other discussions 
included our efforts to retain members and attract new 
members, suggested changes within several divisions, 
and ways to improve our educational opportunities, to 
mention only a few.

Some Current Initiatives
The Board of Directors also received a detailed 
presentation from PSA Executive Director of Technology, 
Frank St-Pierre, on new software to upgrade exhibition 
databases. When fully implemented, the software program 
will make the process of applying for Stars, Galaxies and 
higher-level certificates much easier and more efficient for 
members as well as for Star Ratings Directors.

Under the leadership of Office Manager, Twila Bourlon, 
PSA is taking steps to become an integral part of the 
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Oklahoma City Arts Council as well as the Automobile 
Alley Business  Association (where the new headquarters 
is located). Working with both of these organizations, we 
will increase public awareness of PSA, attract visitors to 
the newly-dedicated Greene Gallery at the Photographic 
Society of America, and establish working partnerships 
that will benefit us into the future. Plans are underway to 
participate in a “Lights on Broadway” gala which will 
take place in early December.

PSA is working to assure that all exhibitions we recognize 
are carried out under clear and fair standards. This is an 
enormous challenge as we recognize exhibitions all over 
the world. Specific strategies are being put in place to 
assure that all exhibitors understand and follow the rules, 
judges are aware of and fairly implement the rules, and 
exhibition chairs are working with us to prevent images 
that violate our standards from being recognized with 
acceptance and/or awards. A new Ethics Policy has been 
implemented and an Ethics Committee, which is a subset of 
the PSA Executive Committee, is dealing with violations.

A plan was developed to implement a Judges’ Registry 
from which exhibition chairs will select the jury for their 
exhibitions. We are envisioning a place on the website 
where current or new judges can log in to register as 
a judge. There will be ten rules and conditions, then a 
form to fill in. This is basically data gathering. Before the 
COE is published, anyone who wants to judge will have 
to sign up. It will be necessary to renew annually. An 
implementation date has yet to be determined.

It would be impossible to cover everything that is 
happening at the Board of Directors level in the space 
available for this report. We want to assure members that 
we are fully transparent. If there are questions about the 
direction or the operation of the PSA Board of Directors, 
please let one of us know. As always, the board is 
committed to assuring that the Photographic Society of 
America Worldwide is a world-class organization.


