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INTERVIEW BY NOOR

 
Your passion for visual storytelling transcends through your work. What is unique about it to you, relative to other 
storytelling mediums?

The participants’ voice is what makes it unique I think. In every project, I aim to give the authority to my participants to steer the project in 
their own direction, to shape the narrative, set the tone for the theme. This is powerful to me, that their insights matter and it's not just about 
the aesthetic, it's more about them. I find this dignifying about visual storytelling. 
 
You return to Yemen in 2013, debuting as a photographer. In a country where a woman holding the camera is rare, 
were you apprehensive? How was the reaction to you photographing the streets?

Of course, I was, and I always say that there are so many things that would concern any photographer, mostly things related to people he/she 
photographs, the story, the access, the audience, the shooting, the quality of photos, the editing, etc. In Yemen, I would think of myself as a 
person who lives a double challenge. Besides all that, I would have to worry about my safety as well, especially when I travel for assignments. 
I would always think of Yemenis as people who are extremely genuine and kind, but frankly, the idea of a woman like myself carrying her 
camera and touring around streets would always put me in a discomfort zone. In a very conservative society with tribal traditions like Yemen, 
I would sometimes request one of my family members to accompany me when I go shooting, fearing to be harassed or verbally hurt. This fear 
of mine was escalated during my time documenting the conflict in relation to women’s lives in Yemen. My work demanded a lot of travel inside 
the country to collect stories and, as the security situation was fragile, I knew that my life as a female photographer wouldn’t be any easier.
 
How do you select what is worth capturing in your projects?

That’s a good question, there is no formula (and there shouldn’t be), but in an image, I always search for the loud silence, for the stillness, I 
always look for an honest image, an image that shows the truth with dignity and respect. If an image contains all of these then it's definitely 
worth capturing. 

 
With the start of conflict, you thought it was important to capture the details of daily life, I think this is what struck 
people the most. That there was still pockets of beauty and peace in Yemen despite the war. Do you remember the 
first scene of such positivity that you saw when you were first brave enough to leave your house holding a camera?

I do remember it vividly because I tweeted about it. It was with my mother who thought it was insane to leave the house. Streets were quiet 
for the first time, and we passed by an old, small local cafeteria where few men in the neighborhood were sitting in a circle, drinking chai 
tea, chilling out and laughing, so fearless and enchanting. That was peace to me. I even stopped and asked them if it was wise to spend time 
outside. I made a fool of myself because apparently “nothing would happen to us”. I often think of them. I hope they are safe.  
 
You confronted military checkpoints and was amidst airstrikes as you continued to capture the streets of Yemen. What 
fueled your motivation?

It was frightening I must admit, but knowing that there would be glimpses of beauty to capture was comforting. I used to look forward to the 
untold stories, the sound of the crowded city, the women who make miracles happen in spite of the difficulties, all that and more were my 
sources of motivation.

How do you gain the trust of those you capture? Especially on projects such as Women Like Us (“a window into the 
lives of 15 women and their experience of the war in Yemen: their struggles, their aspirations, and their ambitions’’)? 

Trust is a very crucial aspect of my work especially in Yemen where women reject the idea of being photographed. But I’m not an outsider. 
This is my story as well and women trust me because I’m just like them, a woman who happened to experience all this suffering that arose 
amidst the conflict, I used to share challenges and struggles with them. I was no different. I believe they were able to relate and trust me in 
collecting their stories and expose them to the outside world. 
 
While finding out and capturing some of the stories of the internally displaced women, were there any touches of home 
that you heard or saw these women try to re-create despite the movement and the devastating circumstances?

Absolutely, there is a scene that I can never forget, as I walked through a displaced persons camp in Amran city in Yemen, I kept thinking 
about how cold it must get in the evening. I thought of the women who must go to bed cold, saving what few blankets they have for their 
children. 

The camp was quieter than I thought it would be. It had a sense of peacefulness and normalcy to it – a woman washing her dishes outside her 
tent, kids running and playing, another woman tending to her children. But as I walked by each tent I saw the faces of people who longed to 
return home.  Later I smelled incense coming from a fire inside one of the tents, but it was unlike any I had smelled before. Intrigued, I followed 
my nose until I came upon an old woman who told me her daughter-in-law had just delivered a baby the night before. The smell, the woman 
explained, is a type of bakhoor, or incense, that is burned when a woman gives birth. I was invited inside to see the new mother, her name 
is Hafsa, and her newborn. I admire the dignity with which Hafsa and her family live. They left so much of their lives behind when they fled 
their homes but brought with them the little things that make up their culture and identity, like the special bakhoor.
 
Just touching on your personal movement, having experienced the ugliness of war, of moving in and out of Yemen and 
of adaptation to different settings, how does Thana feel at home despite the movement?

I sometimes feel that I’ve lost this sense of being at home, that I must get used to living in the temporary and always get my backpack ready 
for another journey. Now, I focus on refugee stories of displacement- listening to powerful stories around me makes me feel inspired, and 
somehow that gives me a sense of belonging and resilience of human spirit around me. I love this feeling. It makes me feel at home. 
 
Your street photography is as much an adventure for us as it can be for you, where would you like to take us next after 
having completed the Streets of: Yemen, Morocco, Boston and London?

I still photograph streets to discover and explore, and it’s a pity that I do it less now, but maybe the next will be streets of Holland where I 
currently live.  

My first introduction to her work was a lucky chance. I was set to DJ at an exhibition named ‘Perpetual Movement’. It featured 7 women 
artists with roots in the Arab world. Browsing around, I noticed many people lingering at a certain location, standing in awe. The girls 
and I curiously flocked to view Thana’s project, ’The Passport.’ Her images were thought-provoking, questioning identity, boundaries 
and conflict at a time of great uncertainty. Faroq is notorious for making the invisible, visible. Her work aims to document and negotiate 
the themes of memory, boundaries and displacement. She is known for her photographs that captured unheard narratives, beauty and 
hope in a war-torn Yemen. With her images impressively appearing in the likes of Al Jazeera, World Press Photo, BBC, Huffington Post, 
CNN and more, I was eager to ask Thana about some of the emotions behind her images, her experience living at war and capturing 
the untold stories of displaced Yemeni women.


