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SALMA HAIDRANI SPEAKS TO THE CO-FOUNDERS BEHIND
                        MERMAIDS OF JEDDAH, THE FIRST PHOTO PROJECT OF
       ITS KIND THAT LIKENS SAUDI WOMEN TO MERMAIDS
                                   LIVING ON LAND AND SEA

Capturing
THE DUALITY OF 

WORDS by SALMA HAIDRANI

SAUDI WOMEN
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W hen we think of Saudi Arabian women, 
chances are, rarely do we afford them the 
agency and complexities that their Western 

counterparts enjoy. It’s this in part that propelled Jeddah 
and New York-based artist and Political Science student 
Amira Nazer to create ‘Mermaids of Jeddah’, a photo 
series capturing the duality of women based in Jeddah. 
Or as childhood friend, co-creator and Jeddah and 
London-based stylist and Fashion Communications 
student Latifa Bint Saad tells ELLE Arabia: “We wanted 
to present the different facets of Jeddawi women in all 
their uniqueness and glory.”

A dream may seem like an unlikely inspiration for 
creating a photo series but for Nazer, it’s this she cites 
for the creation of Mermaids of Jeddah, which likens 
Jeddawi women to mermaids who reside on land and 
sea. “Last October, I dreamt that I met a mermaid in 
Jeddah on the shore of a beach I visited growing up. 
The image stuck with me and I grew obsessed with 
the concept,” she recalls. “What did it mean to be a 
mermaid from Jeddah? I asked 
myself. That was the question that 
[kick-started] this project. I began 
to research stories of mermaids and 
recontextualised the narrative to be 
set in Jeddah. I frantically sent Latifa 
a WhatsApp voice note explaining 
my vision and she was on the same 
page.” Bint Saad recalls laughing 
that it was a conversation that 
‘lasted about four hours of back and 
forth voice notes’.

Nazer and Bint Saad set out to explore and capture 
the duality of Jeddawi women who grapple with the 
conflict between tradition and modernity by likening 
them to a mermaid’s dual existence as half-human and 
half-fish. “Living between land and sea, I took that 
duality of her existence in Jeddah where tradition and 
modernity exist simultaneously,” Nazer says. “[Similar 
to mermaids], growing up in Jeddah, I covered myself 
according to the space that I was inhabiting. This series 
works to unify tradition, modernity and fantasy which 
influenced how I, and my mermaids, experience Jeddah.” 

Mermaids of Jeddah was four months in the making, 
largely in part as Bint Saad and Nazer were based on 
separate sides of the world. “We mostly communicated 
via WhatsApp due to the different time zones,” Bint Saad 
recalls. “I came home to Jeddah [in December 2019] two 
weeks prior to our shoot to begin sourcing fabrics and 
working on the garments. We found a perfect location 
and everything else just fell into place naturally.”

Matching the subject’s attire to the coastal Jeddah 
landscape was a conscious decision, 
the co-founders reveal. “We knew 
that we wanted to shoot the series 
by the sea and combine other 
elements such as rocks,” Bint Saad 
says. “The main goal was to match 
the garments to the mermaid’s 
surroundings.” Each of the fabrics 
– and their respective colours and 
patterns – is an ode to the city. 
Sourced from the historic Al-Balad 
district, the seashell niqab, for one, 
is testament to the seashells dotted 
across the Red Sea and relate to 
both land and sea. Meanwhile, the 

gingham dress represents rocks and earth.
The pair, too, pay homage to the colourful abayas 

that both women grew up seeing in the streets of Jeddah. 
Crucially, the bright fabrics the subjects sport are a radical 
departure from the traditional black garments that we 
associate with Saudi Arabian women. Jeddah street style, 
too, is renowned as more laidback than neighbouring 
– and more conservative – Riyadh, though the latter is 
increasingly seeing less crowds of women clad in black. 
“The tired stereotype of Saudi women wearing black 
abayas is an old and outdated assumption,” Bint Saad 
laughs. “Just visit Jeddah and you can see yourself!”

In a climate that reduces Saudi women to their 
so-called submissiveness and as ‘oppressed’ (just take 
how when women in the Kingdom don’t wear the 
traditional abaya, they face accusations of ‘breaking free’), 
was challenging preconceived notions of and celebrating 
the multiplicities of what it means to be a modern 
Jeddawi woman central to Mermaids of Jeddah? “We 
wanted to challenge these stereotypes by celebrating 
these unique women and giving their experiences as 
well as ours a voice while trying to document them the 

“LAST OCTOBER,  
I DREAMT THAT I MET A 

MERMAID IN JEDDAH ON 
THE SHORE OF A BEACH 

I VISITED GROWING 
UP. THE IMAGE STUCK 
WITH ME AND I GREW 
OBSESSED WITH THE 

CONCEPT”
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most authentic way we could,” Bint Saad maintains. 
“There’s not one version of a Saudi Arabian woman – 
instead different versions co-exist,” Nazer adds. “The 
experiences of Saudi Arabian women are complex. It 
cannot be simplified. It was imperative that the images 
captured this.”

In this sense, Mermaids of Jeddah is seemingly part 
of an increasing number of initiatives and collectives 
created by women in the GCC – and the wider Middle 
East at that – redefining their self-image on their own 
terms. Jeddah-based editor Marriam Mossalli, for one, 
launched ‘Under the Abaya’ in 2018, the first photobook 
to capture the changing face of fashion in the Kingdom. 
Meanwhile, art collective Banat Collective, the brainchild 
of Abu Dhabi-based creative and curator Sara bin Safwan, 
champions Arab women artists while Kuwait-born 
New York-based student Taiba Al-Nassar founded 3asal 
Magazine, a zine celebrating MENA girls in the region 
and diaspora.

Even so, Bint Saad and Nazer stress that what 
sets Mermaids of Jeddah apart is how it serves as an 
opportunity for Saudi women to see themselves – and 
their dualities reflected back, rather than designed for 
the Western gaze. “This project is for the Saudi Arabian 
woman to be celebrated and heard, specifically our 
Jeddawi sisters,” Bint Saad says. “It wasn’t our goal to 
target a Western audience as this project is for girls of 
Jeddah by girls of Jeddah.” 

Shot predominantly in the Red Sea, each of the 
portraits evoke a sense of agency and playfulness so 
often denied to Saudi Arabian women. In one image, two 
subjects float in the vast expanse of the sea, evoking a 
sense of carefree adolescence oft-afforded to their Western 
counterparts. Immortalising a hazy summer afternoon, 
the portrait looks like it could have been shot anywhere 
in Europe, be it Sardinia or Saint Tropez. In another, 
subjects embrace as they stare defiantly at the camera, 
simultaneously evoking a sense of authority and intimacy 
rarely reserved for this group. 

As for the co-founders’ most memorable image? Tara 
and Laila standing in unison wearing a seashell niqab 
draped in the Red Sea, according to Bint Saad. “The 
many hours spent creating the piece and the numerous 
burnt fingertips were finally worth it,” she recalls. “The 
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energy when that photo was taken was indescribable. 
Amira and I were both in the water trying to get the 
perfect shot. We were all cheering them on! It just felt 
like a giant sisterhood.”

Conversely, for Nazer, capturing the image of her 
subjects, Laila and Mudi in pink was particularly hard-
won: “I wanted to photograph the mermaids from an 
upward perspective to capture the movement of looking 
up at the mermaids. Laila and Mudi were standing in a 
shallow area of the beach and if I was to bend down to 
[capture] an upward perspective, my camera would have 
gotten in the water,” she recalls. “I ended up on my back 
in the water with my legs in the air to keep myself afloat. 
It truly was a gymnastic performance!”

CHALLENGES
Taking photos of their subjects didn’t present any 
challenges. “We reached out to our friends and friends 
of friends,” Nazer recalls. “I sat with each mermaid and 
discussed her experience of [growing up] in Jeddah, 
her relationship with the Red Sea and her experience 
of covering up according to the spaces they inhabit and 
her connection between covering up and nature.” Bint 
Saad recalls that in initially presenting the project to the 
women, ‘they were all ecstatic and wanted to be part of 
this as they believed in our vision’.

If anything, naming the project proved the 
biggest challenge for the pair. “We wanted a title that 
resonated and enticed the audience at the same time,” 
Bint Saad reveals. For Nazer, honouring mermaids 
was integral to the project’s name: “The mermaid 
exists doubly: she is of the sea and of the land. It’s 
from this dualistic relationship with water that I have 
to come to...explore and define my identity so it only 
made sense to honour her in our title.” 

Mermaids of Jeddah – and the co-founders in turn – 
have since been inundated with support from Jeddawi, 
Saudi Arabian and even a global Western audience, 

a response the co-founders 
call ‘heartwarming’.  Even 
so, Bint Saad and Nazer hope 
that their project might set a 
precedent for Saudi creatives – 
and Saudi women at that – to 
challenge the homogeneity often 
ascribed to them and redefine 
their self-image on their own 
terms outside of a Western 
gaze. Ultimately though, the 
co-founders hope to shed light 
on women that have long existed 
in the Kingdom – but the wider 
world is yet to recognise. As 
Nazer affirms, “A Saudi woman 
is a trailblazer. She works, she 
drives, travels freely and is 
proud of herself and her place in 
the world.”
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