
LADY WITH THE PURPLE UMBRELLA
Shomsida, 25 years old

‘I’ve been stitching for 10 years, but always the same flowers, leaves, plants. It’s 
a surprise to embroider something different. I am enjoying learning new things.’

Shomsida’s elder sister was the first to learn fultola (‘flower-making’ 
embroidery.) Shomsida used to watch her sister stitching flowers and leaves 
in bright colors on scarves and pillows, transforming something ordinary 
into something beautiful. She was eager for the day when she’d be old 
enough to learn too. Soon, Shomsida joined her sister’s sessions, and as did 
their youngest sister later.

Shomsida soon revealed an uncommon skill with needle and thread. She 
began to take orders from people in her Rakhine village for pillow covers, 
scarves, and handkerchiefs. Though it was frowned on for Rohingya women 
to work in public places, no one minded Shomsida making income from 
the small embroidery projects she took on at home. With her earnings, she 
bought make up and clothing.

Her marriage was arranged by her family at age 18, but she left her husband 
after a disagreement. In 2017, after arriving in Cox’s Bazar as a refugee, she 
married again to a Rohingya man who had been living in Bangladesh for 
many years, but he abandoned her when she was three months pregnant.

‘I’m happy without a husband’, she says smiling. Her ability to earn income 
through stitching gives her a degree of independence that she much 
appreciates. She supports her 15-month-old daughter, mother, and two 
younger brothers with her weekly earnings from the CMC embroidery 
project.
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Embroidery has been transformative 
for her: ‘I can learn what I didn’t know, 
and I have a chance to do what I already 
knew. And I get money to spend on my 
own needs.’

Shomsida’s favorite color is purple. She 
incorporates it into many of her pieces, 
and is instantly recognizable, even 
cloaked under her black burka, by the 
purple flowered sathi (umbrella) she 
carries with her to shield her from the 
hot sun and staring men.

She says her favorite piece is a portrait 
she made of her beloved elder sister, 
her first teacher, whom she left behind 
in their Myanmar village. She says:
‘This is like a family portrait. Now that
I’ve learned to draw portraits, I can do
it myself. I just need to study the person’s 
face once, and then I can draw them.’


