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Nawal Motawi
A life in tile
t’s the ﬁ_wnth]y si:aﬂ’ lunch at Motawi

Tileworks, and Nawal Motawi and her
thirty-or-so employees have dragged

tables together in the middle of the fac- -

tory floor and thrown open the loading-

“dock doors to a sun-drenched September
woods, alive with chirping birds. Office
staff and clay-dusted press operators sit
shoulder to shoulder, eating and laughing,
surrounded by stacks of tiles. It's a portrait
of an industrial workplace that would have
brought tears to the eyes of socialist paint-
er Diego Rivera.

Motawi, forty-six, shrugs it off as no
big deal that her employees are all full-
time and that.fun, creativity, and work-life
_ balance are honored and rewarded. “Why-
wouldn’t you want to run your work life
according to your values?” she asks.

“I learned everything I know about
management from Jnc. magazine,” she
“and from really good HR people.”
Though she doesn’t aspire to be a Fortune
500 company, she confesses that she does
aspire to be one of Inc. editor-at-large Bo
Burlingham’s “small giants.” New York—
based Burlingham champions businesses
built around quality of life and commu-
nity, and, coincidentally, came up with the
- concept of “small giants” after studying
Zingerman’s. ' '

a Talking the floor of her Scio Town- _
g ship factory, where a worker is

stamping out tiles one-by-one on-

a hydraulic press and others are adding
glaze patterns with what look like tur-
key basters (“It’s kind of like paint-by-
number,” one jokes), Motawi points out
the “kanban” board, a sort of visual repre-
sentation of inventory. Made of cards with
pictures stuck in slots, it looks like the
kind of record-keeping system you’d find
in a day-care center, but it’s the hallmark
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is  what distinguishes Motawi
its closest—both geographically and
artistically — competitor, the venerable,
world-renowned Pewabic Pottery. Like

* Pewabic, where she once worked, Motawi
draws on the late-nineteenth-century Arts

of a “lean production™ system. Developed -

by Toyota to manage its factories, it was
adapted to Motawi by a U-M PhD candi-
date in engineering: “He wanted to prove
that Toyota’s methods could be applied
to a low-volume, high-variability factory
such as this,” Motawi says.

Point prdven, What began in 1992 as
a one-woman project—she made tiles in
her garage and sold them at the Farm-

ers Market—is now a $2-million-a-year -

business, housed in a 12,000-square-foot
building on Enterprise Drive near Baker
Road. Inside the ochre-painted building
is a retail shop, a showroom/conference
room for big clients, offices, and the fac-
tory in back. Motawi, who usually dresses
in comfortable but professional-looking
jersey knits and clogs, has run both the of-
fice and the factory since buying out her
brother Karim last year.

Motawi says her niche is “contem-
porary handcrafted tile in the Arts
and Crafts tradition.” “Contemporary”

and Crafts design movement. But while
many of her company’s architectural tiles
share the rich, hand-hewn colors and tex-
tures of Pewabic and other period tiles,
Motawi art tiles, meant to be savored and
displayed individually, are uniquely mod-
ern. And unlike the nonprofit' Pewabic,
Motawi.can’t beg for charitable donations

to meet her payroll. She competes in the

modern world, and her tiles fetch high
prices—architectural “field” tiles sell for
just over $100 a square foot, and framed
art tiles can run $200 or more.

ecause Motawi sounds plausibly
Bacronymjc or like an Indian word,
people who buy Motawi tile are
sometimes surprised to learn that it’s the

owner’s name. Nawal’s father, Kamal
Motawi, came to MSU on an Egyptian

government scholarship to study food sci-

ence in the 1950s. He was, says Nawal,
“devilish handsome” and proved irresist-
ible to Karen Kitson, a nineteen-year-old
Michigan farm girl in his calculus class.
They married and spent several unhappy
years in Egypt working for what she calls
a “corrupt” bureaucracy before returning
to Michigan. Her father eventually be-
came director of research at Gerber Foods
in Fremont, where Nawal and her four
younger brothers and sisters grew up.
Motawi had a rocky start at the U-M art
school in 1983, where everything seemed
to be in code, and art was all about “the
message.” :

from

“] felt that if you
have something to
say, and it takes a lot
of words to say it, you
should be a journalist,
not an artist. Also, it’s

bad créftsmanship.”
She dropped out.

A few years later,
| she returned to try
the less conceptually
freighted
arts and came under
the influence of Tom
Phardel, a Detroit art-
ist doing a guest stint at
- U-M. He took the class
. to see his newly opened
Times Square People
Mover stop, where he’d
installed Pewabic Pot-
tery tile. She felt her
. career beckon: as she
writes on the Motawi
website, 71 immedi-
ately began to fantasize
about someday making
tilework like that!”

o t some point in
every interview

) X
- these days, Mo-

~ tawi squares her shoulders and plows into

the thorny subject of her recently dis-
solved partnership with her brother Karim.
In the early days, when she worked out of
her home, Karim, who had just gradu-

ated from U-M with a degree in English, .

helped her-out from time to time. The busi-
ness grew enough that she could offer him
a permanent job, and he gave what they
both now realize was a Greek drama-sized
fateful response: “I won 't work for you,
but I'll work w1th you.”

Her quick and naive “Okay!” yokcd
their fortunes together for nearly twenty
years. Despite the company’s success, it
was a difficult partnership, and in 2008,
Nawal decided she wanted sole control.
Two years later, she, he, and several law-

-yers finished drafting the agreement that

bought him out, but she admits he still

won’t speak to her. That split was fol-
- lowed by another—the end of her ten-year

marriage.
Now divorced, Motawi lives on the

west side of Ann Arbor near her ex-
husband, so they can share custody of their

eleven-year-old son, Kitson.
CEO of not one but two companies

(having recently bought Rovin Ceram-

ics, her clay supplier), she’s nevertheless

following her company philosophy of a .

balanced life. For fun, she plays the me-
lodeon (“the diatonic button accordion,”
she clarifies). A former morris dancer, she

‘now dances contra, swing, salsa. “T need

to dance. A lot.” She laughs: “This article
is going to out me. I don’t think many of
the people I dance with associate me with
Motawi Tile! « i

—Sally Mitani .
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decorative . | and rates at www.peaceablepets. com

your pets happy.
- Pet sitting.
Dog walking.
Vacation care.
Home boarding.

Dedicated,
profesgional,
and reliable.
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Robin Peterson, Owner
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National Alliance on Mental lliness
of Washtenaw County

NAMIWC “Paths to Recovery”

One-Day Conference on Mental lliness

For people living with serious brain illnesses,
their loved ones, and the community

Saturday, November 5th
8:45am to 2:45pm
Trinity Lutheran Church, 1400 W. Stadium Blvd.

Keynote Speaker » Morning & Afternoan Wurkshups
Breakfast and Lunch Included

Free Admission = Donations Accepted
Registration appreciated but not required.

GaII_734-SB4~EEII @ Orgoto namiwc.nrg.

VOLUNTEER
TUTOR
GET INVOLVED
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