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Afghanistan’s Rich
Arts & Crafts

Source of
National Pride
Roland Paiva, Bernard Dupaigne*
Afghanistan, a country proud of its
traditions and independence, has been
shaped by its history. This dramatic
history, with successive waves of people
bringing their own contribution and
influence to the country, has fashioned
and enriched the face of Afghanistan.
An important staging post on the Silk
Road, it absorbed influences from Greece
as well as China, Persia and Central Asia,
Mongols and Turks. It retains a wonderful
diversity of cultures, languages, traditions
and crafts. The richness of the history, the
diversity of the landscape and everything
else conspires to make Afghanistan a
stronghold of traditions and art forms.
Each valley has its own cultural identity,
its own originality. It is a country where
the main routes of each valley have
cherished their individuality. At the
same time, there were significant
population movements and
displacements.
Afghanistan is a land
of harsh steppes

and mountain valleys crisscrossed by
irrigation channels sparkling in the sun. In
this arid landscape, the embroideries of
Afghani women glow with color like bright
exotic flowers. The women, hardworking
and courageous, express themselves
in these exuberant works of art. Their
embroideries are everywhere, always
fresh, as diverse as the countryside itself.
These embroideries are hung in front of
tents and yurts, inside mud houses and
along bazaars; they are hidden under
men’s turbans and women’s head cover;
they decorate shawls, shirts, tunics,
dresses; they adorn horses, donkeys,
camels.
They are a blaze of color. Certain general
characteristics are apparent: there are
very different ethnic groups, each with its
own identity, its own skills, its own artistic
traditions and, at the same time, on the
fringes, in areas where people come into
contact with others, a borrowing from
each other so that crafts and art forms
mingle into a regional style.
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Embroidery
The embroidery of Afghanistan is the
work of women and young
girls. In the privacy of their
homes, they decorate
fabrics with threads of gold,
silver, silk or wool. They
embroider for themselves
on their festive costumes
and headgear - and
for their children
and husbands. They
embroider among
themselves in
the evenings,
Women Boots, Uzbek to relax from household
Andkhoy, 1965
chores and enjoy themselves
in a convivial atmosphere. They embroider too
to demonstrate their skill and enhance their own
prestige and that of their family: embroideries
worn at festivities or shown to guests are evidence
for all to see and admire the skills of the women of
the house.
There are numerous techniques and styles of
embroidery as well as a variety of shapes, colors
and motifs for the men’s and women’s caps. The
raw materials of clothing and embroidery are
cotton, silk and wool. Pakhta cotton, indigenous
to Central Asia and white or brown in color, was
cultivated everywhere in low-lying fields. Sheep
and goat’s wool were used to make the coats and
shirts worn by mountain people, while in many
areas, in the north as in the south, silkworms were
bred at home to provide silk thread.

Skull Caps
The caps worn by men under their long turbans
and by women under their shawls are made by
the women, until recently, only for family use. They

Child cap, Turkman
Yumut, Herat, Circa 1950
vary greatly according to the region and family
tradition. These caps identified the ethnic group,
the region and even almost the village to which
the wearer belonged: each area has its own caps
differing greatly in shape, color and the patterns
embroidered.
The development of modern communications has
meant that it is now possible to find caps in shops
along every road and track; men have started
making them to sell outside their village. The
gradual introduction of sewing machines from the
1930s has accelerated this trend. Also commercial
production patterns have been modified and
certain standardization has crept in. There are four
types of embroidered caps: conical, cupola shaped,
flat-topped toque and four-sided. They are made
in two sections, the upper part and the headband
which are seamed together. In the case of the
conical cap, the background fabric is completely
covered with embroidery .

Zaminduzi
In the others, the embroidery may only be in motifs
on the fabric Gul Duzi. The motifs are geometric,
squares, rosettes, hearts, hooks, lozenges, but
most frequently floral in the shape of flowers or
stylized leaves, palmettos, buta, apple blossom,
pomegranate or almond blossom, four-petal
flowers, moon flowers, almond or clover leaf.
The conical cap “kola-ye chartaqi has a circular
upper part which is decorated in four symmetrical
sections. This part is often quilted with threads
of cotton to give it a relief pattern. This cap is
characteristic of the north of Afghanistan (Uzbeks,
Tajiks) and has been copied by the Hazaras living in
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the centre of the country.
Cupola-shaped cap has an upper part that is also
embroidered all over in four symmetrical sections
but it is less pointed than the conical cap. This
upper part, once embroidered, is covered with
vegetable glue, stuck to a wooden mould and
then joined to the headband by a seam. In the
north of the country this cap is embroidered with
multicolored silk in vivid colors, while those of the
Pashtuns of Kandahar are worked in either gold or
silver metallic thread.
“Toque” has a flat round upper part. It is only
embroidered over part of the surface, in silk for the
Tajiks of the north and in metallic thread for the
Pashtuns of Kandahar.
The Mitre is a square shaped cap that can be
folded. It is often made of velvet, strengthened
with cardboard and embroidered with floral
motifs over part of the surface. It is worn by the
Uzbeks and Tajiks of the north, from Mazar-i Sharif
to Kandahar. It is influenced by the traditions
of Uzbekistan and Tajikistan as many of the
inhabitants of northern Afghanistan are refugees
from Central Asia from the time of the large scale
collectivizing of land and herds in the 1930s.
There is also a special cap for children in
Afghanistan, the “Gush Pushak”, in a soft fabric,
lined and padded, which protects the ears and
nape of the neck from cold and heat. These soft
children’s caps often have a plume on the top and
metal sequins with an amulet “Tumar” sewn onto
them, which protects the child against the evil eye.

Man’s Shirt, Pashtun Mangal, Paktya, Circa 1930
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Door Hanging Ornament
used in Yurt Lakai Uzbek,
Kunduz, Circa 1930

Rugs & Carpets
Although the Turkmen of Afghanistan – the
country’s leading producers of carpets and rugs are now a sedentary people, they were originally
nomads, herding their flocks of sheep and goats
across the rolling steppes of Central Asia. They
lived in yurts, those circular domed tents seen
from Outer Mongolia to the Caspian Sea. Not
surprisingly, in this largely self-sufficient and ovine
based economy, wool was, and is, used extensively.
Besides carpets and rugs, the Turkmen produced
countless items made with wool for their daily
domestic needs and yurt furnishings, due to wood
and metal being extremely difficult to come by
and, not being flexible, difficult to transport.
A specially woven carpet, a Purdah- a piece,
recognizable by its cross design dividing it into four
different panels, is hung from its upper corners
to act as a sort of door into the yurt. Having no
furniture, the nomads would store their clothes and
household possessions in woven and knotted bags
of different shapes and sizes, often of magnificent
workmanship and design, each of which had a
specific purpose.
Turcoman carpet designs are woven entirely from
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example is the collection of the remaining jewels
from Tela Tapa that date back to 2,000 years.
Ceramic and monumental paintings are also
celebrated art forms that are demonstrated
through ancient minarets and buildings, the Herat
Blue Mosque, calligraphy, book binding, textile, and
glassware, which have origins to second century
AD Begram.
Glassware art later flourished during the Timurid
Empire in the city of Herat, where glassware
making workshops are a popular tourist attraction.
Leather work can be found in Kabul with its
many leather-goods shops, embroidered work is
popular in Kandahar province, which specializes
in embroidered clothes, and Afghanistan’s rug and
carpet weaving date back to the fifth century AD.
memory; graph paper patterns are used only when
resuscitating old designs, or weaving totally new
or non-traditional, therefore unfamiliar designs.
Originally, the patterns and designs used would
very clearly signify the tribe and clan which wove
the carpet. The width of the carpet being woven
determines the number of weavers needed. A
carpet starts and ends in a band of flat weave
called the Kilim. In some cases, this Kilim displays
a design; in others, it is made up of lateral bands
of color; sometimes it is embroidered, sometimes
plain, dyed or un-dyed.
The vast majority of Turcoman weavers are women
and girls, though among the Turkmen, and
especially among the Uzbeks, there is an increasing
number of boys and youths who are learning
this craft. They are usually unmarried, since the
responsibilities of marriage force them to abandon
this means of livelihood.

Jewelry
Afghanistan has a historic background in the field
of decorative art. Stonework art was common
during the Greco-Bactrian period, 2,200 years
ago, and later technological advances led to
its machine-based production. Wood carving
and jewelry art are prevalent in Afghan art and
have roots to the Nooristan region. A celebrated

Gems
& Stones
Afghanistan has stood at the crossroads of ancient
Indian, Persian, European, and Asian civilizations for
thousands of years. The remote and mountainous
land of the Pashtun people lies along the silk and
gem caravan trade routes, making it the gateway
for conquests from Alexander the Great and the
Moguls of India, to the Soviet Union of recent
history.
Afghanistan’s rugged Hindu Kush mountain
range, and the region’s fierce Chitral, or Nuristani
indigenous inhabitants have made this foreboding
land both a natural fortress, and a treasure-trove
of under-exploited mineral wealth. A wide range
of precious gemstones are found in Afghanistan,
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such as aquamarine, emerald, garnet, kunzite, lapis
lazuli, ruby, sapphire, tourmaline, turquoise, and
zircon.
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accounting for %15, and the balance being blue
sapphire. Much of the region’s gem production is
transported through the Khyber Pass to dealers
in Peshwar, Pakistan.

Lapis Lazuli
Gemstone mining in Afghanistan dates
back some 6,500 years, to the gem mines of
Badakhshan Province and Panjshir (Bactria)
valley. One of the first gems to be extracted from
this region was lapis lazuli, from the mines at
Sar-e-Sang (Sare Sang) located in the Kokcha
Valley of north-eastern Afghanistan. Lapis lazuli
from Badakhshan is still regarded as the world’s
premier source in terms of quantity and quality.
Its name comes from the Latin, lapis, meaning
‘stone’ and the Persian word ‘lazhward’ meaning
‘blue’. It is used to make beads and boxes, and is
popular for men’s jewelry. It is mined on the ‘Blue
Mountain’ on the right bank of the Kokcha River.
The mines occur at well over 11,000 feet on the
mountain, and because of the cold temperatures
they are worked only between June and
September.

Ruby
Ruby, the ‘King of Precious Stones’ is mined at
Jegdalek-Gandamak in Kabul Province. We know
that in 1637 laborers toiled here for marble for
the Taj Mahal though there is uncertainty about
when they first mined for ruby. The color of the
Jegdalek rubies ranges from nearly colorless to
a deep red, often purplish they are some of the
best in the world.
Sapphire and ruby mining in Afghanistan has
taken place at the Jegdalek mines for over
seven hundred years. The Jegdalek-Gandamak
mines are located in a remote and inaccessible
region some 100 kilometers east of Kabul, and
south of Jalalabad, in Kabul province. %75 of
the production at the Jegdalek mines is in the
form of pink to violet-pink sapphire, with rubies

Emerald
The most precious form of beryl is found in
the Panjshir Valley, the ‹Five Lions Valley›, in
Parwan Province. The Hindu Kush has always
been renowned for the mineral riches concealed
within its mountains. In early times, the Panjsher
Valley based its wealth on silver. In late 20th
century, emerald was found in the Panjsher
Valley in the craters caused by Soviet bombing;
as a result, ad hoc mining for the stones began
in earnest. Local history says a young shepherd
found the deposits in the early 1970s, although
there are references to emeralds in Pliny›s
Natural History, known as ‹smaragdus› meaning
‹green stones›, coming from this region since the
first century AD.

.....................................................................................................................
*Excerpt of «Afghan Embroidery», published by Musee De
L Homme, UN High Commissioner for Refugees, Fondation
De France
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FINE HANDICRAFT
TRADITIONS OF
AZERBAIJANI MASTERS
Continue to Live in Republic of
Azerbaijan*

The new life of the national handicrafts
of Azerbaijan is obliged to the country’s
declaration of independence in 1991.
Unfortunately, in the Soviet period
many handicrafts were abandoned,
technologies and secrets created by
generations became unclaimed and
forgotten. In that period, only carpets
were produced because the export of
carpets was an important source of the
currency income for the USSR. After the
collapse of the Soviet Union and the
transition to free market economy, the
interest to all kinds of handicrafts
revived in Republic of Azerbaijan.
Thus, there was a revival of
the richest heritage of the
Azerbaijani people. Almost
any natural material
or stone, wood,

metal, wool, flax, cotton, clay and glass has
found its new life in workshops across the
country.
Unique art products of national
handicrafts of Republic of Azerbaijan
are popular and widely known not only
in the country, but they are known and
highly appreciated abroad, they became
the symbol of the local culture, the
contribution of Republic of Azerbaijan to
the world cultural heritage.
Almost every city of modern Azerbaijan
could be called “town of craftsmen”. In the
past, each of them was famous far beyond
the country with their carpet weaving,
jewelry, cold steel, textile, stone carving
and so on.
Today, fine traditions of Republic of
Azerbaijan masters continue to live in
modern forms of handicrafts: souvenirs,
utensils and decorative items.
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Republic of Azerbaijan’s

Pottery
Republic of Azerbaijan’s

Carpet

Certainly, carpet weaving occupies the
predominating place in art crafts of Republic
of Azerbaijan. In the country, there are many
traditional carpet producing workshops and
factories. Leaders in this craft are “Afurja”, “Hali”,
“Azerkhalcha”, “Atropatena”, “Azer-Ilme”, and
“Aygun” in Guba. One can also mention the
Azerbaijani Carpet Makers Union which produces
copies of old Azerbaijani carpets and weaves
designs by modern artists.
The Azerbaijani art of carpet making was
included into the UNESCO Representative List of
the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity in
2010.

Azerbaijan`s State Carpet Museum in the shape of a carpet

Pottery is the most ancient craft in Azerbaijan,
having kept its special value to our days.
Reviving traditions, the “TAS” company, as well as
craftsmen such as Mir Teymur, Naila Sultan and
others engaged today in potter’s handicraft.
Today, the art of jewelry has gained a prominent
place in the artistic sphere of the country. The
most well-known craftsmen in this field are
Mekhriban Sadygova, Jamaletdin Eyyubov, Vugar
Hudaverdiyev and Zohrab Rustamov.

Pottery dish of the 16th or 15th century BCE, found during
excavations near Shamkir
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Wood Works
The shebeke – lattice is another highly artistic
example of craft in Republic of Azerbaijan.
Being in close connection to architecture, art of
shebeke has basically a monumental character.
At the same time shebeke is of a special skill
of decorative-applied art. Now shebeke is
widely used not only in the restoration of
old monuments of Republic of
Azerbaijan, but also in new
constructions and
buildings. One of
the renowned

shebeke craftsmen of Sheki city is Tofik Rasulov.

Sheki Khan Palace, 18th century, Sheki, Republic of
Azerbaijan
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Metal Works
Fine artistic examples of black and nonferrous
metals are made everywhere in Republic of
Azerbaijan, but the leading positions in this field
is occupied by the craftsmen from the village of
Lahij in Ismayilli area. Masters of this business are
Vahid Suleymanov, Nazar Aliyev and descendants of
chaser Gaji Nagiev.

Copper works of Lahij craftsmen in the village

“gonshuchatladan” were used in Central Asia and
Azerbaijan, and the Arab world. The Azerbaijani
art of kelagayi was included into the UNESCO
Representative List of the Intangible Cultural
Heritage of Humanity in 2014. One of the unique
kind of handicrafts is traditional cold steel for which
Azerbaijan has been famous. This craft is revived by
artist Mubariz Akbarov from the city of Ganja.
The Azerbaijani Government very often highly
appreciates the contribution of those people in
protecting and developing traditions of artistic
heritage. National handicraftsmen are invited for
participating at exhibitions in different countries.
Museums of Republic of Azerbaijan store very
carefully the best examples of national creativity,
both ancient and modern ones, thus, one can be
confident that the traditions of national handicrafts
will be preserved duly and passed from generation
to generation.

Embroidery
Textile is one of the developed art crafts in
Azerbaijan. Its vivid examples are embroidery and
kelagayi – women’s headscarf. Almost at all times
of the history of Azerbaijan, embroidery was one
of popular kinds of national creativity. The city of
Sheki was the center of “tekelduz” embroidery.
The traditional art of embroidery of Azerbaijan
continues now only by efforts of craftsmen of Sheki.
Followers of these traditions are descendants of
outstanding Sheki embroiders. One of such skilled
persons is Mehriban Helizade.
The settlement of Basgal is one of the centers
where the folk art is vigilantly continued and
protected. Basgal craftsmen make kelagayi in
various natural colours. The bright colored kelagayis
“kheyrati”, “gulvendi”, “bagdadi”, “shamakhy”,

Kelagayi, hand-dyed pure silk women headscarf
.................................................................................................................
* Courtesy of the Embassy of the Republic of Azerbaijan,
Tehran
Note: The article titled «Republic of Azerbaijan
Architecture at the Cross Roads of Western Asia & Eastern
Europe» that appeared on pages 13-8, issue 15, volume
6 of ECO Heritage on «Architecture in ECO Region» was
translated by ECI Staff Members from Russian to English
from the Great Soviet Encyclopedia.
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Iranian Folk Arts
& Crafts

Persian Rug
an Ancient Art
By Cyrus Parham*

Since ancient times, hand woven
carpets and rugs were among the
major commodities produced in Persia.
The evidence of carpets’ application in
religious rituals and ceremonies dates
back to the time of pharaohs in the
ancient Egypt. It is said that carpets were
used as decorations, and the priests at
Heliopolis employed them at religious
ceremonies. The first document regarding
the existence of Persian rug and carpet
is the Pazyryk carpet which dates back
to 500. B.C coinciding with the reign of
Achaemenid dynasty founded 2500
years ago.
The Pazyryk carpet took its
name from the Pazyryk valley,
an area in the frosted
mountains of Altai
in Siberia-

Russia where it was excavated from the
ices which had covered it for almost
25 centuries. It was among the items
buried with a Scythian prince in his grave.
Radiocarbon testing indicated that the
Pazyryk carpet had been woven around
500 years B.C. The advanced technique
applied in weaving the Pazyryk carpet
implies on a long history of the art of
carpet weaving, evolved and refined
throughout centuries.
Its central field shows a deep red color and
it has two wide borders, one depicting a
deer and the other a Persian horseman.
Due to the craftsmanship and the images
artistically fabricated in to this carpet,
it is believed that Pazyryk was probably
the product of an Achaemnid center for
production of carpets and it cannot be
attributed to the categories of nomadic
productions.
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Post-Islamic
Treasures
One of the earliest references to Persian carpets
is made in the official inventory of the Abbassid
caliph Harun’s treasures, recorded in the year
809 A.D following his death. Amongst “1,000
Armenian… 300 Dasht-e- Mishan (Khuzistan)…
and 500 Tabari (Tabarestan ) bassat (pileknotted
rugs)…”
The production of prayer rugs and small carpets
also date back to this period, as the historical
records mention that along paying taxes some
600 carpets were sent to the court of Baghdad
caliphs among which were fine small prayer
carpets. These were produced in the province
of Tabarestan (Mazandaran), another region in
north Persia.
It is believed that during that time, the main
export items from that region were these
carpets and small prayer carpets. The carpets
of Khorasan, Sistan and Bukhara were on high
demands due to their prominent designs and
diversity in their motifs. We also know
that during the reigns of Seljuqs
and Ilkhanid dynasties, there
were workshops in
different cities
involved in
production
and sales of
carpets.
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Safavid Era
The earliest material evidence of Persian carpet
in the Post-Islamic period dates back to the
Safavid Era (1629-1502), known as the famous
Ardabil carpet. Today, this priceless carpet is
preserved in Victoria and Albert museum in
London (formerly known as South Kensington
Museum which was a foundation for collecting
the Persian arts and crafts).
Under the Safavids, the art of carpet making
reached its heights and was rightfully called
“the golden age of rugs and carpets” due to
the degree of refinement of ornamentation in
carpets and rugs production. The products of
court workshops in Safavid period represent an
exceptional quality, both in style and materials
and in the patterns and ornaments. The products
of Ardebil, Tabriz and Isfahan workshops were
replete with leaf and flower motifs.
As a result
of chinoiserie cult, which
began to
develop in the 16th century,
human figures and animals
began to make their
appearance in these
carpets. Certain
motifs such as the
cloud-band point
unmistakably
to Mongolian
influence. But
the earliest
designs
used
by the
unsophisticated
nomads have survived
even to the present day.
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Commercial
Aspects of Carpet
Production
During the Safavid era, proper quality carpets
and rugs were produced for export. In 1722, the
French consul in Shiraz provided “18 carpets to
an agent of the compagnie (company).” Given
the uninterrupted production, it can be surmised
that all or a great part of these rugs were of local
productions. During the 18th and 19th centuries,
under the Zand and Ghajar dynasties, the pace
of carpets and rugs’ exports increased. Nasir
al-Din Shah also sent Persian rugs to the Vienna
Exhibition in 1891, where they were appreciated
by a public growing ever more interested in
things Oriental.

Carpets, furniture, and decorative objects, as well
as paintings by European Orientalist painters,
were all reminders of the East, and romantically
evocative of exotic distant lands. Toward the
end of the 19th century, however, investment
and capitalization by local and foreign firms
in the country spurred development of a new
Persian carpet industry, the fame of which was
to become legendary. Income from the sale of
commercial-style carpets soon supplanted that
earlier derived from the export of raw silk, fine
textiles and luxury carpets - and even today;
carpets are modern Iran’s most important non-oil
export.
The richness in variety of the traditional designs’
repertoires rests mostly on the enormous wealth
of symbols, myths, iconographies, occultist
ideographs. Talking about the symbolism of
Persian rugs, one cannot ignore the evolution
of their patterns and designs which are resulted
from migration of ancient designs and patterns
and their probable origins in the vast expansion
of Mesopotamia. Passed on through generations,
the designs and motifs of the Persian rugs and
carpets have basically remained intact but as
much as the continuity of designs and motifs
have been preserved, yet the trace of evolution
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in form and ornaments can be identified in the
numerous repertoires of ancient themes and
motifs of rugs and carpets.
Sometimes these symbols predate the history
of carpet-making itself, as there are a number of
these motifs in the various interpretations of the
carpet weavers which are related to the patterns
and motifs found on the potteries dating back
to 4th3-rd millennium B.C., they provide us with
a vast treasure of pre-historic archetypes used
by the ancient tribes for their creations. These
motifs relate to the mythological beliefs and
symbolic iconography of very early times. Later,
these forms drew heavily from Achaemenid and
Sassanid visual traditions and subsequently from
the early Islamic ornaments.
Here is the magic behind the creation of a
Persian rug or carpet, the weavers ( particularly
in case of Fars rugs and carpets, most of the
weavers are women from tribal or semi-tribal
communities) are quite loyal to the traditions
passed down to them from their ancestors,
therefore they cannot easily be separated from
these traditions and their common artistic
consciousness, yet they are free to create their
own versions of the old traditional designs,
in other words this “conformity” and “unity”,
while forbidding “inventions” of unfamiliar and
non-traditional designs, it does not lead to the
production of stereotyped rugs and carpets,
rather, it gives rise to highly individualistic
creations marked by a uniqueness which makes
it difficult to find rugs and carpets that are
identical or could be paired- unless this was the
intention of the weaver.
It is noteworthy that the tribal weaver carries
her pattern in her memory. Generally speaking,
she has wrought at predetermined patterns and
design all her life, and that she has learned of
her mother; any deviations from it, changes in
coloring, irregularities deliberately introduced,
and other slight emendations and alterations,
are the unconscious attunement of her mental
attitude to the circumstances of her daily
environment.
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Symbolism,

Birds and Animals
When animal life is depicted
in a carpet or a rug, the
pigeon almost invariably finds its place in the
scheme. This of course is natural enough, in as
much as nearly everywhere the pigeon has entered
into the history of religion. Pigeons were sacred
at Mecca; even to this day these birds are not
to be harmed within the protected area around
the holy Shrine of Imam Reza (A.S.) the 8th Shiite
Imam in Mashad, Iran. They were and are called the
‘Doves of the Kaaba’. Amongst Fars tribal weaving
groups, bird figures appear more frequently on
the nomads of Basseri, Baharlu and Ainalu rugs;
less frequently on the Qashqa’i work, with only
incidental appearances on the weavings of Lor and
Nafar tribes.
The motif is not usually used independently but
is rather arranged in consecutive series on the
edges of medallions, of corner pieces and on the
borders of the rug or carpet. ‘Bird’ is a frequent
pattern in Persian rugs and carpets, especially
Fars rugs symbolizing ‘cloud /rain’ or ‘messenger
of rain’ throughout the prehistoric and historical
mythologies of Iran and Mesopotamia.
Other animal forms have been frequently depicted
in the Persian rugs and carpets particularly in
tribal rugs, where some exceptional masterpieces
belonged to this design category. Horned
quadrupeds, chiefly wild goat and ram, have
invariably stood for environmental phenomena
since prehistory in Iran. They were associated with
the moon, ‘the eternal heavenly reservoir’, and
subsequently with rain, until the introduction of
the Solar year system, when they assumed sun
symbol status along with the lion and horse.
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Lion & Bull

Plant Forms

In Persian carpets, the lion is the symbol of
power, dominion, victory, or rule, because it is
also the symbol of the sun, the day, summer,
and glory. The eagle quiescent has the same
meaning, but the eagle flying upwards is
symbolic of good fortune, and if descending,
i.e. with closed pinions, it implies bad luck. A
very special case of the overcoming of a horned
animal is that of the golden lion leaping upon
a black bull, a very special motif employed on
a prominent carpet belonged to Safavid era.
This was the survival of an ancient Persian motif,
already old at the time of the Achaemenian
dynasty, some 2,000 years before the Safavid
period. As a representation of Light against
Darkness, it was an obvious old Zoroastrian
symbol. But, among its other meanings, the lion
also stood for the constellation Leo, while a bull
could represent the constellation Taurus; and
Leo succeeds Taurus or figuratively speaking,
overcomes it in springtime, the season of the
rebirth of the year. Hounds and leopards for
hunting imply fame and increasing
honors. The forms of the phoenix
signify prismatic day, life, etc.,
while the dragon is the dark
and stormy night, death,
destruction, and havoc.

This category of designs outnumbers bird
figures in most tribal rugs, comprising a far wider
range in variety of types and stylization. Threebranched plants and three - flowered shrubs,
figure prominently and most frequently. In
symbolism every figure, whether mythological,
natural, human, or bestial, has, as in the case of
floral representations, its specific value. Another
version of tree of life is represented by the
‘eternal’ or ‘endless’ tree, suggesting the infinity
of life. Botteh is another frequent motif in Persian
rugs and carpets.
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Persian
Gelims
By Leila Torabi**
Gelim or Kelim is a flat tapestry-woven carpet
or rug with many uses which are produced
through one of the several common Flat-weaving
techniques. Being products of various part
of Iran, they can be purely decorative or can
function as prayer rugs. In ancient times, Gelims
were also produced along with pile carpets. As
Gelims are much less durable than rugs (which
have a pile to protect the warp and weft), it is not
surprising that few of great age have remained.
The oldest Gelim in Iran belongs to the Parthian
Period.
Of important models one may refer to the Verni
Gelim in Azarbaijan, Gelimcheh (small Gelim)
of Bijar and Sanandaj, Baluch Gelim, Shiriki Pich
- which resembles carpet in shape and knots,
Pelas in central regions, Masnad in Naeen districts
of Ardabil and Ziloo around Tehran. In simple
words, Gelim is a simple carpet with flat weave:
a carpet without pile. The technique consists of
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weaving strands of animal wool or vegetable
fibers interwoven tougher which might have
been created according to the basic needs of the
early civilizations for covering, shelter or storage
as well as creating simple means of life such as
floor mats for tents, bags, saddle-bags (satchels),
folding bed-clothes, horse-cloth and adornment
of the walls in tents.
According to historical accounts, the type of
Gelims’ patterns along with jewelry, clothes, tent
furnishings and animal trappings were specific to
each village tribe and tribal Bedouins. The art of
Gelim weaving was prevalent during pre-Islamic
period but after that, the talent of tribal
Bedouins, villagers and natives of different lands
surprisingly affected this art and resulted in its
artistic innovation and technical growth.
Today, the materials used for Gelim weaving
include sheep and goat wool as well as cotton.
Gelim weaving looms are mostly erected
vertically on the ground and its warp resembles
that of carpets. The warps are normally made
of white cotton and the woofs are woolen and
colorful. Different images with colorful woofs are
used on Gelims and one can often identify the
locality of the Gelim from the motifs and knots
used on the mat. Gelims are woven whether
horizontal (portable) and the permanent or
vertical one (non-portable, used in cities and
villages).
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Types
of Gelims
Harsin Gelim of Kermanshah, Doll Design
Ordinary Gelim woven with hemp, cotton
and also wool threads
Gunny Gelim woven with several colored
pieces of cloth.
Suzani Gelim embroidered with raised figures
after the ordinary Gelim is woven.
Needlework Gelim woven with cotton
threads to be hung on the wall.
Jol: a surface-embroidered Gelim with
decorative designs, used as horse saddles.
Pelas: a type of Gelim in which each color is
used for weaving several rows; it does not have
a pile. Palas is also the name used for the coarse
woolen robes dervish wear.
Jajim or chador-shab: this is a kind of striped
carpet woven with colored threads and thinner
than Palas.

Ziloo: this is a kind of Gelim woven with
cotton threads and simple designs quite in
harmony with rural life. It has a cotton warp and
weft.
Rakht-e-khab pich (bed-packing Gelims): this
type of Gelim is used by migrating tribes.
Charkhi-baf Gelim: this is a kind of sturdy and
thick Gelim only one side of which can be used.
Khorjin (saddle-bags) and Juwals: used for
carrying goods.
Gelimcheh (small Gelims): woven like Gelims
but these could be tiny.
Masnads: sturdy and fine-woven decorative
Gelimeches.
Navar-chador (tent-band): this type of Gelim
is decorative.
Sajadeh (prayer Gelims): these are woven with
altar designs and are used for praying.
Ghigh: this Gelim is used for the walls of tents;
both of its side are the same and can be used
alike.
Rah Rah: knitted mostly in the Sirjan region
and are also called khatti design Gelims. Ardebil
and Moghan knit the same design but in lower
qualities.
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Ghalamkar

Traditional Hand Printed
Fabrics of Iran
Ghalamkar, the hand-printed fabric, is a form
of handicraft utilizing a centuries old process.
The material is made from pure cotton and in
varying widths ranging between 30 to 220 cm,
cut into various lengths, depending on the type
of work or its desired quality. Ghalamkar is made
through an assortment of wooden patterned
template or stamps. Each template has its own
color and design and is combined together into
one singular tapestry. Four primary colors – two

natural mineral colors and two man-made colors
– are used in producing this tapestry. Once the
design has been applied, the fabric is boiled in
water, thus stabilizing the color. Following the
tradition, the fabric is then washed in the river,
whose waters enhance the colors on the fabric.
After boiling the tapestry a second time, and
naturally dried, the tapestry comes to life in its
final form.
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Quality of the
Fabric
The fabrics produced nowadays are made from
twofold string number %100 ,20 pure cotton
fiber. The fibers are produced by the factory (with
different qualities and weight). Another kind of
material used to produce Ghalamkar for clothing
is viscose. Hand-printed patterns are also marked
on other kind of fabrics such as calico (heavy
white cotton cloth), tetron, and poplin (a strong
cotton cloth).

Knitting
After the two fold string number 20 pure cotton
fibers are sent to the textile factory and turned
into fabrics with different width, i.e. 52 ,42 ,32…
up to 320 centimeters in huge global shapes.

Spinning the
Margin Strings
In this process, the fabrics are taken to the
calico working places to be cut into various
lengths according to their type and quality. The
cloths, having been cut into suitable pieces, are
delivered to home working ladies so that their
margin strings are spun into thicker ones. Then
they are taken back to the working place.

Dying
The fabric which its margin strings are spun are
transferred to the river to be washed and dyed
with pomegranate peel and washed by water.
The pomegranates peel would leave a yellowish
tan color on the cloth. After having been dried
in the sun on the pebbles of a river, they are
transferred to the working place for printing
process.

Printing
Since Ghalamkars seldom have single color and
the fabrics produced have usually four colors,
therefore a color separation process must be
followed and each part of the pattern, based
on its color should be designed separately.
To accomplish this, after a particular pattern
is designed, its four corners are designated as
points a-b-c-d, and then based on the number
of colors involved, sheets of paper are prepared
and overlaid on the main pattern and hence the
lines corresponding to the respective colors are
discerned.
For example: if a template with four different
colors is intended, it is necessary to have four
independent patterns accordingly, i.e. in printing
a Ghalamkar , each color is for a particular
template and each template is for a particular
color. Nowadays, Ghalamkar manufacturer use
four main colors which consist of: black, red, blue
and yellow. Each of these colors have its own
particular mold, but the main lines of a pattern
are black and the black color has to be applied
on the Ghalamkar first and then the other colors.
Up to seven colors can easily be applied on
Ghalamkar fabrics.
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Production
Process
Black Color
Printing

After the tanned cloth have been brought to
the workshop, they would be sprayed on by
some water and stacked neatly so that there
would not be any wrinkles on the fabric and
ready for the printing process. Then arrives the
process of beating fabric’s edge against rocks so
that printing may be done easier. Printing the
black color on the fabric should be handled by
experienced professionals.
Preparation: The black paint is made of alum
and tragacanth made by the Ghalamkar master
himself. It should be noted that alum and
tragacanth are both colorless and therefore for
the masters to see them easily, they mix them
with some black paint or blue pigment.

Red Color
Printing
The second color to be used on the cloth is
red, applied with a special template. The calico
master, having smeared the template with the
red paint, puts it onto the remaining designs of
the black color to paint some parts of it. The red
paint likewise is extracted from natural materials
as red alum and red rose.
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Up until 1971, the Ghalamkar manufacturers in
Esfahan, after printing the cloth with black and
red colors would take them to the Zayandeh
River to stabilize the two black and red colors
but this practice is no longer being used because
nowadays artificial “pigments” has substituted
the natural colors.

Blue Color
Printing
The third color in printing the cloth is blue which
is extracted from petroleum extracted substance
called pigment. Although this paint is not stable
and firm but if care is taken in its preparation, its
durability is not less than natural herbal color.
The blue color or Neel (indigo) as Ghalamkar
masters call it, are used to color stems, branches
or background setting (of the pattern).
Ghalamkar masters, who produce high quality
printed cloth, usually use two dishes of colors,
the deep blue which is used for delicate areas
and the light blue which is used for large areas.
Preparation: To prepare the blue paint, first a
mixture of water, petroleum and an emulsifying
agent are mixed. For one kilo of the paint 10 to
20 grams of the emulsifying substance is used.
Then another material called “bonder” (100
to 150 grams per kilo) which functions as an
adhesive agent is added to the mixture. The next
substances to be added are ammonium sulfate
and urea (80 to 100 grams per kilo) which act
as illuminating and drying agent. At the end, a
solidifying agent is added to the solution (10 to
15 grams per kilo). After the above mixture is
prepared, the desired paint would be added in.
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Yellow Color
Printing
The fourth color, yellow, completes the printing
process. This color is added on empty spaces
and on blue and red colors on the fabric, as a
result of which, the blue color is turned into
green and the red color is turned into orange.
Preparation: Preparation of yellow color is similar
to preparation of blue color, except the yellow
pigment is added to the final solution.

Color Fixing
Process
To stabilize different chemical paints, the cloths
are steamed dried for about 5/1 hour by a boiler.
In this phase, a substance called “bonder” which
functions as an adhesive agent is added to the
mixture. This material in high temperature fixes
the paint on the fibers and makes the color
resistant against future washing. It may be
noted that in winter, in addition to steam drying
the textile, it may be necessary to heat them
in dry boiler, because in summer time, the sun
performs this function and removes the odor of
the chemicals from the fibers.

Dying
After the fabrics are out of the steam boiler,
they are taken to dying shops and put in small
pools. This process is called Joolyshoori during
which gum and extra paints are washed off from
the fabric and would be ready for the dying
process. After this phase, the fabrics are set in

the paint caldron, a large metal pot containing
60 degree water with pomegranate shells and
madder-roots. The materials are put on Kharak
(small ladder) by the launderers and more
pomegranate shells and madder-roots are added
to the caldron and the fabrics are returned to
the solution and the temperature is gradually
increased until it reaches the boiling point and
the textile are kept there for 15 minutes.
During this phase, the lye (Iron sulfate) and alum
(Aluminum sulfate) present are affected by and
the two natural colors would appear on the
fibers and becomes fixed on its surface. After
this stage, the fabrics are washed off in small
pools with running water and then placed on
the pebbles on the shore of a River. Having been
dried in the sun, the cloths are transferred to
the working place again in order to be folded
according to their sizes and shipped to markets
both inside the country and abroad.

Wood Template
Making Process
Making of the template, requires lots of
experience and skill, because the slightest
oversight, during the tedious process of
fabricating the template, causes the final product
useless. Not all woods are suitable for making the
template and care should be taken in selecting
the type of woods for the manufacturing of the
template. Experienced craftsmen use woods
from pear and hawthorn trees for the purpose.
Usually the craftsmen use a piece of leather
called Shasti around their (left hand) thumb to
protect them from possible injury during the
cutting of the template. Additionally, they place
a piece of wooden board underneath their left
knees to keep them in upright position during
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Wood handstamp for the textile printing of
traditional paisley designs
the manufacturing of the template. Some of the
tools and equipments used for the making of
the templates are: drill, file, compass, rasp, plane,
sandpaper. To sharpen the above mentioned
equipments, two kinds of stones are used: soft
emery and hard emery.
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enamel of which a few have remained in the
museums of Iran and abroad indicting that
Iranian artists have been interested in this
art and used it in their metal works since the
Achaemenian and the Sassanid dynasties.
The enamels being so delicate, we do not have
many of them left from the ancient times. Some
documents indicate that throughout the Islamic
civilization and during the Seljuk, Safavid and
Zand dynasties, there have been outstanding
enameled dishes and materials. Most of the
enameled dishes related to the past belong to
the Qajar dynasty between the years 1890–1810
AD. Afterwards, fifty years of stagnation caused
by the World War I and the following social
revolution, the art of Minasazi or Minakari was
almost forgotten. However, again this art was
fostered from the quantity and quality points
of view, mainly through the valuable efforts
rendered by master Shokrollah Sani’e zadeh, the
outstanding painter of Esfahan in 1935. In most
recent time, after a few years of stagnation, this
art has started to continue its vigor having a lot
of distinguished artists working in this field since
1992.

Minakari (Enamel)
Enamel working and decorating metals
with colorful and baked coats is one of the
distinguished courses of art in Iran. Mina, is
defined as some sort of glass like colored coat
which can be stabilized by heat on different
metals particularly copper. Although this course
is of abundant use industrially for producing
metal and hygienic dishes, it has been paid high
attention by painters, goldsmiths and metal
engravers since long times ago.
What of more availability in arts and crafts
oriented cities like Esfahan, is the painting

......................................................................................................................
*From «The Masterpieces of Fars Rugs» by Dr. Cyrus Parham,
an authority on Iranian carpet and the first Head of the
National Documentation Center of Iran.
**Ms. Leila Torabi, Staff Member, Ex- ECI Coordination Unit,
Esfahan, Iran
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A Brief Account of

Iranian
Handicrafts

silver coins were achievements that later helped
with the emergence and spread of Islam. These
achievements continue to inspire and enrich
Persian identity.

By Dr. Bahman Namvar Motlagh
Deputy, Handicrafts, Iranian Cultural Heritage,
Handicrafts & Tourism Organization

Present day Iran is a part of a much larger
geographical unit called the Iranian plateau.
This natural unit, although climatically and
biologically diverse, has a number of common
characteristics that have led to, and perpetuated,
a kind of “cultural unity”.
Through the first Millennium BC, with the
arrival of the Arian tribes, Iranian culture, and
civilization reached new heights of excellence,
power, and creativity, lasting more than
1000 years. The Achaemenian dynasty, or the
rule which emerged from the land of Persia,
extended to cover the totality of the old world. It
also managed to control the pulse of the region’s
culture and civilization for 200 years.
In the same period, magnificent works of art
were created. Wood, stone and ivory carvings as
well as glass and metal objects and textiles came
to rank amongst the most magnificent artistic
and technical achievements of the old world.
In a short span of time, the new dynasty
managed to overcome all regional opposition
and solidify its rule over the land of Persia. It
ruled close to 400 years and like Parthians before
it, worked to safeguard the Persian identity,
vehemently competed with Rome in the west
and suppressed the invading hordes to the east.
The use of circular plans for city building (the City
of Firooz-Abad, establishment of an academy in
the city of Gondeshapur (Khuzestan), promotion
of arts, vocations and industrial specialization,
establishment of trade networks, an effective
monetary system, the regular minting of gold

Detail of the left part of the boar hunting scene rock relief
at Taq-e Bustan carved by Sasanian king Khosrow II
showing domestic elephants - Kermanshah Province; Iran.
The Sassanid prospered by constructing extensive
hydro-installations, road networks, bridges
installations, religions temples, sumptuous official
buildings, and by developing their engineering
and architectural skills. They also manufactured
exquisite textile, metal (especially silver) and glass
pieces, coins, seals, etc. which today adorn many
highly regarded museums around the world.
Persian coins, carried by caravans and exchanged
throughout many trade routes, found their way to
the four corners of the old world, including China,
Japan, Korea, the Far East, Central Europe and
Scandinavia.
In seventh century AD with the emergence of Islam
and its adoption by Persians, it quickly spread
through the Near East- especially in Persia and
Central Asia. The Iranians contributed their wealth
and might in support of another divine messenger.
Their steadfastness and perceptiveness resulted in
the birth of a dynamic school, from the very heart
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of the Islamic society, called Shi’ism.
Thus, Islamic thought and knowledge, in its
Persian manifestation and bedrock, experienced
many highs and lows through the centuries.
The emancipation of Persians from the rule of
the Caliphs, the growth and spread of the Farsi
language and the establishment of nationalistic
rules were reason enough for the Persian ingenuity
and their restless soul to compel different Islamic
cultural and civilization spheres to accommodate
them.
The construction of terraced courtyards- as well as
four terraced courtyards-,arching roofs, enlarged
domes and minarets, architectural decorations
such as plaster ornamentations, tiles and painted
designs, the use of decorative stones and lighting
effects reflecting off smooth of multicolored tiles
and spiraling and twisting plaster works were
strokes of genius that continue to mesmerize.
As for artistic and practical handicrafts, with
the expansion of the weaving industry and the
production of textiles and the weaving of small
and large silk and wool carpets in places such as
Kashan, Qom, Isfahan, as well as exquisite ceramic
pieces manufactured in Neishaboor, Kashan,
Soltan Abad and Mashad, Iranian creativity shined
through. Later, gold hued ceramic pieces and
tiles were produced. To this are added gold, silver,
copper, and bronze vessels and pieces (including
those festooned with silver).
As for literature, the production of manuscripts and
illustrated books including hand written editions
of shah-nameh, Keli e-O-Demneh and Maghamat-e
Hariri-incorporation of calligraphy- mainly to
inscribe Koranic verses, Hadith, and poems who
wrote in Persian, on the face of building or different
objects such as the tablets found in Masjid-eShah or Masjid-e-Sheikh-Lotfollah mosques in
Isfahan- different albums, including shah-nameh
Bayas-angnari and the Moragha-e-Golshan albums,
gave vent to Persian ingenuity and Iran-o-Islamic
mysticism.
Finally, creation and development of many
metropolitan cities such as Isfahan, Shiraz,
Tabriz, Tehran, etc. nurtured a plethora of Iranian
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communities and they prospered as centers of
artistic, literary and scientific creativity. According
to above subjects, we can shortly introduce the
most important of main handicrafts.

Traditional Textile
The productions which are produced through
simple traditional weaver machines (Jajim bafi
device, Doverdi Chaharverdi device and Jakard
e Dasti) are considered as textile. This type of
handicraft has two particular specifications such
as first, all three-phases of weaving procedures
(Dahaneh, Pood gozari, Defin zadan) could be
done by hands and feet; second, it is possible
to use the colored warps and there are many
different contexture designs if the moving of
flakes is controlled. It is shown that human is
creative and efficient in fields of production
process.
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Flat Weaving
& Mats

Traditional
Costumes

Flat weaving and Mats are woven by using the
natural fibers like as wool, cotton or silk with
natural colors. There mats are woven after
warping over horizontal or vertical carpetmaking tools (Dar e Ghali) by the way of kinking
or simple warping, by using the maps or mental
patterns. There patterns only are designed
through warps. Location of production could be
determined by patterns and colors. Ghali, Gelim,
Gabbeh, Ghalicheh, Chanteh, khorjin, all kinds of
Ziloo and etc are in the group of the flat weaving
and mats.

There are productions for covering the body
such as scarf, shoes, shawls, hats, and other
decorations, they are simple and traditional and
are woven according to customs, mores and
special symbols of the regions.

Traditional Printing
The art of transferring the designs and patterns
over the cotton, thread and silk fabrics through
stamps, wooden stamps and paintbrush by using
natural colors, is called traditional printing.

Pottery
& Ceramic
The productions, which are produced by
using all kinds of clays, kaolin, etc. through
different methods (operating with a machine,
layer, tubular and manual) called Earthenware.
During this process clay is formed like as bowl,
jar. Flowerpot and etc, then it is baked into the
furnace under Cº 900-800 temperature.
Earthenware is the oldest handicraft and its
precedence reaches to 8000 B.C. Ceramics
are earthen productions which are baked
under 1150-1000 Cº and then enameled (by
compounds of metats oxides).
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Leather Handicrafts
The objects, which are produced by leather
and tannage, skin with traditional designs and
paintings, some different productions are mad
through various techniques such as naghsh
andazi-e-zarbi, sookht, moaragh, naghashirooye-charm and etc.

Handled & spouted painted jar, painted ceramic of Tepe
Sialk (Iranian prehistory, district of Kashan, Isfahan
province) 4th to 2nd millennium BCE at the Louvre
Museum, Paris, France.

Traditional Tile
Tiles are the flat and enameled objects that
are made from clay which are decorated with
designs and patterns. Most of these tiles are used
for architecture as decoration. Many different
techniques are used to make the tiles such as:
zirrangi, roorangi, haft rang minaee, minaee,
moaragh, moshabak, maghali, zarinfam and etc.

Ewer with a FelineShaped Handle, 7th century
from the collection of
Metropolitain Museum
of Art

Metal Handicrafts
Metal handicrafts are the objects with forms and
traditional designs, which are produced by using
various metal Used raw materials are: iron, steel,
brass, gold , copper, silver and bronze and etc.
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Wooden Handicrafts
The wooden objects are produced by many
different tools and devices such as turnery, saw,
plane, rasp and gouge with various designs
and patterns. Also wooden productions which
are created through jointing the small wooden
parts, metals and bones are in group of wooden
handicrafts.

Eslimi pattern

Mostazrafeh
Handicrafts
The wooden objects are produced by many
different tools and devices such as turnery, saw,
plane, rasp and gouge with various designs
and patterns. Also wooden productions which
are created through jointing the small wooden
parts, metals and bones are in group of wooden
handicrafts.
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Stone Handicrafts Glass Handicrafts
Stone handicrafts is applied to one group of
handicrafts whose raw materials are composed
of precious and valuable stones such as
turquoise, marble, jasper, black stone, white
stone and so on. These stones are engraved
through various tools.

Traditional
Needlework
Decorating of surface of simple or painted fabrics
with colored threads, filigree and purl, needle
and crochet called needlework. Traditional
needlework is one most expanded fields Iranian
handicrafts because of many different regions
and geographical zones. Some of most popular
fields of needlework are as follow.

The objects which are produced by combining
and melting the mineral materials such as: silica,
glass, alkali materials: potassium, and colored
oxides cobalt, copper and etc. are in group of
glass handicrafts. Glass blowing means the
vessels and objects from frit of above materials
through blowing molding and etc. After forming
and making cold the glass, it is possible to
paint the glasses by metal oxides. It is baked in
furnace. Other ways to cut and paint on the glass
such as grindstone are popular.
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HISTORY OF
HANDICRAFTS IN
PAVLODAR REGION
By Zhanaikhan Erkin
Pavlodar State Pedagogical Institute, Pavlodar city, Kazakhstan

In traditional Kazakh culture evolved
over the centuries, reflected the socioeconomic, historical, geographical
conditions of life of the Kazakh ethnic
group. Kazakh tradition of craftsmanship
are jewelry, weaving, leather, felt, wooden
products, created by prominent artists of
the Pavlodar region. The nomadic way
of life of Kazakh people contributed to
the development of weaving and the
creation of felt products are widely
used in everyday life. The Kazakhs
experience of different ways
to melt iron, brought from
outside, allowed to
make various
household

items, tools. The development in the
nineteenth century, wood crafts led to the
emergence of wooden household
products, home building, which helped
raise the level of life of Kazakh people.
Deep traditions of folk music been
continued and developed in the
manufacture of Kazakh musical
instruments (kobyz, dombra, dauylpaz,
shandauyl, sybyzgy). The variety of works
of craftsmanship presented in the second
half of the nineteenth century in
numerous exhibitions in the central cities
of Russia also proved the excellence
of outstanding craftsmen of the Kazakh
people.
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Introduction

Each particular ethnic culture is characterized by
certain ways of knowing and implementing the
artistic world, the most advanced ones, reflecting
the spirit and essence of the culture. Ethnicity
or ethnic group is a socially defined category
based on common culture or nationality
(Oxford Dictionaries, Kerry Ferris and Jill Stein).
Stylistic distinctiveness of ethnic culture reflects
like mirror proper cultural representations of the
culture itself, the specific notions of the hierarchy
of the culture values and the ways of creating a
special language of expression.
Results of investigations devoted to ethnic
specificity and its manifestations in cultures of
different peoples are reflected in the articles
by Masud Chand and Majid Ghorbani, Parmod
Chand, Kyunghee Bu, Donghoon Kim, Jungmin
Son, Corey E. Pilver, Stanislav Kasl, Rani Desai,
Becca R. Levy et al.
Culture does not exist outside of human and
social communities, because human activity
has created a new “supernatural” environment culture (M.S.Kagan).
The term “culture” in American anthropology
had two meanings:
The evolved human capacity to classify and
represent experiences with symbols and to
act imaginatively and creatively;
The distinct ways that people living in
different parts of the world classified and
represented their experiences and acted
creatively (L. Robert Kohls).
This implies that culture - the world of human
activity, that is, the world of artifacts (Latin - arte artificial and factus - made), it is human
transformation of nature according to the society
laws and transfigured artificial environment is
called a «second nature» (A.Ya. Gurevich and
other researchers). Distinctions are currently
made between the physical artifacts created
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by a society, its so-called material culture and
everything else (Macionis, Gerber, John, Linda),
the intangibles such as language, customs, etc.
that are the main referent of the term «culture».
The development of the material and
spiritual culture of Kazakhs was influenced by
the originality of socio-economic, historical,
geographical conditions of life and living of a
nomadic people.
The material culture of Kazakhs reflects ancient
traditions formed by weather conditions as
well as social, economic and ethnic history.
All the Kazakhs’ achievements in the material
production are the result of centuries of work, is
an indicator of the growth of the material level
and software. It can be attributed to the results
of work of the Kazakh society. Work and subtle
perception of the world are skillfully inserted in
the creation of typical for nomadic civilization
materials: tools for needlework, handicrafts,
agriculture and cattle-breeding.
Thus, the Kazakh economy, adapted to the
nomadic way of life, facilitated the development
of weaving: felting felts, processing of wood,

Detail of traditional embroidery in chain stitch
on a Kazakh rug
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metal, leather, bones and horns of cattle.
The women weaving and felting felts mostly
prepared the necessary items in the home:
carpets (alasha, shekpen, baskur, tekemets,
tuskiz syrmak) ayakkap (bag for storing dishes).
Stewards, smiths on wood, jewelers, shoemakers
and woven harness production whales were
engaged in processing of wood, bone, horn and
leather. Needlework whales produced various
products of cultural and community purpose,
that characterized a high degree of applied art of
the Kazakhs. Carving was widespread handmade
art of the Kazakhs, particularly among forest
edge inhabitants, who have learnt its secrets
and mastered in it. So, Bayanaul school masters
craft were taught by Bulan, a famous carver of
the XVIII century. Among his talented students
there were Kunbas, Ybyray and Abdrakhman.
In the nineteenth century Bulan’s traditions were
inherited by Kulmagambet Baybakuly (1827
-1889), Bayanaul jewelry in gold, who also
mastered the secrets of the various ways of
manufacturing of wood, who participated in
the ethnographic exhibition, held in 1868 in
Omsk, in 1876 in St. Petersburg. Kulmaganbet
Baybakuly brought a galaxy of talented Bayanaul
and Karkaraly whales, such as Marckay and
Kadir Baizhanovs, well-known carvers, jewelers
Abdikarimov Esalin, Omar, Zhusip etc.
Studying the works of famous Kazakh scientists
V.V. Vostrova, H.A. Kauanova, which describe
the features of changes in the material culture of
the Kazakh people in the boundless Kazakhstan
steppes, we can see that the scientists give
conclusive information based on ethnographic
documents.
They report on the achievements in the field
of material culture, reflected in the uniqueness
of the Kazakh national home, home furnishings,
Kazakhs’ clothing and food, established in
accordance with the production activity and
lifestyle.
Thus, the nomadic life of Kazakhs influenced
early the emergence of whales on the production
of yurt’s uyks and kerege. For example, in

Bayanaul the most exquisite objects made
of wood belonged to Karzhas and Aydabol
townships.
As archival data shows, Kazakhs started
timbering early and they were divided into
stewards and cart constructors. In this regard
we should note famous Kuze, who lived in the
same district as Zhangozy Aydabol, the whale
at ax production.
According to Musa Shorman, Basentiin and
Zhankozy-Aydabol, Bayanaul district residents
were experts in house building, who built the
house even for Pavlodar Russians.
In the first half of the nineteenth century Kazakhs

Literature and Art Museum Built in 1987

took out on the internal market the items of
silver and iron, horse harness, yurts kerege
made by them. Thus, in 1848 the main focus of
Koyandinskaya trade fairs, which were at the
time a mirror of traditions and customs, mode
of life of the local population, were products of
pastoral economy. It sold warm clothes, carpets,
clothing, made from the treated animals› skin
and coats, jewelry for women from the bones
and horns of cattle.
In the second half of the XIX century in Bayanaul
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region a huge impact on development of
needlework (Arts and Crafts) of the local
population had Musa Shormanov. He organized
the collection of handmade art works, presented
the works of talented Kazakh whales of art at
exhibitions in large cities such as Omsk, St.
Petersburg, some of which are still preserved in
museums in Moscow and St. Petersburg. They
show a high level of skill of craftsmen.
The whales, who have mastered all the subtleties
of production, not only raise quality, but also
diversified the types of goods. Items such as
horse harnesses, sleds and carts help to improve
social conditions of the local population. In this
regard, we should mention the name of
Kamahr Kasymov - the first organology, who
was improving the traditional ancient musical
instruments of the Kazakhs. It was he who in
30-20th of the XX century was in the very centre
of the cultural revolution and improved the
instruments (kobyz, dombra, dauylpaz,
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shandauyl, sybyzgy) to the classical level for
playing orchestral music.
The instruments made by him, were presented
on many international exhibitions. He was
awarded the Order of the Labor Red Banner
and medals, awarded the highest award of the
Mongolian government, «Altyn gadas» Order
and named an honorary citizen of Olginskiy
region.
His national musical instruments are stored in
museums and art exhibitions in Semipalatinsk,
Almaty, St. Petersburg, Moscow.
Bayanaul region was famous for the whales, who
have successfully mastered the art of making
products from the bones. They especially used
the bones of young animals, primarily the bones
of horses and camels, in which there is no
spongy bone and if storaged for a long
time, they become yellow and more beautiful.
Among the artists who have used the horns of
cattle, we should note Kamahr Kasymov and
Apsttahr Abishev.
According to Alkey Margulan the most
beautiful tuskiz are made in the northern regions
of Kazakhstan - Bayanaul, Karkaraly, Irtysh
region.
It is in Bayanaul region where the way of lint-free
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Various traditional Kazakh musical
instruments at Museum of Folk Musical
Instruments, Almaty

weaving and shoemaking skills were widespread.
Musa Shormanov said: «Today, the Bayanaul
Kazakhs are not worse than Bukhara and
Tashkent whales in sewing coats and boots.
Unfortunately, there are no skin treatment
factories in steppes. The Cossacks sell skins to
the Russian merchants for a very cheap price: 2
rubles silver and the Russian merchants sell the
same skins after processing to the Kazakhs for 5
to 7 rubles ».
Jewelry and metal stamping art was as
widespread among Kazakhs as decorative craft.
According to the ancient elders in Bayanaul
region there were developed workshops in
the XVIII century. For example, Olzhabay and
Edige brothers’ workshops. A special place was
occupied by blacksmithing. Thus, the craftsmen
knew different ways of smelting, produced
weapons, equipment needed in the home. The
household items made by Sagyntay Zhadyrauly,
famous Bayanaul whale were in high demand
among consumers. His son Karimzhan and
his grandson Tolepbergen, blacksmith whales
continued his work. The objects made by

Aymauyt blacksmith, who lived in 1884-1847,
were widely used in daily life.
Kazakh steppes were famous for valuable
whales on harness manufacture, as a good
horse and a beautiful and valuable (expensive)
horse harness were the indicators of social
status, so the truck sets were made with special
diligence. In different regions of Kazakhstan
truck accessories have their own distinctive
features.
According to the structure and method of
manufacturing a truck set is divided into five
types. East Kazakhstan or Naiman harness of
middle and North Kazakhstan origin, Western
Kazakhstan Zhetysu and Syrdarya harness. The
saddlers made in Bayanaul are light and pommel
is low.
The saddles made in Bayan, Akmola, Karkaraly
were decorated by black silver. These include
a saddle, made by Abdikarim Esalin, Bayanaul
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whale.
Blacksmith`s art was well developed among the
Kazakhs of Zhankozy-Aydabolskaya parish of
Bayanaul district. The names of such blacksmiths
as Kulmagambet, Okap, Subek, Shamshi,
Kurmash testified that the treatment of iron
and metal work - is well developed ancient
craft. According to Gains, a member of the
Commission on ethnographic Bayanaul land
in 1865, the most powerful sets of harness
are manufactured in Zhankozy-Aydabolskaya
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excellent products of wood, metal and skins.
Traditional features of the arts are reflected
in the works of contemporary folk artists.
Thus, the historical background of the material
on the development of the material culture
of the nomadic Kazakhs of Pavlodar region,
suggests that the history of the study of the
Kazakh people traditional culture is reflected in
the travel notes, reports of diplomats, travelers
and scientists. A.H. Margulan’s, H.A.
Argynbaeva’s, V.V. Vostrova’s, M.S. Mukanova’s,
I.V. Zaharova’s, U.D. Hodzhaeva’s ethnographic
research papers are the basis for the approval
of the identity of the Kazakhs’ ethnic culture.
The scientists give conclusive information
based on ethnographic documents, tell about
achievments in the field of material culture,
reflected in the uniqueness of the Kazakh
national home, home furnishings, clothing and
food, established in accordance with the way
of life.
«This particular steppe culture - wrote L.N..
Gumilyev- had ancient traditions and deep
roots, but is known to us less than the culture
of the settled country. The reason, of course,
is not that the Turks and other nomadic tribes
were less gifted than their neighbors, but that
the remains of their material culture - felt,
leather, wood and fur - are stored worse... ».

Kazakh horse harness
parish. The best blacksmiths manufacturing silver
products have been in this parish too.
Kazakhs knew different ways of copper smelting.
Iron, brought from the outside, was used to make
a variety of household items and prepare tools
(scythe, sickle, plow). Silver was used to produce
jewelry. Craftsmen produced traditional subjects
and updated the elements, which had their own
laws and it gave a unique feature to folk art. Folk
art does not belong to individuals; however, the
names of some gifted talented artists remained
in the memory of the people. As you can see, the
whales of Kazakhs’ needlework produced

CONCLUSION
The existing system, the lifestyle of the Kazakhs,
promote their special attitude to nature and
wildlife, the development of the ability to
provide themselves with the necessary raw
materials and supplies and handicraft items are
the result of folk art.
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FELT &
TUSH KYIZ
Inseparable Parts
of Kyrgyz Life
By Amantureh Japarov & Lubov Vedutova
Authors of «Atlas of Central Asian Artistic crafts & Trades», Volume III.

Articles made of felt have always been
present in the folk arts and crafts of
Central Asia. Felt is allegedly the oldest of
all manmade materials, produced by the
simple but arduous process of pressing
together wool using
water and soap. Old samples of felt have
been discovered dating back to almost
9000 years in the Neolithic period. Felt has
been made and used by the Central Asian
nomadic peoples for over two and a half
thousand years. In the Central Asian
Republics, there is also an age-long,
significant tradition of using felt as an
important material used in the daily
life of the people. Traditionally, in
countries such as Kyrgyzstan,
various kinds of domestic
animals are bred and the
citizens produce
the raw

materials for manufacturing cloths;
components of Yurts and household
utensils.
Felt production process requires skill, care
and undertaking heavy physical strains.
The women in Kyrgyzstan are traditionally
the felt makers. One family could not
handle the whole process alone, so as a
rule, the hostess invites women form the
neighborhood to help her do the job.
Several utensils and specific conditions are
required for making the felt such as: a level
ground, cheegrass mats, wool, etc. First,
the cheegrass mat is spread on the level
ground. Then, an even layer of whipped
wool is placed over it. In the next step,
two or three women start to press it with
the back of their left hands from different
directions. Afterwards, they twist it with
their right hands placed under the left
hand.

HANDICRAFTS

Here, the women’s proficiency plays a key role
in making the wool thick but with a smooth
surface.
At that time, they spray some hot water; the
wool thickens and turns to a mass. After the
thickened wool is rolled up evenly with the
cheegrass mat and is tied with a string, arkan,
both ends of the roll is kept together by a kind
of dense fabric. It is now time to spread it on
the earth. This process is done several times to
ensure there are no defects. The quality of this
felt depends on the rhythm and strength of the
kicks the women exert during the production
process. Therefore, hot water is poured on
all parts of the roll from time to time during
the process to attain the best quality
felt possible. The
next stage in the
production process
is rolling of the
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half-ready felt on a cheergrass mat.
In this stage, the workers kneel on the ground
in a row with the half –ready felt mat turned
into a pipe like shape in front of them and
simultaneously begin to press it strongly with
their arms and push it forward. Then they
make a reverse movement, pull the roll toward
themselves and turn it over with their left hands
from below.
It will take about an hour which will compress
and compact the felt. Besides felt making, the
Kyrgyz women make boots, slippers, kalpak hats
and the splendid shyrdak rugs. The homemade
felt of the Kyrgyz people are mostly patterned
felt ornamented with traceries called Alakiyiz.
Moreover, some
other felt products
are in the shape
of mosaics
called
Shyrdak

Kyrgyz Slippers
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Alakiyiz &
Shyrdak
Amongst the most distinctive Kyrgyz crafts
featuring some traditional designs are carpets
made of felt -Alakiyiz and Shyrdaks. Both Alakiyiz
and Shyrdaks are interesting carpets in pattern.
Traditionally, they were used to decorate the
yurts. However, they were also considered
valuable presents, constituting an essential
part of the dowry. A colored striped pattern is
made onto the wool by spreading dyed laces
on the mat before the roll is folded. The design
is imprinted onto the felt to form blurry-edged
“lye-dyed” images, giving the carpet a wild and
colorful look.
Alakiyiz is made of felt, ornamented with
rolled up pattern. Its pattern lays on the dark
background of a mat made from Chiy. Chiy is a
local sort of cane with thin stalks. On the black
wool, women lay out a pattern with colored
wool. Then, they pour hot
water and roll up the Chiy
mat and press, usually
manually, the fibers
together. Other colored
layers are then laid on the
top to create patterns or

Kyrgyz women preparing Alakiyiz

Alakyiz Felt Rug
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pictures. The resulting mat of loose wool can be
several inches thick. Next, the wool is covered
with a cloth so as to hold it still and hot water
is again sprinkled on the cloth. The Chiy mat is
tightly rolled and tied up. This roll will be then
taken to an open space and squeezed using
hands, elbows, feet and kicked and trodden on
for several hours. This process melds the wool
together into a friable whole. The mat is then
unwound and the wool carpet left to dry.
When the wool has dried, then one could see
that the colors have partly “washed out” - and
the borders between them are less well defined
- resulting in the emergence of individual motifs
and a unique appearance for the carpet as a
whole. The size of Alakiyiz varies from small
mats to carpets as large as 3 x 6 meters usually
depending on the size of the Chiy mat. Both
large and compact but bright elements are used
in the ornamentation of the Alakiyiz.

A Shyrdak on the floor of a home in Aksy District,
Kyrgyzstan
Thus, the combination of bright colors like red
and black, red and green, red and blue, orange
and violet, orange and brown, yellow and brown,
white and black is observed. Due to the specific
technology of making Alakiyiz, the ornamental
patterns laid on the Chiy mat in order to be
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pressed into the final felt, moves before it is fixed
and so there will never be geometrically correct.
However, it gives the finished product liveliness
and spontaneity.
On the other hand, Shyrdaks, in spite of their
more complex production process, represent
a sort of felt mosaic with different pieces of
colored felt combined to create an overall
design. The motifs are varied in designs but
they usually depict the nature; a flower, the
mountains, waters of Lake Issyk-Kul, a dog’s tail.
To this purpose, sheep wool is pressed into flat
sheets of felt and then dyed in different colors.
Although natural dyes were traditionally used,
which were derived from plants and solids,
they have now been replaced by chemical dyes
in a range of strong, vibrant colors. The classic
Shyrdak felt carpet measures about one and half
meters by three.
Pieces of felt of contrasting colors, such as black
and red or green and red, are put together,
back to back, in a design drawn onto them with
chalk. These patterns are cut out using a sharp
knife, thus obtaining 4 pieces of felt, 2 identical
motives and 2 identical frames. Each motif is
then sewn into the frame of the contrasting
color to create a panel. If the panels are sewn
together to make a larger one, then a pleasing,
symmetrical, mirror image is created. Once
several panels are completed, they are sewn
onto another piece of felt which serves as a
backup, like a “quilt”; indeed the name “Shyrdak”
is derived from the Kyrgyz word “shyryk” which
means “quilting” since it is the quilting which
gives the finished carpet both thickness and
strength. The process of manufacturing a
Shyrdak is very demanding; it takes several
months to complete one Shyrdak - but the
reward is a carpet that is strikingly unique and
durable.
The Shyrdak is typified by strongly stylized
natural shapes, arranged in such a way that the
outline of one becomes the outline of the next.
The motifs on Kyrgyz rugs are distinctive but
share some of the characteristics of those of
other Central Asian nomadic people. Each motif
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has a specific name and meaning. The rams’
horn, for instance, denotes male potency and
the half-bird; half-woman denotes the protective
mother goddess.
Having comparatively monotonous motives
based on the objects seen in the natural
environment: kochkormuiuz- horn of the
mountain sheep, tekemuiuz horn of the
mountain goat, ky’yal- fantasy; the principle of
negative - positive location creates the feeling
of richness of carpet patterns even with its
plane character and restricted color spectrum.
In 1960’s, it became fashionable to make
multicolored Shyrdaks and more recently, the
large traditional patterns are often replaced
by geometrical designs such us rhomboids or
hexagons.
Although the final stitching of the Shyrdak is
the most time consuming part, it is also the
part that gives the Shyrdak maker the most
joy. A tremendous amount of care is taken to
make each stitch perfect, and in some families,
quilting is common. Sometimes, the name of a
special granddaughter or a special date will be
stitched or quilted into the design. Although
it is possible for one person, working alone, to
produce a Shyrdak, it is customary for several
women in a village to work together to produce
the larger ones.
The smaller carpets take about 15 days to make,
while the larger ones can take about one and a
half month. Because the wool is not stitched, but
is melded together, the Alakiyiz are not as sturdy
as Shyrdak carpets, having only about half their
life span.

Ornaments

Interior of a yurt set in a family’s yard (At-Bashi, 		
Kyrgyzstan)
Felt based arts and crafts have various motifs
and colors in their compositions. The producers
are free to develop different designs and forms
in all branches of felt carpets, wall hanging
clothes and etc. Ornamented forms are rooted
in the historical background of the Kyrgyz land.
Each motif and design conveys a story of Kyrgyz
ancient culture.
Some articles of folk applied arts are
ornamented with various geometrical figures,
numerous variants of curls, wavy and straight
lines. Some of the motifs are hook-like figures
framed in rhombuses and triangles. Carpets are
decorated with large curls. Special attention
goes to the composition of these artifacts and
their divisions. The background pattern and
the ornaments are merged together. Large
ornamental motifs, tiny lines, hook-like patterns
with various repeated forms and the colorful
borders call you to refresh your soul in this
splendid world.
In felt carpets like Shyrdaks, there are a great
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variety of curls with offshoots disposed along
both sides of the central field. No matter
whether such drawings are placed on a free
space or inside squares or rhombuses, they look
rhythmical and effective. Nearly all ornamental
motifs used in an Alakiyiz such as water, suu,
amulet, tumar, almond, badam, cup, tabakoyu,
and others are also employed in mosaic felt
carpets. The forms of ornaments and their names
usually demonstrate their animal and vegetable
origin which linked the Kyrgyz people to the
environment. Blue, red, orange, green, yellow,
brown, white colors are used to embellish all
kinds of Kyrgyz handicrafts.

Alakyiz Felt Rug
Typically, Kyrgyz carpets have two color ranges:
red and blue, brown and blue, brown and
orange, red and yellow, or brown and white.
Usually color combinations of the borders do
not complement the colors and tints of the
central field, but the contrast represent the
western tastes. Carpets and floor coverings made
according to the mosaic technique of pattern
look vibrant in the field while the patterns are
intensely of the contrasting colors. At other
times, the colors vary only in hue and one
can hardly differentiate the pattern from the
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background.
As a result, the traditional and practical art used
in making Kyrgyz felt handicrafts result in the
creation of beautiful decorative patterns which
are totally handmade. The most important point
here is that the felt was and still is used both
as a warm clothing and shelter. Each piece of
the Kyrgyz felt articles are characterized by the
stylish taste of their creator and colors the sky of
Kyrgyz people’s life.

Tush Kyiz
Central Asia has a rich tradition of embroidery
which has been developed over centuries. Living
traditions of embroidery in Asia demonstrate
the vitality of one of the world’s richest cultural
expressions. Embroidery obviates cultural, social
as well as economic contemporary needs. It has a
particular significance today as a language used
by women to communicate their wisdom and
the values they protect for themselves and their
families’ life.
In Kyrgyzstan, wall hanging, bed linen and
home decorations were all prepared with fine
embroidery as an essential part of the bride’s
dowry. The most accessible Kyrgyz textile
souvenir is called Tush-kyiz, a colorful wall
hanging made of silk and cotton. These were
embroidered by the bride, her mother or by
kinswomen and had a ritual significance and
utilitarian purpose. Tush-kyiz is traditionally
made in Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan by elder
women to commemorate the marriage of a son
or daughter. Colors and designs are chosen to
symbolize the Kyrgyz traditions and rural life.
In olden times, embroidery was practiced by all
women. It gave them an opportunity to display
their skill and taste, express their dreams and
longing for bliss and bless the bride through the
motifs.
The tradition of leaving a small section
unfinished was to indicate “may the marriage
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never end.” and to bless the daughter, “for a long
life and never ending happiness.” The Tush-Kyiz
would be hung in the “red corner” of the yurt
(red for good luck and fertility) over the marriage
bed of the couple and would be a blessing for
happiness in their marriage and pride in their
culture.
Silk for the embroidery was manufactured
locally. Natural dyes prepared from local
plants were used to dye the silk
yarn. The main techniques
used for stitching
were known
as Basma
(various
method

of embroidering in satin stitch), Ilmeh (stiches
customarily applied in embroidery), Ilmedos
(variant of buttonhole stitches) and etc. Tush-Kyiz
designs illustrate some of the ideals of the Kyrgyz
people’s opinions such as fertility which is very
respectable for them.
It is important to wish the young, live in

Inside a Kyrgyz Yurt with large Kookor (the tool used for producing Kymyz, the traditional dairy drink from fermented mare’s
milk) in the middle and a Tush-Kyiz at the back
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happiness and appreciation of life, have a happy
marriage and grow spiritually. The first thing a
visitor sees upon entering the Yurt would be the
Tush-Kyiz. Every family is proud of their Tush-Kyiz
whose designs, symbols and colors revealed the
originality and imagination of the Kyrgyz people.
Their designs include rosettes and other
flowering plants embroidered over the entire
background. Sometimes, the motif used in the
central part is different from that of the border
which was ornamented with various geometrical
figures, numerous variants of curls, wavy and
straight lines and etc.
Decorative border edges of Kyrgyz wall hangings
are put on three sides of the panel: one on top
and two on sides, leaving the center empty. They
are used it in the Yurt along with rolled blankets
covered in an aesthetic manner. The rich Kyrgyz
households used gold lace for framing the inside
border to give it a rich effect. In some cases,
coral beads were also used additional decoration
items.
It is only later that woven textiles made of
wool; cotton and silk were available through
the great Silk route. Tush means the place
opposite the entrance of the yurt, the place
of honor, tor, where the honored guests and
elders were seated. As a rule, the hangings were
embroidered to be given as gifts. Thus they had
dedicatory inscriptions having the date, the
name of the maker, the person whom they were
presented and the person giving the gift. They
were made for the dowry and carried the name
of the bride, the mother and her elder brother in
the dominant language of the time Arabic, Latin
and later Cyrillic. Tush-kyiz was made not only as
a nuptial to the daughter but also as a present
for the favorite children.
Usually in one yurt, one can see two Tush-kyizes,
the old pieces, respectfully saved in the memory
of the dead mother, mother in law or distant
kinswoman who have embroidered the piece
and may not be alive, and the new piece brought
by the housewife of the yurt as her dowry. In
ancient times, the border has the base of wool
cloth dyed in black or red color. Various types of
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woolen and cotton textiles came in use later.
Today, the Kyrgyz people use black velvet with
short pile, on which the stitches stand out.
The border would generally be embroidered.
The central part of the Tush-Kyiz which is not
embroidered, carry a triangle which hangs from
center of the border and is called Tumarcha.
Tumarcha is a form of an amulet which protects
and blesses and some hangings have two or
three Tumarcha. The prevalent color used in
Tush–Kyiz is red, a color associated with girlhood.
Monochrome Tush-Kyiz embroidered with the
different shades of red tints is favorite color
combinations of the Kyrgyz. Other combinations
are red-green, redblue, blue-orange and yellowblue. White and light yellow are used as a rule
only on the embroidery of accent and in small
quantity. Beige color of some ancient samples
of Tush-Kyiz, obviously, can be explained by the
limit of color spectrum because of using plant
dyes and non-dyed woolen yarn of natural tints
and also with time, the dyes fade to give the
embroidery a subtle tone.
The threads used in embroidery were thin wool
or silk which were locally available. First of all,
raw-silk was spread all over the Central Asia
which was made available through Silk Road
from China and Fergana valley which came into
use with the development of textile manufacture
since XIX century. The hangings carried a number
of stitches. Ornamental rosettes were filled with
Basma stitch. The linear pattern and edges were
worked with Ilmeh stitch. The wall hangings
allow the individuality of the creator to come
through. Besides the floral patterns, stylized stag
horns are to be found in Northern Kyrgyzstan as
well as solar patterns of the sun, the moon, the
stars and zigzag lines. Anthropomorphic patterns
are used very rare here. Fancy works such as
rosettes are filled up with various drawings. TushKyiz is the symbol of the higher taste and art of
its creator and depicts the talents and aesthetic
sense of Kyrgyz artists.
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Indigenous
Knowledge &
Folklore of Pakistan
By Uxi Mufti*

This unwritten reservoir of communal
knowledge, folk wisdom, arts, crafts, skills,
ethno-technology, home-cures, cuisine,
sayings of sages and common practices
constitutes indigenous knowledge.
Though living today such skillfulness has
great antiquity.
Cultural traditions link back to the ancient
Indus valley Civilization of Mohenjo-Daro
and Harappa 2500BC. Also the Buddhist
Civilization of Gandhara 250BC, the
famous Silk Route, Moghul India and
repeated historical influences from
Iran, Central Asia and Arabia have
contributed greatly. Pakistani
folk heritage is therefore as
varied as deeply rooted
in antiquity. Its
origins may

be lost over centuries. Yet folk heritage
is important not because it is something
of the past that must be salvaged from
the ravages of time; even though every
nation must look back into its own
heritage, rediscover the roots of its society
to preserve its identity; it is important
for Pakistan as the living sentiment of
dominant majority of people today who
live by it.
A large majority of the people of Pakistan
live in villages. Their life is tradition-bound
within the “biradary” or ethnic group they
belong to. Customs, rituals, ceremonies,
beliefs, songs, dances form the matrix
of their day to day sentiments. Folklore
hence is equally important for Pakistan
as it is for a highly developed country like
Japan though the reasons may differ.

HANDICRAFTS

Cross Roads of
Cultures
It is said that we do not so much out-grow the
past as we grow out of it. The cultural heritage
of the Indus Valley is an evolution of centuries
of communal living, indigenous knowledge,
continuity of practice and belief, struggle against
adversaries, steadfast endurance, acumen,
perception, cumulative experience and wisdom of
centuries. A heritage evolved over great lengths
of time. Though living today, it is a tradition of
great antiquity. The living traditions go back to
the ancient civilization of the Indus valley (2500
BC) further enriched by the Buddhist civilization of
Gandhara (250 BC) and deeply influences by the
Islamic cultures of Central Asia, Persia, Turkey, India,
Middle East and Arabia.
This gives Pakistan, the seat and center of Indus
Valley Civilization, a baffling diversity of people,
numerous sub-cultures, ethnic, racial and tribal
groups, sects and beliefs, traditions, rites and
rituals, cultural conventions and practices, material
culture, life styles, arts and crafts. Pakistan is a cross
road of cultures, beliefs and ideas.
Add to this unique antiquity the continuity of
traditions which implies that cultural traditions of
Pakistan are not a thing of the past, rather a vibrant
living tradition today. Not something vanishing
that may be preserved for posterity, not something
that may be conserved embalmed in a museum
or salvaged from the ravages of transition but as
dominant living culture of present times that plays
an important role in the lives of people today.
It is vitally embedded in living styles, essential
character, mental make-up and social progression
of Pakistan.
For instance any of the ancient civilizations that
gave birth to Pakistan such as Mohenjo-Daro,
Gandhara, Silk Route, Central Asia and Islam have
not perished nor vanished in time. These survive
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not as mere archaeological ruins but as energetic,
dynamic and living folkways of the people of
Pakistan today. These living customs of the people
are the repository of historical traditions and a
trustee of our heritage.
Many examples can be cited of the remarkable
continuity of ancient civilizations in Pakistan today.
A musical instrument called ‘borendo’ originally
excavated from the ruins of Mohenjo-Daro is still
blown by stray shepherds in Dadu district, Mal
Kohistan, Baluchistan and Dera Ghazi Khan.

Vision of a Buddha’s Paradise. Pakistan.
4th century CE. Light gray schist
Borendo is a simple clay ball with three blowing
wholes on its body like a rudimentary flute.
The ancient technique of blowing dexterously
into this most primitive instrument still survives
whereby farmers, to the amazement of professional
musicians, reproduce five musical notes from a
three whole clay ball. The famous Mohenjo-Daro
bullock cart is another example. It is still used by
farmers day to day around Sukkhur and Dadu
districts. Its design, construction, the measurement
and size of its wheels are still the same, unchanged
over centuries. Even the carved motifs on the body
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of the bullock cart continue in the same style
as Mohenjo-Daro. The once famous river boats,
large barges and house boats that once plied
the waters of the Indus carrying cotton and yarn
up and down and all the way to the Pharaohs of
Egypt are still seen and very much in use on the
river around the modern city of Sukkhur.
One still can see artisans building such boats and
embellishing these with ancient motifs along the
banks of the Indus there. The boats still transport
goods, fire wood and provision though now
inhibited by the dam that limits their movement
up and down the river.

The terracotta water pots, pans and utensils
seen in the Mohenjo-Daro museum are no
different than the ones used by way side hotels
and households in the region today along the
Super highway to the modern city of Karachi.
The exquisite silver and gold jewelry seen in the
Ghandhara Museum galleries at Peshawar, Swat,
Dir and Taxila are still worn by the villagers all
over the regions. The jewelers in Hazara and Swat
still produce the same designs. The lotus pattern
and the eight petal flower motif of Gandhara
are still etched on every wooden door of Swat.
Carpenters and woodworkers still embellish
architecture with age old Gandhara motifs.
Such continuity of traditions is a remarkable

feature of Pakistan that lends unbelievable
richness and diversity to the Indus land. Two
hundred years of colonial rule could not
obliterate it and modern onslaught of Western
civilization and technology has not effaced it.
Pakistan is a land of great cultural diversity.
The customs and traditions of this land are as
varied as its regions, geographical terrain, folk
ways, languages and people. In the north it is
surrounded by the Himalayas and Karakorum,
the highest snow clad mountain peaks and the
most extensive and largest glaciers of the world.
The three most towering mountain ranges Hindu
Kush, Karakorum and Himalayas meet near the
mountain town of Gilgit, the gateway to these
mountains. Remote and inaccessible valleys
nestle quietly within the bosom of these grand
folds are verily living museums of ethnic tribes,
languages and life styles.
In the center spread fertile planes, green fields
and broad flowing rivers called ‘Punjab’ the
land of five rivers that is the agrarian granary
of Pakistan and the home of diverse farming
“jatt” communities, settlements of spiritual
and landed families of feudal lords, spiritual
descendants,Makhdum, Peer and Mirs having
varied lineage, sects, origins and dialects.
Deep South, lie the parched and arid stretches
of the Thar desert, the Thal and Cholistan
deserts which are the abode of some of most
ancient indigenous tribes of India, the Oddh,
Bawria, Kohli, Karia, Bheel, Mareeche, Mengwal,
Manganhar, Labari, Riasti, Mahr, Marwari, Rohtaki
each speaking their own semantics and having a
distinct life style.
Further down are the mild and temperate
regions of coastal Makran where canoe-fishing
is the main occupation of Negro inhabitants and
settlers from Africa many of whom still speak
Swahili. Adjacent to it are the tribal populations
of inhospitable and barren territories of
Baluchistan, the Mengal, Bizenjo, Bugti, Buledi,
Magsi Maree, Mirani, Zehri, Zardari being only
some of the tribes that inhabit this immense land
mass that comprises nearly two thirds of Pakistan
and has its roots in ancient history going back to
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Mesopotamia and Mehr Garh, 9000BC.
In center south in Sindh are the Mirbahar or
fisher men living on house-boats on the largest
inland lake in the country. The name Sindh, the
southern province of Pakistan is derived from
the Indus River. The river is known from ancient
times as ‘Sindhu’ in Sanskrit, to the Greeks as
‘Indus’, the Persians called it ‘Ab-e-Sind’ and the
Pashtuns ‘Abasind’. It is also locally known as the
“Mehran” and has been given the title of Bab-ulIslam (The gateway of Islam) as Islam landed here
by the sea root at the port of Debal in 710 AD.
Surrounding the capital city of Islamabad are
the eroded plateau land of Potohar, the Salt
Range and scenic Hazara the home of staunch
races whose ancestry and physiognomy can be
linked to the invading Greeks. In the North West
are rugged belts of equally rugged and fiercely
independent and often warring Pathans and
Pushtun tribes, amongst others the Khattak,
Afridi, Shinwari, Yusufzai, Momandzai , Kakezai,
Niazi, Achakzai, Kheshgai many of whom
specialize in hand fabrication of pistols and guns
and are the very proud descendants of honored
ancestries.
In the North West along the tough terrains of
Broghul pass and Shandur pass is Chitral, home
to many tribes of Central Asian and Afghan
descent. Nestled in Chitral somewhere along
the mountainous borders are the remote valleys
of Bomboret, Birir and Rumbhur where the last
surviving White Huns, “Qalash” are the prime
tourist attraction.
Pakistani cultural traditions are likewise
extremely diversified in arts, crafts, songs,
folklore, music, dances, rituals, ceremonies,
festivities, costumes, languages, literature,
dialects, musical instruments, material culture
that vary from region to region and from
community to community within a region.
In a museum survey during 2008 nearly four
hundred different specimen of local hand-made
footwear were collected from different parts of
the country and this in no way exhausted the
possibilities for further collection. Despite the
over-abundance of local designs, it is also a fact
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that few if any use local foot wear in growing
urban areas. In a similar survey for the National
Heritage Museum at Islamabad nearly thirty six
ways of wearing a turban were documented
among Baluch tribes alone and each tribe could
be identified by the style of turban worn or the
design of the foot wear.
Pakistan is so ancient and diverse a culture that
dig any mound and you are bound to strike
antiquity, travel fifty kilometers in any direction
the cuisine, costumes, dialects will change like
a moving cultural kaleidoscope. No wonder the
Government departments in Pakistan concerned
with archaeology and arts are the most
inefficient in the world. They simply cannot cope
with the enormity of such a rich heritage.
Peshawar ancient Peshapur, Swat ancient
Udiyana, Charsada ancient Pushkalavati, Taxila
ancient Takshila have all been the hot hunting
grounds of antique collectors and Museum
collectors from France, Italy, Germany, UK
and USA. Truckloads of containers are being
smuggled out of Pakistan over decades and the
department of Archaeology watches helplessly
despite the law against smuggling of antiquities.
Many organized local gangs of pillagers and
raiders in Mansehra, Hazara, Chitral, Indus
Kohistan, Skardu, Baltistan make a lavish living as
plunderers of antiquities. Despite numerable
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books that have been written on the ancient
heritage and archaeological sites of the Indus
Valley by world authorities, If anyone today
wishes to be the next author of a book entitled
“One Thousand undiscovered Ancient Sites of
Pakistan” verily he will succeed as most of this
ancient heritage is still undocumented and
unmapped.
Time and place never die; history and geography
affect the awareness and character of a people.
It lives on in the living styles and customs and
beliefs of the people. Even the skills survive.
When in 2008 I was commissioned to design an
Ethnological Museum at Islamabad, namely The
National Heritage Museum and the Department
of Archaeology refused to part with any of its
reserve collections, I was surprised to discover
that artisans in and around Taxila could still make
life size sculptures in such immaculate detail that
it was difficult to know the copy from original.
Ghulam Mustafa and his aging father made a
stone replica of the famed fasting Buddha for my
museum which is an undeniable evidence of the
living skills of Gandhara. Soon Mustafa was in
great demand and Mark Kenoyer, the American
archaeologist invited him to America to work
with him at the Sachler Gallery and teach at the
Wisconsin University. It would be a fallacy to
believe, despite the prejudice of the hard core

Islamic clergy, that these ancient cultures are a
thing of the past.
No not at all, these live on in the lives of the
people despite their accession to Islam. People
see no dichotomy because Islam always adapts
to local culture. Only a minority acting under
the extreme and misplaced passion of orthodox
and illiterate Maulvi condemn such pre-Islamic
practices while the real heritage lives on
amongst communities.
These cultural practices have been the
emphasis of cultural studies of the decade by
International scholars and experts. Karl Jetmar,
a German scholar of repute, made innumerable
research excursions into Northern Pakistan
for his acclaimed work on Pre-Islamic Cultures
of Pakistan writing about shamans, strange
practices, pre-Islamic festivals, shrines and living
customs of the people.
Over a thousand pages comprise the text of his
now famous work, yet it does not exhaust the
possibilities for further research in the area rather
it opens up further possibilities. Researchers
from Heidelberg University have been probing
new areas over the last twenty five years where
it is now an academic tradition to probe further
on the leads provided by the Late Prof Dr. Karl
Jetmar.
Many of the languages of this ancient and
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mysterious land are still unknown or marginally
documented; Brahvi, Baluchi, Hindko. Quite a few
are completely oral Qalasha, Buroshaski, Wakhi,
Khowar, Shina, Marwari, Thari, Riasti, Makrani,
Bashguli, Balti. For this reason Pakistan has been
a hunting ground for world renowned linguists.
It is verily a laboratory for linguistic studies.
Apart from archaic scripts such as the
hieroglyphs of Mohenjo Daro, the Pali and
Kharoshti scribbling on ancient stones and other
dead prehistoric languages there is a wealth of
living languages spoken through remote areas
of the country. According to one linguistic survey
there are about seventy different languages
and dialects spoken in the northern areas of the
Karakorum ranges alone. Some languages such
as Qalasha is spoken by a few thousand people
of select valleys of Bomboret, Birir and Rumbur,
others are spoken by one village even a few
families in a remote village.
These incredible fairy tale like facts stand to
logic considering that the mountain ranges of
the Karakorum have been the gate- way into
the coveted lands of India, the golden sparrow
of the East. Successive Invaders over history
hence came through these narrow gorges of
mountain passes and were in turn compelled to
hide in the remote inaccessible valleys of these
very mountains when pushed by subsequent
invaders.
Oddly the same mountain ranges of Hindu
Kush, Karakorum and Himalayas that offered
convenient passages into lush green riverine
plains of Indus also provided excellent safe
heavens from conquerors and invaders. Even
today in present day Pakistan terrorists, criminals
and run away fugitives still find a safe hide out in
these very valleys, hard to locate or patrol.
It should be no surprise therefore that linguist
who wishes to study ancient Tibetan language
do not go to Tibet where this language long
expired. They rather come to remote valleys of
Baltistan where it is still spoken. These languages
are not written but these are alive in the
communities who speak the language.
Recent emergence of new appreciation of the
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ethnic, the indigenous and a growing perception
of the importance of popular traditions in the
changing contemporary society, there has been
a general awareness of cultural diversity, which
is gaining in socio-political and economic life of
communities.
The old historical-geographical approach
towards regional cultures which simply traced
house forms, architecture, artifacts, material and
ancient culture from historical point of view, a
vestigial approach in preserving and conserving
what is antiquarian is now replaced with
renewed interest in living traditions, folklore as a
dynamic and living present day culture.
Fresh studies by new writers on cultural
geography, how place affects culture has
dramatically revived interest in cultural diversity.
The theme of most such modern researchers on
the subject is that time and space affect human
awareness. Eiffel Tuan, the American sociologist,
for example in emphasizing the relation between
man and space quotes the example of a child
who runs away but then looks back to be sure
that his mother is there. Tuan stresses that we
need something of both space and man.
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Cultural
Horizon &
Folk Heritage
of Pakistan
Pakistan is a developing economy. Unlike
Japan it is neither highly modernized nor fully
industrialized. This has some advantages. One
great advantage is that Pakistan’s folk culture
is till date a living tradition practiced by a
dominant majority of our people. It is throbbing,
vibrant, living legacy. In fact the legacy of arts,
crafts and folklore is so much a part of the day to
day life of rural Pakistan that an average Pakistani
may have no awareness of the richness of his
folkloric tradition just like the fish in water.
The folk heritage of Pakistan is the product
of centuries of communal living and shared
wisdom. Hence most arts, crafts and skills are
a communal expression and not the individual
métier of a single artist. Art-craftsmanship is
therefore limited to urban centers or modern
institutions of fine arts while folk arts are a part
and parcel of communal societies. An entire
village or community may specialize in one kind
of skill or communal skills.
The fact that folk heritage, folk arts, crafts and
folk music are evolved, commonly shared,
practiced over generations and are handed
down over centuries gives the community a
unique sense of identity. Though living today,
such art has great antiquity.

Antiquity
Cultural traditions link back to the ancient Indus
valley Civilization of Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa
2500BC, Buddhist civilization of Gandhara
250BC, the famous silk route, Moghul India and
historical influences from Iran and Central Asia.
Pakistan’s folk heritage is varied, deeply rooted,
extending over many centuries.
Folk heritage is therefore significant for Pakistan,
not because it is something of the past, which
must be salvaged from the ravages of time;
even though every nation must look back into
its own heritage, rediscover the roots of its
society to preserve its national identity. Folklore
is important for Pakistan because it is the living
sentiment of dominant majority of our people
today who live by it.
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Continuity
Any of the ancient civilizations that gave birth to
Pakistan have not perished or vanished in time.
These survive not as mere archaeological ruins
but as energetic, dynamic and living folkways
of the people today. Such living customs of the
people are the repository of historical traditions
and a trustee of our heritage. Many examples can
be cited of the remarkable continuity of ancient
civilizations in Pakistan.
A musical instrument called ‘borendo’ originally
excavated from the ruins of Mohenjo-Daro is
still blown by stray shepherds in Dadu. Borendo
is a simple clay ball with three blowing wholes
on its body like a rudimentary flute. The ancient
technique of blowing dexterously into this
primitive instrument still survives whereby
farmers, to the amazement of professional
musicians, reproduce five musical notes from
only three whole clay ball. The famous Mohenjo
Dara cart, bullock cart is another example.
It is still used by farmers day to day around
Sukkhur and Dadu districts. Its design,
construction, the measurement and size of
its wheels are still the same, unchanged over

centuries. Even the carved motifs on the body
of the bullock cart continue in the same style
as Mohenjo-Daro. The once famous river boats,
large barges and house boats that once plied
the waters of the Indus carrying cotton and yarn
up and down and all the way to the Pharaohs of
Egypt are still seen and very much in use on the
river around the modern city of Sukkhur.
The terracotta water pots, pans and utensils
seen in the Mohenjo-Daro museum are no
different than the ones used by way side hotels
and households in the region today, along the
Super highway to the modern city of Karachi.
The exquisite silver and gold jewelry seen in the
Ghandhara Museum galleries at Peshawer, Swat,
Dir and Taxila are still worn by the villagers all
over the regions.
The jewelers in Hazara and Swat still produce
the same designs. Such continuity of traditions
is a remarkable feature of Pakistan that lends
unbelievable richness and diversity to the Indus
land. Two hundred years of colonial rule could
not obliterate it and modern onslaught of
technology has not effaced it.
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Diversity
Pakistan is a land of great cultural diversity. The
customs and traditions of this land are as varied
as its regions, geography, culture, languages
and people. In the north it is surrounded by the
Himalayas and Karakorum, the highest snow
clad mountain peaks and the most extensive
and largest glaciers of the world. The three
most towering mountain ranges Hindu Kush,
Karakorum and Himalayas meet near the
mountain town of Gilgit, the gateway to these
mountains.
Remote and inaccessible valleys nestle quietly
within the bosom of these grand folds are verily
living museums of ethnic tribes, languages and
life styles. In the center spread fertile planes
green fields and broad flowing rivers called
‘Punjab’ the land of five rivers that is the agrarian
granary of Pakistan and the home of diverse
farming communities, settlements of spiritual
and landed families of feudal lords, spiritual
descendants, Pir and Mir having varied lineage,

sects, origins and dialects.
Deep South, lie the parched and arid stretches of
the Thar desert, the Thal and Cholistan deserts
which are the abode of some of most ancient
indigenous tribes of India, the Oddh, Bawria,
Kohli, Bheel, Mareeche, Mengwal, Labara, Riasti,
Mahr each speaking their own semantics and

having a distinct life style. Further down are the
mild and temperate regions of coastal Makran
where canoe-fishing is the main occupation
of negroid inhabitants and settlers from Africa
many of whom still speak Swahili.
Adjacent to it are the tribal populations
of inhospitable and barren territories of
Baluchistan, the Mengal, Bizenjo Bugti, Buledi,
Magsi Maree, Mirani, Zehri, Zardari being only
some of the tribes that inhabit this immense
land mass that comprises nearly two thirds of
Pakistan and has its roots in ancient history
going back to Mesopotamia and Mehr Garh,
9000BC. In center south in Sindh are the
Mirbahar or fisher men living on house boats
on the largest inland lake in the country. The
name Sindh, the southern province of Pakistan is
derived from the Indus River.
The river is known from ancient times as ‘Sindhu’
in Sanskrit, to the Greeks as ‘Indus’ the Persians
called it ‘Ab-e-Sind’ and the Pashtuns ‘Abasind’.
It is also locally known as the “Mehran” and has
been given the title of Bab-ul-Islam (The gateway
of Islam) as Islam landed here by the sea root at
the port of Debal in 710 AD. Surrounding the
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capital city of Islamabad are the eroded plateau
land of Potohar, the Salt Range and scenic Hazara
the home of staunch races whose ancestry and
physiognomy can be linked to the invading
Greeks.
In the North West are rugged belts of equally
rugged and fiercely independent and often
warring Pathans and Pushtun tribes, amongst

others the Khattak, Afridi, Shinwari, Yusufzai,
Momandzai, Kakezai, Niazi, Achakzai, Kheshgai
many of whom specialize in hand fabrication
of pistols and guns and are the very proud
descendants of honored ancestries. In the North
West along the tough terrains of Broghul pass
and Shandur pass is Chitral, home to many tribes
of Central Asian and Afghan descent. Nestled
in Chitral somewhere along the mountainous
borders are the remote valleys of Bomboret, Birir
and Rumbhur where the last surviving White
Huns are the prime tourist attraction.
Pakistani cultural traditions are likewise
extremely diversified in arts, crafts, songs,
folklore, music, dances, rituals, ceremonies,
festivities, costumes, languages, literature,
dialects, musical instruments, material culture
that vary from region to region and from
community to community within a region.
In a museum survey during 2008 nearly four
hundred different specimen of local hand-made
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footwear were collected from different parts of
the country and this in no way exhausted the
possibilities for further collection.
In a similar survey for the National Heritage
Museum at Islamabad nearly thirty six ways of
wearing a turban were documented among
Baluch tribes alone and each tribe could be
identified by the style of turban worn or the
design of the foot wear. Pakistan is so ancient
and diverse a culture that dig any mound and
you are bound to strike antiquity, travel fifty
kilometers in any direction the cuisine, costumes,
dialects will change like a moving cultural
kaleidoscope. No wonder the Government
departments in Pakistan concerned with
archaeology and arts are the most inefficient
in the world. They simply cannot cope with the
enormity of such a rich heritage.

.......................................................................................................................
*The writer is a renowned folklorist, founder of the
National Institute of Folk and Traditional Heritage (Lok
Virsa), National Heritage Museum and National Monument
Museum, Islamabad and Winner of Asia Prize for Culture
2006, Japan and also the author of several books on Art and
Culture.
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Passion for
Crafts at
Lok Virsa

The Institute for
Folk and Traditional
Heritage
By Dr.Fouzia Saeed
Executive Director, Lok Virsa, Islamabad.

It is only a passion for crafts that makes people
indulge in collecting, documenting, preserving
and displaying crafts to retain our heritage
expressed in the form of material culture. It is
this passion that makes people scholars and
collectors of the most intimate expression of
our masses in the form of their clothes, jewelry,

utensils, decorations and other things that are
articles of everyday life.
The National Institute of the Folk and Traditional
Heritage, or commonly known as Lok Virsa,
is a hub of people who are passionate about
collecting and researching crafts and displaying
them in their two museums to educate the next
generation about their diversity, their identify
and their pride.
The history of our crafts goes back to items
that have been documented from the sites
of Mehergarh, a civilization 12,000 years old.
The pottery pieces found, had an advanced
level of aesthetics. Similarly the Mohenjodaro
and Harappa sites of Indus Valley civilizations
also give us clues about the crafts of the time,
dominated by pottery, clothing and jewelry.
The esthetics of daily life in our culture provides
the people to be as creative as they want. May it
be the racks on which they display their kitchen
utensils, may it be the pots and pans and may it
be their transport.
Lok Virsa has a Heritage Museum that boasts the
diversity of crafts and other material culture in
various parts of the country.
Let’s give you some glimpse of the types of crafts
we display in our museum:
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Pakistan Heritage
Museum of
Lok Virsa
Heritage Museum not only showcases ancient
artifacts, which date back to Mehergarh,
Mohenjodaro, Harappa, and Gandhara
civilizations, but also displays region-wise
artifacts, dresses, music, architecture jewelry and
metal world from different countries, such as
Iran, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and China.
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Textile &
Embroidery
Textile and Embroidery section at Heritage
Museum has most diverse and largest collection
of ancient as well as living styles of clothing,
embroidery, utensils and patchwork. The
collection ranges from Pakistani, Afghan, Tajik to
many other international countries.
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Musical
Heritage
& Musical
Instrument
Making
Heritage Museum not only showcases ancient
artifacts, which date back to Mehergarh,
Mohenjodaro, Harappa, and Gandhara
civilizations, but also displays region-wise
artifacts, dresses, music, architecture jewelry and
metal world from different countries, such as
Iran, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and China.

Tile Work
Stucco &
Wood Work
This section displays gallery of traditional
Mughal and Central Asian architectural arts in
one of the most educative experience. Rare tile
mosaic, Freso, Stucco and woodwork, are on
display with techniques & design.

The Mughal Door, Lok Virsa

Jewelry &
Metal Work
This section is home to rare collection of exotic
ethnic jewelry from all regions of Pakistan. Brass
and copper works have also been put on display.
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Ethnic Tribes &
Their Homes
Like all the above sections, the Ethnic Tribes
windows showcase variety of depictions of
homes from Kailash to Gujars of Kaghan,
Borushu to Sheedi of Makran, and much more.
It shows how their modest homes are made
beautiful with embroidery, painting and other
crafts of the area.

Heritage Research
& Publication
Program
Through this program Lok Virsa and other
scholars conduct research on crafts. This varies
between lacquer work of D I Khan to Textile and
Pottery. Currently a project of folk jewelry is
being conceived.
In addition Lok Virsa has a Library, which is
dedicated to the field of culture and becomes a
hub for scholars as well as students wanting to
research crafts, traditions and other aspects of
folk culture.
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The Tajik
Golden Heritage
By Hamrokhon Zarifi *

Tajik art, covering both arts and crafts, as
an integral part of the culture of Tajikistan,
has a history dating back centuries
marked by striking achievements.
Traditionally, folk arts and crafts are used
as decoration in the design of various
everyday household goods and for
embellishing buildings. Arts and crafts
have been developed down the centuries
and attest to national identity, notions of
beauty and other national peculiarities of
people. In its history and development,
this school of art lies closer to people’s
lives and originates from the everyday
life of people.
Therefore, various goods and items,
such as clothes, ornaments, jewelry,
fabrics, implements, vessels,
architectural accessories and
the like that require activity
and special skills in their
production can be
considered as

examples of decorative arts and crafts.
The works covered by this kind of art are
of a great variety both in terms of the
material used (metal, wood, clay, alabaster,
fabric, etc.) and the craftsmanship
required in their production (painting,
carving, jewelry techniques, needlework,
sculpting, pottery, etc.) which differ from
one another markedly.
It is worth noting that the environment
and conditions for the development of
this kind of art in the Republic of Tajikistan
are now very favorable. On the one hand,
the existing folk art and craft traditions
have been maintained and increasingly
developed further as a result of the
country’s independence. On the other
hand, the achievements and discoveries
of the country’s academics through
ongoing archeological excavations and
surveys have inspired the imagination of
the country’s people with respect to its
history.
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Jewelry Design
Jewelry design, which is among the most ancient
and popular kinds of Tajik art and craft, is one
area which cannot be overlooked. Jewelry
design, as everyone knows, involves producing
art works (costume jewelry design, household
objects, ammunition and arms), with craftsmen
using metals (gold, silver, copper, bronze),
precious and semi-precious stones (diamonds,
rubies, turquoise, emeralds, lazurite, onyx, rock
crystal, jasper, magnetite, carnelian) and organic
materials (ivory, mother-ofpearl, pearl, wood.)
Archaeological findings attest to the fact that
Tajik jewelry design has an ancient history.
Herodotus’ “History” is one of the most ancient
historical sources corroborating the existence of
jewelry as a craft among the peoples of Central
Asia. Ancient jewelry patterns have been found
as the result of archaeological excavations
carried out in various parts of Tajikistan.
A great number of new jewelry items emerged
from the 9th10-th centuries that covered all
modes of life (jewelry, ornaments, household
objects). The production and processing of
metals and precious stones had expanded over
the period and gold-filled and engraved items
made of rubies, turquoise, Yemeni carnelian and
crystal became very popular.
Qushtumor (dual amulets) and headbands
required particularly painstaking and intricate
work by jewelers. The goldsmiths of Bukhara
were especially reputed for making men’s
armlets inlaid with turquoise and pearls. Bellhammerers played a special role among jewelers.
Bells made by cold-hammering, including sole,
knee and alafi (small) bells used to be hung
on the legs of camels and other cattle. The

craftsmen of Khujand and Istaravshan made
ordinary decorative goods including various
pendants, bracelets and rings. Such items of
women’s jewelery as pendants, qoshi tillo, mohi
tillo (sets of three rings in the form of a crescent),
chains, earrings and other objects were
especially popular in southern parts of Tajikistan
(Kulob).
At presents, the country’s jewelers produce a
wide range of items including bracelets, qulfi
girebon (decorative broaches), earrings, rings,
zira (silver necklaces), pendants and other
gold and silver objects. Even now, traditional
handmade jewelry is popular among Tajik
women alongside manufactured products.

Earrings, Late XIX century, National Museum of
Tajikistan named after Kamoliddin Behzod.
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Metal Working
Metal items, decorated copperware, metal
containers, cast metal objects and jewelry have
always incorporated a great degree of artistic
decoration. The art of decorating copper with
engraved images was widespread in various
Tajik cities. Various kinds of household utensils
were, moreover, produced in this way, such as
choyjush (metal teapot), oftoba (narrow-necked
jars with a spout for washing), jugs, washstands,
bowls, cups, plates, buckets of various shapes,
knives and other utensils.

Hand washing vessel, Copper, XIX Century,
National Museum of Tajikistan named after
Kamoliddin Behzod.
Mastery in crafting a metal was categorized by
the specifics of the work and divided into several
areas. There were, for example, established
limits to the type of work that coppersmiths,
for example, performed. Individual blacksmiths
produced tools such as axes and adzes, hammers
and sickles, shovels and hoes, crowbars and
pickaxes, pliers and chisels, or nails, and other
items like window and door hinges, iron chests,
accessories for pack animals and dozens of other
utensils from iron or other metals. They used
their special skills and extensive knowledge of
the craft in this way. The art of making knives
also required specific skills and is currently a
very popular form of handicraft among the Tajik
people .

Copper oftoba, XIX Century, National Museum
of Tajikistan named after Kamoliddin Behzod.
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Milling &
Stamping
Milling and stamping is one of the forms of
Tajik decorative and fine arts, involving several
types of craftsmanship, in particular the art of
metal stamping, which consists of transposing
an image onto a plate, creating a picture and
smelting. This kind of art was very popular
among Tajik art masters dating back to ancient
times. Craftsmen usually stamped and inlaid
gold, silver and copper into articles. Along with
the decoration and depictions of patterns,
scripts were also used in stamping.
Blacksmiths usually stamped and decorated
handles for jugs and candlesticks and engraved
patterns and representations of people onto
medallions. According to Greek historians,
the master craftsmen of Central
Asia produced weapons and
armor using gold, silver and
copper, and decorated
them with pictures and
complex patterns.
The melting of
copper and alloys
were widely
practiced by

the craftsmen of the Sughd region prior to the
advent of Islam. Various forms of smithing were
developed and the working of iron, non- ferrous
and precious metals was widely adopted in the
Samanid period. .
Currently, many Tajik masters and craftsmen
continue to follow the ancient milling and
stamping tradition, using a broad variety
of images, objects, decorative patterns and
contemporary illustrations in their work.
As noted above, the Ancient Greek historians
referred to the skills of the peoples of Central
Asia in working with copper. Based on this
experience, headdresses and broad belts were
made from gold, silver and copper. Coppersmithing flourished in particular
in the Samanid period (10th
century). The capital of
the Samanid Empire Bukhara - produced
sought-after copper
lamps, while big
kettles and elegant
copper bowls
were made in
Samarkand.

Decorated, scripted
copper dish
XIX Century.
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Pottery
Pottery is one of the oldest forms of arts and
crafts, involving the fashioning of objects out of
clay. Pottery involves making various household
utensils - drinking bowls, bowls, small and
large plates, jugs, pots, pitchers, other vessels,
khumra (big clay jugs for water, wine, oil, etc.),
tanur (special stoves used to make bread), oil
lamps and various toys. In urban areas and large
villages potters were generally men, skilled in
the use of the charkh (a particular type of pedaldriven potters wheel.
The earliest ceramic findings in the southern
regions of Tajikistan belong to the 4th2-nd
centuries BC. The decoration and finishing
of pottery in Kayrakkum) the Sughd region)
originated in the first half of the second
millennium BC and on until the mid8-th century.
The ceramic objects of the 11th - 12th centuries
have been comprehensively studied by art
historians with respect to technology, style and
decoration. Ceramic stoves, stencils and specific
stove tools have been found in a number of
districts and areas. Enameled household goods
were very important at that time.
The ceramic items produced by craftsmen were
the major household goods of that period. For
the durability and firmness of vessels, potters
used to add feathers, wool and shale to their
clay. The decoration and architectural finishing
of the prestigious buildings of the Middle Ages,
like madrassas, mosques and caravanserais, point
to a revival in ceramics at that time. Along with
chain stitching, architecture, carving and other
art forms, pottery was also an expression of the
people’s creativity. Pottery not only satisfied
people’s requirements for household goods, but
it was also a way of ornamenting and decorating
their homes .
In the northern regions of Tajikistan local
ceramics differed from those made in other areas
by their enamel and the geometric forms and

various twisting shapes, broken script, zigzags,
and the bright colors of the flowers.
During the Soviet era, potters used to work
in cooperatives, artisan shops and trainingproduction field plants. Master craftsmen are
now enhancing this art form. In addition to the
items mentioned above, potters now produce
figurines and toys (horses, lions, mo keys,
whistles, fictional animals).
In recent decades, professional potters have
significantly broadened the applications of
this art form. Together with engravers and folk
art sculptors, they have contributed to the
development of interior decoration. At present,
contemporary potters and artists are trying to
enrich the traditional style with innovative ideas
and creative approaches.

Ceramic item made by Suhrob Saidov,
Dushanbe, 2010.
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Carving
Carving involves the skilful manipulation of
wood, bone, stone, and clay. As a craft it was
widely used to decorate household items,
architectural elements and in sculpture. Carving
exists in a number of forms.

Woodcarving
Tajik architects and woodworkers widely used
wood (white spruce, lacewood, mulberry,
walnut, apricot) in their work to produce various
household goods (bowls, plates, spoons, ladles,
chests, chairs, cradles), structural elements in
cultural, public and administrative buildings,
specific stencils for use in the decoration and
production of various fabrics and other items.
Various type’s of pillars, separations, doors
and gates and separate ornamental elements
were commonly used in architecture. The most
ancient examples of woodcarving, dating back

Woodcarving, from the collection of state art
college named after M. Olimov.

Woodcarving from the collection of
Suhrob Art Gallery.
to the 6th8-th centuries, were found in Panjakent
and Shahriston.
Before the advent of Islam, along with typical
patterns, Tajik crafts men commonly used to use
mythological creatures as decoration. In ancient
times, woodcarving was used in relatively
limited applications. It was widely used in large
local mosques. However, ordinary people could
not afford carved wooden elements in the
construction of their houses.
Woodcarving was widely used for some wooden
construction materials nonetheless. Almost all
urban houses had carved and decorated wooden
beams, veranda pillars, carved doors and carved
and decorated wooden or alabaster latticework.
At present, there are two trends in woodcarving,
namely the traditional (in rural areas) and the
professional (in urban construction) styles.
Today you can see more carved elements of this
kind of national art in government residences,
administrative buildings, restaurants and
dwellings. At the request of friends abroad,
accomplished Tajik master craftsmen have
created works in this national art form in foreign
countries .
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National Costume
National costume is of vital importance in
studying the history and culture of the Tajiks
who have long been one of the major peoples
to inhabit Central Asia. Moreover clothes can
provide additional information on how close
Tajiks are to the other peoples of Central Asia
and the affinities they shared Major changes
in Tajik national clothing took place over the
Soviet period. Along with national clothing,
men in rural and urban areas and urban women
started to wear European clothes. National and
European-style men and women’s clothes are
now combined. Until the establishment of Soviet
power, people used to comply strictly with
traditional Tajik dress codes and such compliance
was permitted by the Sharia. In the old days,
women used to wear long dresses that went
down to the ankles, which were slightly broader
at the bottom due to the frequent addition of
two pieces of fabric on both sides. The sleeves
of such dresses were broad and long and fully
covered the arms.

Woman dress, Rasht, XX century, National Museum of
Tajikistan named after Kamoliddin Behzod.

Wedding chodar (curtain adorned with embroidery
separating a part of bride’s room during the wedding),
XX Century, from the collection of Tajik Master woman,
Mukarrama Kayumova

Embroidery
Embroidering is one of the most ancient and
popular forms of national arts and crafts,
using needles and special embroidery hooks
on various fabrics, leather and thick felts, with
cotton, woolen, silk, spun- gold and silver yarn, as
well as precious stones, small pearls, glass beads,
spangles, coins, coral and pearls. Nowadays it is
performed by special embroidering machines.
The main tools for embroidery are needles
(suzan), hooks (changak), awls (darafsh), thimbles
(angushtpona) and special embroidering
machines. Embroidery has long been popular
in Tajikistan and remains a favorite pastime.
Even now it continues to enjoy success and
a great number of Tajik women engage in
embroidery throughout most of the country.
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Tajik embroidery has great panache and a
special style. Over the centuries, ornaments
and clothes, including such domestic items as
children’s and bridal garments used to be made
at home. According to the artistic and historical
works (including Avesta and Shohnama) and
the archaeological findings at Varakhsha,
ancient Panjakent, Shahriston, and Tuprokqal’a,
Tajik embroidery has long been popular for its
panache.
Embroidery has progressed continually down
the centuries. Certain embroidered garments
would become obsolete, and thus forgotten, to
be replaced by new and modern. Embroidery
and chain stitching used to be popular at
weddings and such items were regarded as
major and valuable ornaments. In particular,
embroidered and chain-stitched garments were
among the goods given to a girl on marriage.
The newlyweds would decorate the
walls of their homes with suzani
pieces of embroidered
decorative fabric
and beautiful
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ornaments from the first year of their marriage
onwards. The environment and local traditions
influenced arts and crafts. There were therefore
particularities and specific styles in different
regions and areas. Arts and crafts in the
mountain areas differ from those in the lowlands.
Those in the mountains preferred embroidering
garments, including outerwear, robes, children
garments, women’s sleeveless jackets, belts,
loki (pieces of embroidered fabric used as
waistbands, toqi (embroidered skullcaps),
gahvora- push (embroidered pieces of fabric
used to cover cradles), pillowcases, cosmetics
bags (oinakhalta), curtains, bridal veils, tea
cosies, counterpanes and the like. Embroidered
women’s
garments in the Kulob, Rasht,
Darvoz and Badakhshan
districts are multicolored and
attractive, with their own
specific style. The suzani
is - the most popular
Tajik garment and is
widely used almost
everywhere. It is a
relatively big piece
of fabric )2x3 ,3x,4
4x5 metres) with
a distinctive
pattern of
various
scales.

Suzani, Kanibadam, XIX
Century, National Museum
of Tajikistan named after
Kamoliddin Behzod.
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Headgear &
Footwear
In the past, headgear was of vital importance
for Tajik people. Historical accounts provide
considerable information in this respect.

Gold embroidered housecoat, Early XIX Century,
National Museum of Tajikistan named after
Kamoliddin Behzod.

Gold Embroidery
(Zar Duzi)

Gold embroidery or goldwork is popular in
Tajikistan. White and yellow gold yarn is used for
this craft, on a cotton base. What makes this kind
of stitching special is its delicacy and artistry. It
is worth noting that this is a very up market kind
of handi- craft and in the past only the wealthy
could afford to wear gold embroidered items. A
lot is known about ancient golden embroidery.
The travelers that visited the Tajik cities and
settlements of Central Asia were surprised by
the gold-embroidered home decorations and
garments of the wealthy people living there. A
Spanish diplomat, Ruy Gonzalez de Clavijo, who
came with the Embassy of the King of Castille
and visited Samarkand, held a meeting with
the Tamerlane in the 15th century and wrote in
his memoirs about the extremely beautiful and
amazingly embroidered curtains and shawls. This
craft was particularly developed in Bukhara in
the 19th century, however only a limited number
of people could afford such items.

Men’s
Headgear

The skullcap is the most popular form of men’s
head gear in Tajikistan. It was and still is called
toqi, tuppi, qalpoq or kallapush, Skullcaps
are made of fabric and decorated with white
and yellow embroidery (gulduzi style) or gold
embroidery (zarduzi style). Skullcaps made of
brocade or kimkhob and kundal or other highvalue patterned fabrics were not embroidered.
Skullcaps for older men were usually made
in one color or in white fabrics and were not
embroidered. Up to the mid 20th century in the
Badakhshan region round, flat-topped skullcaps
with broad bands were popular for men. They
were known as a pakol and were made out of
homemade cotton fabric.

Traditional Skullcap, National Museum of Tajikistan
named after Kamoliddin Behzod.
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Women’s
Headgear
Tajik skullcap from upland districts, Kulob.
There are various styles of skullcaps. The crown
of a skullcap can be flat, square, round or
cylindrical in shape. The edges are handstitched
with various decorative and patterned pieces
of fabrics (sheroza). The skullcaps made in such
mountain areas as Kulob, Qarotegin, Darvoz
and the Pamir stand out for the diversity of
their shapes, colors, patterns and ornamental
compositions. Not so long ago, it was possible
to identify where a person came from thanks to
the pattern on the skullcap or the ernbroidery of
the kerchief they were wearing. In recent years,
however, with the development of means of
communication and of cultural and economic
ties between various districts of the country,
local types of skullcaps have become popular
outside their districts of origin. One type of
skullcap is the araqchin. It is made of soft fabric
without padding and stitched with a white piece
of notched material around the edges. Araqchin
are worn under other skullcaps or hats.
Most men wore turbans (salla) or tied the edges
of their skullcaps up with kerchiefs meaning
that they looked like turbans. Turbans were
sometimes called dastor and they were made of
yarn, silk, wool and under down.

The most widely used form of head gear for
women was the rumol - square or oblong
headscarves. Depending on where women
lived, there were different ways of wearing these
headscarves. Silk or farang (a type of silk cloth)
headscarves, chorgul (headscarves with a four
-flower pattern), woolen headscarves called sholi
or qamarut were most popular with women.
During celebrations including weddings and
public festivities, well-off women used to wear
gold-embroidered headscarves. In other cases,
women used to wear headscarves made of white
muslin or lint (a type of cotton fabric) that were
called sarpech.

Qoshi tillo (women’s forehead jewelry), Early XX
century, National Museum of Tajikistan named after
Kamoliddin Behzod.
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Footwear
In the past, men’s and women’s footwear was
different in urban areas, the lowlands and
the mountain districts, depending on where
people lived and the season it was. For instance,
women in lowland districts wore kalush (a
popular kind of shoes) or heeled shoes at home
and put on traditional leather boots made
by local craftsmen when they went outside.
Welloff women had more varied footwear
(iroqi patterned shoes, heeled and colorful silk
embroidered shoes, gold-embroidered shoes,
iroqi patterned leather shoes heeled and colorful
silk embroidered shoes, gold- embroidered
shoes, iroqi patterned leather shoes).
In rural areas, people had a great number of
types of footwear. As well as clogs, mahsi (soft
leather boots) and kalush, people used to wear
heeled boot.. Such boots were a necessary
attribute for those who played buzkashi (the
traditional horse-riding game popular in Cen
tral Asia in which riders
try to take away the
headless carcass
of a goat from the
other team) as the
heel of the boot was
perfectly suited to
catch hold of the
stirrups while playing.
I should add that only
well-off people could
afford such boots
for themselves. Farm
workers used to wear
choruq, pekh and
chamus (different
types of flexible
shoes) made out
of two pieces of

Jurob (patterned, long cotton socks),
Pamir, Shugnon, 1956.

Children’s Jurobs (woolen socks)
Badakhshan, 2009.
leather
tied to the ankles
with special laces.
When working in the
fields or in the mountains,
people used to wear
so called khomak or
choruqi khomak, a type
of boots which were
like socks in their
shape. They were
made out of cow’s
hide and horsehide.
They would line
these boots with straw,
packed in over their woolen socks. A type of
footwear called muki (low-cut shoes) made
of coarse leather and mukak - another type of
knee-length boot made of sheepskin - were
very popular among farm-workers.
People in lowland districts used to wear their
footwear with paytoba (a type of puttee),
whereas in mountain districts the jurob long woolen socks - were popular. With the
spread of mass produced goods and the
development of manufacturing these types of
footwear became unpopular.
In many of the mountainous districts
of Tajikistan, such as the Pamir, Darvoz,
Qarotegin, and the northernmost parts of
Kulob and the upper reaches of the Zefarshan
River, women knitted and continue to knit
jurob long socks with floral, box tree, plain
tree, willow leaf and animal footprint motifs
and other patterns .Jurob were knitted out of
different colored woolen yarns. Jurob from
the Pamir region, which used to be made with
four needles or a metallic hook, were popular
for their rich variety of ornament and the
brightness of their colors.
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Weaving &
Printing on
Cotton Fabrics
The production and artistic decoration of fabrics
is also viewed as one of the ancient forms of Tajik
national arts and crafts. Until the last 25 years
of the 19th century, people in both rural and
urban areas used mainly cotton, silk and mixed
silk fabrics made by local craftsmen. Most of the
clothes, and other essential household items of
the population (kurpa - narrow cotton quilts
for seating, dastarkhan - tablecloths, blankets,
etc.) in those days were made of generally used
striped cotton fabrics such as alocha (a bright,
colorful blend of silk and cotton) and qalami.
Each art school was famous for its own specific
style of patterns, design and colors. Alocha
with narrow yellow and black or yellow and
navy blue stripes was known in almost all these
schools as mushku zafar. Other fabrics as well as
cotton, such as beqasab (a multi-colored light
silk fabric(, stripy semi silk alocha and silk cloth
used to be decorated with stripes. Beqasab
generally used to be patterned with narrow I
and brightly colored stripes. Beqasab was mainly
used to make women’s and men’s robes, women
sleeveless jackets and other garments.
Along with the fabrics decorated with stripes,
Tajik weavers used to produce a type of colorful
fabrics by a special technique to achieve multiple
patterns and motifs in which separate parts of
the cloth was tied up while being printed. These
patterns are known as abr. Abr patterns were
mainly used on the semi-silk fabric adras and
particularly on such silk fabrics as atlas (satin)
and khon- atlas (a higher quality sort of satin).
Silk cloth was dyed in the abrbandi style (tying

up the hanks of each part and dyeing them
different colors to produce abr silk), or in a single
color or with faint stripe or even with square
patterns.
Strands of fabrics were dyed one color with the
bottom of the strands dyed another color. This
is what gave the fabric its sparkling property. In
the mountain districts, the finished cloth and,
sometimes, embroidered clothes were dyed in
the abrbandi style.

Printed Cloth, XX Century, National Museum
of Tajikistan named after Kamoliddin Behzod.
Badakhshan, 2009.
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Cotton Printing
In the past, calico-cotton with a printed
pattern- was widely used by the Tajiks. Maser
Galico printers applied patterns of different
colors on to the white cloth, and later factory
produced calico was made with stencils
created from engraved boards. Calico printers
used to combine various elements to create
amazing patterns that were mainly colored in a
combination of red and black, with the with the
occasional addition of bright green, blue and
yellow patterns.

Musical
Instruments
Music had a great significance in the ancient
history and rich culture of the Tajik people. In
the past, the eminent representatives of Tajik
science and literature, including the founder of
Tajik-Persian literature Abu Abdullah Rudaki,
contributed greatly to music as an art form.
They played musical instruments, sang and left

Ghizhak (people stringed bowed instrument).
The Museum named after Gurminj Zavqibekov

Balandmaqom (national music instrument).
The Museum named after Gurminj Zavqibekov
behind them a rich musical heritage.
There is, therefore, a rich and ancient history to
the conception and development of Tajik musical
instruments. There are musical instruments
which have been around for a very long time
which are still played by people today. Others
have fallen out of use to be replaced by new
instruments, which have gained popularity. For
example, the dunay (also known as the qushnay
which can be translated as “two flutes”), the
chang (a string percussion instrument), the
tanbour (a string instrument), the nay (a flute),
the ghizhak (a type of violin which has existed for
over five thousand years) are still popular, widely
played and appreciated by the Tajik people. It
would be impossible to imagine Tajik music
without those instruments. A large number of
instruments, like the avlos, the musiqor, the
barbat, the ud, the changi amudi, the shohrud,
the qobuz and the nafir have gradually ceased
to be played or have changed their names and
shapes. Musical sources list more than 70 musical
instruments but only twenty of them have been
preserved and still exist now.
In terms of structure, features and use, Tajik
national instruments are divided into the
following groups: national finger plucked string
instruments, bowed string instruments, string
percussion instruments, wind instruments and
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percussion instruments.
Finger-plucked string instruments are played
with a plectrum. Among these there are the
rubob, the tanbour, the tor, the dutor and the
bass dutor, each of which is distinctive in terms
of its performance and sound.
The ghizhak (a Tajik violin), the sato and the
qobuz belong to the bowed string instrument
category. These instruments are played with a
bow and produce a distinctive sound which is
pleasing to the ear. In the Middle Ages the rubob
and the kamonch were played with a bow and
produced an amazingly agreeable sound.
String percussion instruments give off a sound
when struck with sticks. The chang is also
included in this group of instruments. The qonun
is classified as a string percussion instrument
because of its shape and musical qualities. It is
played by plucking the strings with the nails, as
is the chang. However, the qonun can be also
played with sticks. The changqobuz or labchan
(an instrument played with the lips) also belongs
to this category.
Wind instruments are played by blowing air
through them. The nay, the surnay, the shaypur,
the nafir, the karnay and the tutak are all in
this category. These instruments exist only in
the Tajik musical tradition and differ from each

Tor (people-plucked string instrument).
The Museum named after Gurminj Zavqibekov
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Tablak (small drum).

other both in terms of the sound produced and
the way they must be played. The nay and the
surnay are intended for melodies. The karnay,
in contrast, is used as a musical instrument
for solemn ceremonies, wedding parties and
for giving a structure to music. In the past, the
shaypur and the nafir were played to indicate the
beginning of a hunt or signal acts of war.
Percussion instruments are played by striking
them with the hands for marking out the time.
This group of instruments includes the daf (or
the doyra), the tablak, the naqora, the qoshuq,
the drum, the tabl (a kettledrum), the qayroq,
the safoel, the chalab (a cymbal) and others.
Some of these instruments (the karnay, the
surnay, the tabira and the naqora) are still used
for solemn ceremonies and played in musical
contests. On account of interethnic cultural ties,
many European musical instruments have been
adopted in contemporary Tajik music and have
enriched it.
...............................................................................................................
*Excerpt from «The Tajik Golden Heritage», Fifth edition,
revised and supplemented; Dushanbe, Irfon. 2012

72

HANDICRAFTS

TRADITIONAL
TURKISH
HANDICRAFTS
Brings Together Cultural Heritage of
Different Civilizations
By Mehmet Ali Ozel
Expert, Ministry of Culture & Tourism, Republic of Turkey

Traditional Turkish handicrafts have
formed a rich mosaic by bringing together
its genuine values with the cultural
heritage of the different civilizations
which were coming from the thousand
years of history of the Anatolia. Traditional
handicrafts constitute an important
part of the Turkish Culture. Turkey is
particularly rich in terms of the diversity
of handicrafts developed in different
regions.
Traditional Turkish handicrafts
include; carpet-making, rugmaking, cloth-weaving,
ceramics and pottery,
embroidery, leather
manufacture,

musical instrument-making, copper work,
basket-making, saddle-making, feltmaking, weaving, woodwork etc.
The classification and description of
handicrafts show differences from country
to country, culture to culture and as for
Anatolia, classification is made on the
basis of the material used. In some other
cultures, this classification is made by the
occupation groups, the regions where
the handicrafts are manufactured and
the techniques used. Those groups on
their own are divided into sub-groups
according to the techniques and usage
areas. Take a look at some type of
handicrafts which are more common in
Turkey.
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Weaving Materials
Art of weaving, embroidery,
art of knitting, art of handprinted scarf

Weaving materials in traditional Turkish
handicrafts consist of wool, mohair, cotton,
bristles and silk. Weaving can be done with all
kinds of cloth, and produces plaits, carpets, rugs
and felt obtained by spinning thread, connecting
the fibers together or by other methods.
Weaving is a handicraft which has been practiced
in Anatolia for many years and considered as a
mean of earning a livelihood.
Embroidery, a unique example of Turkish
handicrafts, is not only used for decoration but
also as a means of communication tool with the
symbolism in its designs. Today, embroidery
made with tools such as the crochet needle,
needle, shuttle and hairpin designed either as
a border or motif, and goes by different names

according to the implement used and the
technique. These include; needle, crochet needle,
shuttle, hairpin, silk cocoon, wool, candle stick,
bead and left-over cloth.
Stoneware under the captions of luletasi
(meerschaum), oltutasi (jet) and stone carving
arts is widely seen in architecture as well as
tombstones, decorative objects and accessories.
Glazed earthenware tiles, were brought to
Anatolia by the Seljuks. Seljuk artists were
especially successful at creating animal designs.
The glazed earthenware tiles initiated in the
14th century in lznik, in the 15th century in
Kutahya and in the 17th century in Canakkale,
made a positive contribution and brought new
interpretations to Ottoman ceramic and glazed
earthenware tile art. Between the 14 and 19th
centuries, Turkish glazed earthenware tiles and
ceramic art became world famous for their
extraordinary creative workmanship.
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Glassware

Art of bead making, art of
glass blowing, art of under
glass painting
Glass, the main substance of which is soil, is
made by processing various are oxides under
heat. The glassware including the
objects of blown glass, nazar
boncugu and under
glass painting is
more prevalent
in Anatolia.

While the products of blown glass are mainly
used as utensils or decorative objects, nazar
boncugu and under glass painting objects bear
ritual aspects in this regard.
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Leatherwork

Art of rawhide sandal, Yemeni
making, art of saddler, art of
shadow theatre figures etc.
Leatherwork is displayed under three heading
as the arts of rawhide sandals/yemeni making,
Karagoz figures and the art of saddlery. Leather
is preferred especially for making stable
gear for pack animals, clothing and also for
manufacturing “Karagoz” figures.

Animal and
Herbal ‘Waste

Art of felt making, mother of
pearl, art of soap making, art
of straw making, art of basket
making, art of broom making
etc.
Animal wastes like mother of pearl, bone, horn
and tortoise shell are, to a large extent, processed
with wooden and metal materials, yet, sometimes
they are separately processed to make decorative
objects and accessories. Baskets, generally used
as an agricultural tool, straw mats as ground cloth,
and soaps, which vary from region to region, are
produced by processing the plant wastes like
corncobs, rye and wheat stalks.
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Turkmenistan’s
Handicrafts
The Jewelry-Craft as
Ornaments & Amulets

Although Turkmenistan as an ancient
territory was ruled by many successive
civilizations and multiple cultures with
exceptional artistic and handcrafts
heritage but the local artists didn’t satisfy
themselves with copying shapes and
designs. They modified the artistic
patterns according to their sensibility,
forms and content. They worked with
their own ancestral techniques and
according to their aesthetic sense
and ideology, thus giving birth
to a new art, profoundly
original.
The art of
goldsmiths in

Turkmenistan reflects many aspects of
the material and spiritual life of its people,
their way of life as well as their religious,
social, ethical and artistic aspirations. The
goldsmith from 16th century until the
20th century, were essentially occupied
with jewelry for women. All the events in
the life of woman of Turkmenistan, from
their youth until old age, are reflected in
the nature and quality of the jewelry they
possessed. Some of them were wedding
presents and were worn only during feast
days, quite different from what one would
wear every day; but other gradations also
existed and were linked with social status,
age, etc.
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A Turkmen bride wearing traditional jewelry
Parents gave their daughter, aged from three to
seven years old, silver earring and bracelets, coral
jewelry of little value. On the other hand, jewelry
given to a fiancé showed great diversity. Mothers
passed on family jewels to their daughters,
but usually the fiancé ordered engagement
jewelry from a goldsmiths, formed a rich unity,
harmoniously completing the ample dresses
with bright colors magnificently embroidered by
skilled hands.
The jewelry adorned the head, the foreheads,
the temples, the ears, the neck, chest, shoulders,
wrists and fingers. During wedding and feast
days, girls, and young women would wear all

the jewelry in their possession. The large- sized
jewelry was generally made of silver (sometimes
of gilded silver); the earrings, rings and bracelets,
however, were made of gold.
The goldsmiths used almost every known
procedure for the shaping of the metals: forging,
casting, stamping, engraving, chasing, filigreeing.
Moreover, the objects were adorned with gilt,
niello, and colored stones were embedded
in them. The goldsmiths from Turkmenistan
generously adorned their pieces of work with
semiprecious stones. The pieces of lesser value
were embellished with glass jewelry, sequins and
coral.
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Jewelry
as Amulet
Of all the Central Asian ornaments, the most
fabulous and most recognizable belong to the
Turkmenistan. Although Turkmen jewelry with
striking elaborate stone-inlaid items, stamped
and engraved with graceful designs, are meant
for the sake of adornment and ornamentation,
but it is also intended for amulet and good luck
charm.
In the mythological consciousness of the
Turkmen, positive magic power is attributed to
the decorative details crafted into their jewelry.
Water signs, mountain motifs, tree-of-life,
ancestral symbols, horn representations, leaf
and blossom designs, are paired, much as in
the Chinese concept of yin and yang, into male
-female, east-west, sun-moon, bright-dark, etc.,
in a bid to preserve the balance of order in their
environment.

Turkmen earrings, late 19th, silver, stamped and engraved,
with carnelians, Museum of Oriental Arts, Moscow

A Turkmen pendant made of metal, brass and carnelian 		
stones

In the most commonly used jewelry techniques,
silver is melted over a clay hearth fire fanned
by hand bellows. Thin silver plates are poured
out, and pattern lines are chased, engraved with
gouges, or hammered in with punches. Silver
wire is drawn and corded, gently hammered into
engraved notches, and soldered.
To form a gold amalgam with a very low melting
point, gold plates are heated and mixed with
about six times the amount of mercury. A large
(four- to six-inch) circular jewel-studded silver
button or pin used as a closure at the throat of
a dress or coat is the guljaka, originally worn by
Caspian Sea area Turkmen women of the Yomud
tribe, but later adopted by others. The circular
form represents the rotation of the world and the
arrangement of the stones and motifs reflects
the Turkmen view of time and space.
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Turkmen claim the carnelian protects the eyes
from disease; other sources claim it gives general
protection from death and illness and brings
the wearer good luck and peace. In some cases,
another substance stands in for carnelian —
most commonly, red glass.

Turkmen Guljaka
The magnificently detailed bracelets with firegilded patterns on silver, embellished with rows
of carnelian, are worn in pairs. Most consist of
two rows, but can have as many as eight rows,
reaching from wrist to
elbow. Some

19th century Turkmen bracelet, silver, gilt, stamped and engraved, with carnelian. Cuff bracelets. Silver, gilt and engraved,
with carnelian, Museum of Oriental Arts, Moscow.
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Ceramics
Ceramics are the most traditional form of
decorative arts in Central Asia. The oldest
centers of civilization on the territory of today’s
Turkmenistan: Kara-tepe, Gheoksiour, Ak-depe,
Altyne-depe, Namasga-depe, dating from the
4th 2-nd millennium B.C., have provided us with
remarkable specimens of painted pottery of
the archaic type. The appearance of the potter’s
wheel and the firing of pottery in the kiln at the
end of the 3rd- beginning of the 2nd millennium
B.C. can be considered as a kind of technological
revolution which resulted in great diversity of
pottery forms and their decorative principles.
In the beginning of the 16th century, ceramics
still pursued the traditions of the previous
century, but glazed ceramics of the 19th and
early 20th century attained less perfection than
they had throughout the 9th and 16th century,
but the simplicity of their shapes and the glossy
joyful ornamentation confers great originality
on these objects. And still today, the traditional
ceramic works have a considerable importance
in everyday life of the people of Turkmenistan.

Akhal Teke Turkmen carpet

Carpet
Weaving
Carpet making is one of the oldest arts in
Turkmenistan. It took centuries for these designs
to develop and the decoration of the carpets is
extremely original, reflecting stylized articles of
the real world surrounding nomadic livestockbreeders.
Ornaments are geometric and love of deep, rich
red is an artistic tradition of the carpets. The art
of carpet weaving was passed from generation
to generation and today one can single out
several types of Turkmen carpets, each having
individual ornamentation. The five traditional
designs form part of the country’s state emblem
and flag. For Turkmen nomads, the carpets were
extremely important, covering wagon floors
and forming collapsible walls, protecting them
from the cold. Turkmen carpets have been also
represented in pictures of the Italian Renaissance
artists.
Today, carpet making has become a professional
art. Like the Turkmen ancestors, natural dyes and
sheep wool (the smoothest to the touch) are still
used.
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Embroidery
Embroidery is one of the most ancient folk crafts
of Turkmenistan people. Skills are passed from
mother to daughter. During the Soviet period,
ancient methods of dyeing were forgotten
and replaced with synthetic chemicals. After
the country’s Independence, Turkmen women
embarked the process of reviving old traditions
using natural mineral dyes. The most popular
fabric is Keteni, which is woven from handspun
silk on very simple, ancient, homemade
horizontal looms. Embroidery decorates such
domestic items as table cloths, napkins, bags and
dresses.

Embroidered bag and two skull-caps, Ashkhabad
market, Turkmenistan

...................................................................................................................
Sources:
- The Jewelry-craft of Central Asia. Abuzafar Sadiq. UNESCO’s
fellowship program. Pakistan Ministry of Culture, Sports and
Youth Affairs.
- Central Asian Art, Greenwhich Editions (2003), A member
of Chrysalis Books plc. London
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Preserving the
Traditions of
Handicrafts in
Uzbekistan

Uzbek national embroidery ‘Suzanne’
National handicrafts in Uzbekistan have
developed from century to century,
leaving us unique items made by
unknown craftsmen, impressing us with
their rich imagination and creative
thought. Throughout the 20th
century, because of changes in
social and economic conditions,
the handicraft business
gradually decreased,
yielding its position
to factory-made
products.

Since political independence, the fate
of folk handcrafts art has significantly
changed for the better. Folk art of
Uzbekistan has gained a new lease on life.
Currently, as never before, folk craftsmen
are being given more attention. A careful
approach to heritage and traditional
cultural values and assistance to artisans
has become an issue of governmental
policy. The renaissance of handicraft
traditions has turned into a natural
process, striving specifically to preserve
national culture.

HANDICRAFTS

83

Ceramics
Going back to recent historical background of
this form of craft, it is clear that since the 60’s, the
main centers of ceramic production gradually
started to disappear for various reasons:
first, the lack of demand for such products;
second, because of the indifference of the local
burocracy towards folk artisans and last, because
of the decrease of the social status of the artists.
The latest development of the traditional art
of ceramics proves that the earlier abandoned
centers of ceramic production have now been
revived, there is a larger variety of products
and the quality is being improved.
The craftsmen, enjoying
governmental support, are
increasing the volume of
production for the sake of
competition and profit.
They aim at preserving
local features and strive

to restore forgotten shapes and patterns but
at the same time they create new decorative
motifs. The Samarkand School of Ceramics uses
the tradition of decorating dishes with stucco
molding depicting the heads of animals and
birds. The tradition of making clay toys, which
formerly had religious connotations, is also
being resurrected.
This handicraft, which earlier belonged to the
Bukhara and Samarkand Schools of Ceramics,
was practically lost together with its masters.
Even today, there are very few artisans
who make clay toys because there
is a very small demand for such
items. For this reason, the
items made by famous
national ceramicists are
exhibited at international
exhibitions around the
world.
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Jewelry
Jewelry is one of the most developed kinds of
craftsmanship in Uzbekistan. This art, far back
widely popular and rich in traditions of antiquity,
is being further developed by contemporary
artisans. Jewelers, or zargars, made articles
basically of silver and gold combining precious
metals with various sparkling gems: rubies,
emeralds, sapphires, such semi-precious,
lusterless and opaque jewels (bright and rich in
tone) as pearls, turquoise, cornelian, jasper and
corals, as well as brilliant multi-stained glass,
mastic beads, which were in use from the second
half of the 19th century.

Carpet
Weaving

Antique Uzbek jewelry silver pendant
Uzbek craftsmen of today still practice
ancient jewelry making techniques for cutting
gemstones, grain filigree, granular work,
engraving, embossing, chasing and enameling.
Modern jewelers not only uphold traditions, but
they also take fashion demands and styles into
account.

The resurrection of carpet making traditions
and the improvement of carpet-making as a
whole, including the training of masters, has
without a doubt, been a very encouraging
process. Nevertheless, there is a growing need
to involve and unite the efforts of artists and art
researchers in creating new carpet compositions
which would comply with the character of Uzbek
national decorative art.
The carpets which are woven on vertical and
horizontal looms are of high quality. The length
of the pile (nap) does not exceed 2-1 mm and
the density of the weave ranges from -600
800 thousand to 1 million 000 200 of knots
per square meter. The finished silk carpet.
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Doll Making
is extremely thin and strong. Currently, the
production of silk carpets is also developing
in Bukhara. This town has, for centuries, been
famous for its gold embroidered items, very
popular among the young people of today.

Uzbek dolls

Doll-making is also one of the forgotten and
newly resurrected folk handicrafts. Not so long
ago, the puppet shows of travelling puppeteers
(Mascarabozes ) were adored and enjoyed by
everyone from both urban and rural areas. Today,
these dolls dressed in Uzbek national costume,
have become traditional Uzbek souvenirs which
are used as toys or decorations at homes. They
represent literary characters from traditional
fairy tales. While keeping loyal to traditional
forms, ornamentation and methods, they are
currently looking for new ways and means of
artistic expression. In the decoration of
plates and trays, they very often use
pictures of famous architectural
monuments in
Bukhara.
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Contemporary
ABR Cloth from
Marghilan
Hand-made weaving is one of the oldest
handicrafts in Central Asia. Fragments of Central
Asian antique and medieval cloths that have
survived the test of time are scattered in different
museums of the world.
By the mid19-th century, in Uzbekistan,
this traditional handicraft was produced in
many cities-Bukhara, Marghilan, Namangan,
Samarkand, Andijon, Kokand, Karshi,
Shakhrisabz- and in some villages such as Urghut
and Baisun. In the 19th and early 20th centuries,
there was a decline in this handicraft business
because it could not withstand competition with
imported and factory –made fabrics. Yet hand
–made clothes were still produced according
to a high artistic standards using technological
perfection and they remained in demand in spite
of the significant reduction of their production.
The decline of production capacity was
characteristic of all handicrafts in Uzbekistan
during the late 19th and early 20yh centuries.
In spite of overall decline, some cloths retained
their high quality.
In the 1920’s, there was an attempt to support
homemade production by forming a market for
handicrafts and supplying raw materials. The
work process was entirely based on old methods,
using old instruments. In the 1960’s these
co-operative work-shops were closed. From
that period, national light industrial enterprise
such as the Marghilan Atlas Firm and other silk
producing factories in Namangan and Kokand
were responsible for making traditional cloth,
chiefly the abr variety.
Hand weaving, however, was still alive
“underground” the regulated system of arts
despite the fact that it was prohibited by law.

Uzbek national khan-atlas
Hand –made cloth making was concentrated
chiefly within the Ferghana valley, particularly
Masrghilan, Namangan, Andijan, and Kokand.
Keeping or using old looms in any house was
regarded as being as being archaic, discrediting
the “progressive Socialist socio-political system”.
These looms were destroyed, mostly burnt. As a
result, the local population eventually forgot the
art of making traditional cloth. Since the 1930’s,
Atlas became the only cloth related to this
traditional handicraft.
Independence gave Uzbekistan a new impetus
regarding the revival and development of
traditional culture which was conducive to
increasing the social status of craftsmen. This had
a significant influence on hand weaving.
Weaving traditions prevailed in Marghilanduring the late 19th century and in early 20th
century, weaving developed in homemade
workshops and later in co-operative workshops
that were re-organized into a factory which was
privatized in 1993.
Secrets of certain technical processes natural
dyes and the symbolic meanings of the
designs served as fundamental processes of
these beautiful cloths, they were the basics of
making good cloth. All these basics had to be
rediscovered, almost from scratch.
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The initial group faced many problems. They
needed to restore the originality of the local
weaving schools of the 18th and 19th centuries
and to decide whether to follow the traditional
ways or to introduce their own innovations.
They had to find out which cloths needed to be
revived.
Following the traditional ways, the weavers of
Marghilan used egg-whites and mallets for more
shine in their atlas, and more shimmering in
their adrases and bekasabs. The most serious
issue in making abr cloth is how to color them
with natural dyes. Members of the group studied
natural- dyeing technologies in India for two
months.
Hand-weaving is an expensive process.
Production is aimed at being, in the long
run, a piece of art. To make a high –quality
traditional cloth, it is necessary to address
not only artistic, but also organizational and
production issues. However paradoxical it may
seem, mass production contributes towards the
development of hand-weaving cloth.
In 1995, a large fair of folk handicrafts
demonstrating the level of development of
handcrafted art, was held in celebration of the
country’s independence. This fair was supported
by the UN and was dedicated to the UN’s 50th
anniversary. The theme of this fair was «MasterApprentice”.
This was very symbolic in that it underlined
the actual direct and practical application of
handicrafts that has not yet been lost and the
encouragement of the preservation of traditions
through apprenticeship. Its essence was not only
to disclose the secrets of certain handicrafts to
younger generations, but also to instill a love
for folk art. This project was undertaken by
international organizations interested in the
development of tourism and wanting to support
the economy of the new FSU countries.
The main sponsor of culture in the country
remains the State. Decrees focusing on
the further revival and development of
folk handicraft have been issued, the most
important of which is a Decree of the President
of the Republic of Uzbekistan “On measures of
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governmental support and further development
of folk trades and applied arts”, which obligates
local governmental bodies to provide practical
assistance to folk artisans working at home
manufacturing handmade crafts. To facilitate
economic support in a practical way, folk artisans
have been exempted from income tax while
selling of handmade products abroad has also
been relieved of customs fees.
The Presidential Decree specifies a list of folk
handicrafts which includes alabaster quench
work, ceramics, carpets, jewelry, ceramics and
wooden toys. A number of folk craftsmen were
awarded the title “Academicians of the Uzbek
Academy of Art”. An honorary award “Master of
Folk Art of Uzbekistan” has been introduced by
law. An association of folk artisans “Khunarmand”
has been established under the auspices of the
Musavvir Research and Production Centre with
branches in every administrative district of the
Republic.
The government has made provisions for
all legal and economic foundations for the
fruitful development of
handicrafts in Uzbekistan
and thanks to these
efforts; it is now
possible to create
international
foundations and
organizations.

..............................................
Sources:
-SAN`AT, Journal of the
Academy of Arts of
Uzbekistan- Tashkent,
Republic of Uzbekistan
- Contemporary ABR
cloth from Marghilan» by
Kamola Akilova
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