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UZBEK GOLD EMBROIDERY

Tereza Hejzlarova'

ABSTRACT: The art of gold embroidery has a very long history in Uzbekistan. Bukhara is
considered to be the traditional and renowned centre of gold embroidery, with its high
point being in the 19" century. Gold embroidery was used in particular to decorate the
clothes of the emir and his courtiers. Goldwork masters used specific materials, technical
processes and stitch types. There were also rules for the creation of compositions and
the choice of pattern.

Numerous examples of gold embroidery from the 19" and 20" centuries can currently be
seen in Uzbek museums in Tashkent, Samarkand and Bukhara.” The Naprstek Museum
in Prague has five items in its collection (four caps and a saddle blanket) which illustrate
the Uzbek gold embroidery of the period mentioned above.

Key WoRrDs: gold embroidery — Uzbek embroidery — Uzbekistan — Bukhara — National
Museum — Naprstek Museum of Asian, African and American Cultures — Prague —
- museum collections.

Introduction

The oldest museum examples of Uzbek gold embroidery come, with a few exceptions,
from the 19" century. However, archaeological finds have shown that gold embroidery
has a very long tradition in Central Asia. There is evidence of this kind of embroidery
on the territory of Uzbekistan dating from the 1-2 century A.D., discovered in the
Tashkent region. Fragments of gold, forming a spiral scroll-shaped pattern, were found
in the waist and chest areas of human remains in the Tashkent region.’

The first detailed descriptions of gold-embroidered clothes and fabrics at the court
of Timur were made by Spanish diplomat Ruy Gonzélez de Clavijo’, who came to

' Contact: Institute of Ethnology, Faculty of Arts, Charles University in Prague, email: alabaj@email.cz.

¢ Tashkent — State Museum of History, State Museum of Art, State Museum of the History of the
Timurids, Samarkand — A. Tkramov Museum of History and Culture, Bukhara — State Museum of
Architecture and Art.
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Samarkand in September 1404. In his travelogue from 1406, Embajada a Tamorlan, Clavijo
describes, for example, the clothes worn by Timur’s grandson Pir Muhammad (1374-1407),
whom he met in person: “And this ruler’s grandson was dressed according to his traditions.
He wore clothing of blue silk with gold embroidery in the form of circles — on his back, chest and
sleeves. His hat was covered with large pearls and precious stones, and a glowing ruby shone
from the top.” A further account from the 15" century is that of historian Abd al-Razzak
Samarkandi (1413-1482), who mentions a gold-embroidered head covering called a kalla-
-i-tillo-duzi. This was among the gifts sent by Shahrukh® in 1442 to the Bengali ruler.
Gold embroidery as a profession is described by the Tajik writer Mahmoud Wasifi
(1485-1551/1566). Records of gold embroidery are later found in reports by the Pazukhin
brothers, who were ambassadors of Tsar Alexis Mikhailovich. In 1670 they arrived at
the court of Abdul Aziz Khan (1614-1683) in Bukhara. When they left Bukhara he gave
them gifts in the form of a gold-embroidered kaftan, turban and belt.”

Bukharan gold embroidery flourished in a major way during the reign of Abdul
Akhad Khan, who ruled from 1895-1911. The largest number of gold-embroidered
objects in museum collections come from his era.® Clothing decorated with gold
embroidery was mostly owned by the emir, the court aristocracy and wealthy burghers.
Gold symbolised sunlight, immortality and wealth, and so was very popular,
especially with the aristocracy. Among the clothing and accessories decorated with
gold embroidery was the extremely richly-embroidered male overcoat known as the
Jjoma mardona, worn by the emirs and their family members, courtiers and dignitaries.
Also impressive was the gold embroidery on the salai zarduzi turban, which was made
of fine muslin and reached lengths of up to twenty metres. Other items of men’s
clothing decorated with gold embroidery were the long, wide chalvor trousers, the paltu
three-quarter-length coat worn only by the emir, the muza velvet boots, the belt
kamarband and the kaluchi military uniform. Gold-embroidered women’s clothing
included the coat known as the kaltacha (mursak, munisak), the paranja coat, the kurtai
zarduzi overshirt, izori zarduzi trousers, which were embroidered from the ankle to the
knee, makhsi soft-soled velvet boots, popush shoes, the peshonaband headdress and the
rumol and sarandoz scarves. Both women’s and men’s kallapushi zarduzi caps were also
liberally embellished with gold embroidery. It was also a popular decoration for items
of horse tack, especially the dauri (yolpush) saddle blanket and the zinpush, a small
covering for the saddle. An example of larger-scale gold embroidery was the
decoration of the ruidzho marriage sheet and the joynamaz prayer mat. Gold embroidery
can also be found on other items, such as cushions, knife sheaths and pouches and
other small objects.

The chief customer for and commissioner of gold embroidery was the emir, and
court workshops built into the houses of the higher-ranking state officials produced it
for him. In 1885-1911 there were two court workshops and around 25 private ones.’
However, the work produced in the private workshops and designed for the court was
regulated. Products from private producers were sold at markets.

> CLAVIJO, R. G. de. Embajada a Tamorlan [online]. c2003 [cit. 8. 1. 2012] s. 85. (PDF). Available on
the WWW: <http://www.biblioteca.org.ar/libros/71344.pdf>. (Own translation).
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® Ibidem, p. 7.

* Ibidem, p. 12, 14.
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The main producers of gold embroidery were men. The local belief was that women
might lower the shine and quality of the gold thread with their breath."” The master
gold embroiderers, or zarduzi, formed themselves into craftsmen’s guilds (kasaba), with
their own administration, rituals and guild rules. The spiritual leader of each guild was
the elder, aksakoli kasaba. His task was to resolve disputes, ensure commissions,
facilitate loans (bunaka) and to lead rituals within the guild, above all the rite of passage
from apprentice to master. The presence of the aksakol was also compulsory at family
events involving guild members — weddings, funerals, house purchases and so on.
The elder was also the protector and promoter of the guild’s cult.

Gold embroidery was an official court art until the demise of the Bukhara emirate
in 1920. After that, the loss of the main customer — the emir — led to a major decrease in
production. Gold embroidery was now increasingly confined to the decoration of small
items, such as caps and certain articles of women’s clothing."

Materials and Tools

The chief material for gold embroidery in the 19" and early 20" centuries was velvet
(bakhmal), and to a lesser extent silk, the local silk-mix fabric alocha, woollen fabrics,
muslin and leather. Velvet decorated with golden embroidery was used mainly to
make men’s coats (khalat), saddle blankets and footwear. Men’s khalats were made
mostly of velvet, which was imported from Russia but also France, Turkey, Iran, Syria
and India.” The factory-produced velvet was plain-coloured, striped, checked or patterned
in other ways. However, plain-coloured velvet was preferred, especially green, red,
purple and blue. Bukharan-produced velvet, bakhmal-makhmal, was also used. Silk
fabrics were used mostly for women'’s clothing and for men’s and children’s waist
sashes. Alocha fabric was used as a base for large embroideries adorning the interior of
a home, and to a lesser extent for children’s and women'’s clothing. Woollen fabrics,
most frequently wool cloth, were used to make uniforms and horse coverings.
High-quality muslin was used only to make turbans. Gold embroidery on leather,
meanwhile, was used for footwear in particular.

Various types of gold thread, of varying quality, were used for the embroidery. The
thread was mostly imported from India, but from the mid-19" century Russia became
the largest importer of thread. The thread most widely used in Bukhara was a type of
soft gold thread called kalebatun. Fine gilded silver wires were wound around a silk or
cotton thread. The colour of the silk threads was derived from the colours of gold
(yellow, orange) and silver (white). On objects from the 1830s-1870s gold thread is
wound around a yellow silk thread. In the 1880s-1890s the central thread is orange,
sometimes red or cinnamon-coloured. In the first decade of the 20" century, orange silk
thread was used again. From then on, the quality of gold thread gradually worsened;
it was wound around a yellow cotton thread.” There was also much use of a flat thread
called sim, which was a metal semi-finished product that was passed over a miniature
opening in a special metal tablet called a kariyo. According to P.A. Goncharova, sim
thread appeared in Uzbek gold embroidery in 1893, when it was first imported to

"BOrOCIIOBCKASL, 1.; JIEBTEEBA, JI. (2006), p. 110.

"TOHYAPOBA, II. A. (1986), p. 9.

“CHUJIOPEHKO, A. 1.; APTBIKOBA, A. P.; PAJDKABOB, P. P. (1981), p. 13.
“T'OHYAPOBA, II. A. (1986), p. 17-18.
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Bukhara." Other researchers believe sim thread was produced in Bukhara in the early-
to-mid 19" century, and was also imported from India and Iran.”

The golden patterns were often complemented by motifs embroidered in twisted
and untwisted silk of various colours. From the early 1890s, silk thread was gradually
replaced by cotton thread. Combinations of the two materials were also not unknown.
Motifs embroidered in silk are also found on more valuable objects during this period.
Towards the end of the 19" century, gold and silver wire known as likak, with no central
thread, started to be used, and adorned appliqués on velvet and the free spaces in
patterns. All types of metal thread were attached using stab stitches in cotton pechak
thread in the colour of the embroidery. Gold embroidery was also complemented by
sequins, precious stones or their imitations and various types of jewels."

Master of zarduzi usually used a rectangular frame called a korchub for their
embroidery. Its width was regulated with the aid of moveable transverse slats called
shamshirak. The gold thread was first wound on a four-sided wooden stick called a
patila, around 20 cm long. The inside of the patila had lead poured into it; the weight of
the lead helped keep the thread taut. To protect the fingers, two types of thimble were
used — the metal angushtpona (on the middle finger of the right hand) and the
taangushtpona made out of heavy leather (on the middle finger of the left hand). The
patterns were cut from cardboard or leather with the aid of special home-made bent
scissors — kaychi-ushtur--gardan (camel’s neck scissors). During the period in question,
factory-produced needles (suzan) were used.

The Technical Process and Stitch Types

One of the most complicated stages in gold embroidery was the laying of the pattern
on the cut-out fabric. This work was usually done by a sar korchuba darkash — a specialist
in the preparation of the embroidery frame. The various parts of the pattern had to be
laid out into the required composition so that they followed on from each other
flawlessly. Any discrepancies in the pattern were shunted into areas that were not visible,
such as under the sleeves or at the side of the clothing. The patterns were first drawn
on paper and their contours were pricked through with a needle. The paper was then
laid on cardboard and sprinkled with coal dust. When the paper was removed, the
lines created by the dust falling through the needle holes were traced over with a pen.
Templates made in this way, known as akhtakagoz, were cut out and sewn to the fabric
base. To obtain a higher relief, several layers of cardboard or leather were used. The
production of templates was the responsibility of draughtsmen called tarkhkash. In the
mid-19" century templates were still cut out of leather, but later cardboard, latta kagoz,
imported from Russia, started to be used.” The creation of the pattern started from the
edge of the fabric, where the border was first marked out using a thread covered in
chalk, the lines of which were printed on to the fabric. The border was then filled with
the pattern, and the pattern-layer moved on to the composition of the pattern in the
central field. The embroidery of the different motifs usually involved several people,
their number depending on the size and complexity of the pattern. First the basics of
the pattern were embroidered, and then the details. The contours of the motifs were

“Ibidem, p. 18.
" CUJAOPEHKO, A. H.; APTBIKOBA, A. P.; PAJDKABOB, P. P. (@981) AP 8
" [bidem.




embroidered using a thin cord called a fakhrir and made of gold, firmly twisted threads.
For less high-quality items, the contours were formed by gold threads laid in bundles
(takhriri khom). Takhrir cord was also used to create small patterns, such as the tagalak or
margula spirals, which were often used to decorate borders. The motifs of the pattern
were also decorated using a technique called khorakduzi or a chain of little circles called
kabuli. Only after the whole pattern had been embroidered were the various parts of the
fabric sewn together.

Two basic techniques are used in gold embroidery — zarduzi-zaminduzi and
zarduzi-gulduzi. Both techniques use a satin stitch in gold or silver thread. In the case of
zarduzi-zaminduzi two methods are distinguished — embroidery without an underlay;,
and embroidery on a siddi underlay, which was more widespread. The underlay
consisted of fine cotton threads known as responi gazori, with the aid of which the
pattern was embroidered through the fabric; the technique of laid thread work. Two to
eight threads were first soaked in water and were then wound together into a cord. The
underlay threads were laid in parallel rows in the same direction as that in which the
golden threads were laid. The thinner the cords and the more thickly they were laid,
the finer was the gold embroidery. The zarduzi-gulduzi technique differs in the underlay
material, which consisted of templates made of leather or cardboard. This method, too,
involved the gold threads being laid in parallel rows, closely beside each other, and
being sewn at the edges using silk or cotton threads. The zarduzi-zaminduzi technique
was most widespread in the 19" century. At the start of the 20" century there was a huge
boom in the zarduzi-gulduzi technique.” A combination of the two techniques in a single
piece of embroidery was called zarduzi-gulduzi-zaminduzi or zarduzi-zaminduzi-gulduzi,
depending on which technique was predominant. Other techniques were
zarduzi-berishimduzi — embroidery in which coloured silk was used together with the
gold threads, and zarduzi-pulakchaduzi — embroidery using gold threads in combination
with sequins (pulakcha). Sequins usually filled in plant patterns or were used to outline
them. In these cases they were sewn on in thick rows. Occasionally they were formed
into the shape of flowers or stars, especially on saddle blankets. In a class of its own
was marvorid-kori, embroidery decorated with pearls and precious stones, used
exclusively to decorate the clothes of the emir.

The stitches used in gold embroidery formed various patterns, differing in
terminology accordingly. One of the most widespread stitches was the mauji-yakriya
(one-sided wave), which forms parallel diagonal lines. Variations on it were the
mauji-duruya stitch (two-sided wave) and the mauji-pushtimokhi (wave-fish scale) in the
form of zig-zag lines. In the mauji-ocha-bacha stitch (wave-mother and child) a varying
number of threads are sewn to the underlay in an alternating way", thus creating narrow
and wide relief bands, either in diagonal (yakruya) or zig-zag lines (duruya). A highly
popular stitch was the chasmi-bulbul (nightingale’s eye), which consists of small squares
or diamonds. Using combinations of stitches — chasmi-bulbul, mauji-yakruya and
mauji-duruya — it was possible to create up to ten variations. The chasmi-bulbul stitch was
often connected with the shash-khol (six birthmarks) stitch, in the form of a square grille

7 Ibidem, p. 15, 20.

“JIEBTEEBA, JI. 3onotoe muthe Byxapu. San’at [online]. 2003, no. 4 [cit. 2010-02-15]. Available on
the WWW: <http:/ /www.sanat.orexca.com/rus/archive/4-03/history_art9.shtml>.

“Usually in this stitch 4 and 22 threads were alternated.
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a. mauji-chor-dar-chor b. shash-khol c. khishti-kharam d. mauji-yakruya
e. mauji-ocha-bacha f. chashmi-bulbul g. kandori-chor-bakhiyagi h. kandori-khasht-bakhiyagi
i. mauji-duruya j. takhrir k. kungra |. khorakduzi m. kabuli


































