
anlhropological essays on hiuarchy, Oxford: JASO). In the ordering of 
temple rank, however. principles of status hierarchy were at work which 
conuadicted the hierarchies of Dravidian kinship and arfinity characteristic 
of Tamang communities. For Tamangs to enter temple membership, they 
would have to repudiate original lineage principles, though successive 
generations could later build into temple-focused lineages. Clarke saw a 
dropping of classificatory kinship among Lama households in favou r of 
kindred-based alliances, requiring an analysis of tactics rather than rules, 
though the break from hierarchies of affmity could never be complete, and 
in these inconsistencies social change could be understood. What makes 
Clarke's ethnography particularly convincing is his clear appreciation of the 
variant instances of these social processes across the Helambu region. Few 
anthropologists manage 10 achieve such expansive regional familiarity. but 
it is precisely this undersumding of gradated lransfonnation that is the key 
to Himalayan society. He sought, moreover, to understand the historical 
background to Ihis by co-operating with the late Thakur Lal Manllndhar on 
the translation of the copperplllte grants by the Newar kings. A collection 
of Clarke's articles on the history and society of Helambu is currently in 
press with Bibliotheca Himll layica. Later periods of fieldwork, supported 
by an ESRC Fellowship held through lDS, Sussex, brought Clarke back to 
Helambu to observe local political and developmental discourse during 
elections and at other limes, and resuhed in his paper, 'Development 
(Vikas) in Nepal: Mana from Heaven' (paper given at the ASA Decennial 
conrerence in Oxford: was this ever published?). His interest in household, 
property and economic change was further extended in his research in 
Tibet ('Aspec ts of the Socia l Organisation of T ibetan Pastoral 
Communities', 1992, in TifMlan sludies: proceedings 0/ the 5111 seminar 0/ 
Ihe international associmion o/Tibetan studies, Narita). He also travelled 
widely elsewhere in Nepal, as well as in the rest of South Asia and in Tibet, 
carrying out consuhancies for the GDA, SATA, and a range of other 
agencies. Clarke's unique grasp of Himalayan society as deserving of 
overall comparative treatment can be seen in his provocative article, 'Blood 
and Territory as Idioms of Nalional Identity in Himalayan States' (Kailash 

Vol. XVO (3-4): 89·132, 1995). This was clearly the oulline for a bigger 
work, which few othe~ could ever enteElain the ambition of completing. 
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I NNOVATIONS IN TRADITJONALCRAFTS.

NAGER AND IlUNlA IN TilE 20TlI CENTURY. 

Ju rgcn Wasim Fr-cmbgcn 

In the early 20th century anthropologists were especially aware that 
traditional arts, technology and corresponding skills were being lost at an 
alarming rate. In response to a dominant colonial env ironment, many 
traditional artefacts were no longer being made. Nevertheless, later studies 
on cultural change chiefly concentrated on social and economic aspects 
often neglecting the material side of life. Conservative anthropologists still 
dealt with material reality as a given part of traditional culture. leaving the 

impression of a culture unchanged in time. 

But "trad ition" is never something slatic or unyie lding: it is dynamic 
and flexible and has its own potential for change. Cultures are constantly 
changing and as a resu lt of culture contact we can observe many processes 
of innovation which can be studied by an ethnographer among living 
peoples. Besides contemporary native an, folk recycling and its innovative 
impetus have been widely acclaimed in publications and exhibitions. In this 
paper, however, I want to concentrate on something less spectacu lar and 
eye-catching than recycling, namely a local historical process of cultural 
borrowing in the realm of traditional crafts. Borrowing is generally the 
major force in cultural change and highlights a number of implicit 
questions: what are the pros and cons of an innovation, which norms and 
values are behind it, and why do people cease using one object and instead 
begin using another? I 

In the high mountain area or Nager and Hunza, two fonner kingdoms 
situated in the heart of the Karakorum (Northern Pakistan), the construction 
of the Karakorum Highway (KKH). completed between 1972 and 1978, 
has brought significant alterations to living conditions. This historic event 
has led to innovations in the type of cultural borrowings along the axis of 
the KKH with the town of Gilgit as its dominating central place of 
horizontal diffusion. In the past, endogenous processes of change were 
usually slow, although enriched by exogenous inn uenees. Now, with the 
whole of Northern Pakistan open to the Punjab and the rest of "down
country", cultura l change is rad ical and rapid. Whereas innovations as 

I Foster 1962: 25; Mohnn3nn 1993: 172. 
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triggers of social and economic change have been studied in depth in 
nume rous studies of the Pak·German Research Project "Culture Area 
Karakorum" (CAK) since 1990, the question remains as to how the 
Nagerkuts and Hunzukuts are responding to the conditions of change as far 

as their traditionaJ crafts are concemed2. 

Shtrman duus chamage gas nimi. 
"When matches appeared, flint and steel lost their value" 
(Hunza proverb)3 

Ma/trial Modernity in Nagtr and Hum.o ·A Gentral Survey 

As most of the villages are e ither situated close to the KKH or have 
jeepable link roads to the main highway, industrially produced consumer 
goods are nowadays easily traded via Gilgit. The local population's 
response to the radical opening of their hitherto remote high mountai n 
valleys is adaptive: many modem prestigious items are imported , things 
which are perceived as new, fashionable, or practical. Here, prestige, the 
desire for economic gain, and utilitarianism are the main motivations which 
produce the diffusion of innovative elements4 . Therefore, the impact on 
local everyday culture is considerable; traditional patterns of consumption 
are changing quickly. In this context, the nou\·eou.:c riches (members of the 
nobility and lower-class people who have become entrepreneurs) as weU as 
the out-valley migrants, are especially innovative. 

A general survey shows that functional objects such as agricultural 
tools are readily adopted. It becomes immediately apparent that many 
imported tools (made in Punjab or even in Europe) are superior to the 
simpler, locally made tools. As crafts generally belong to the body of 
practical, common-sense knowledge, especially in this context, decisions 
follow ··instrumental thinking". Of course the objection can be raised that 
these modem tools allow one 10 work faster, even if more superficially. 
Skills and specific techniques are frequently lost in this wayS. It should be 

2 Here I would like to express my sincere thanks to the Deutsche 
Forschungsgemeinschaft for funding my research project on "Traditional Crafts in 
Change (Nager/angit)" (1992). The manuscript is based on a paper presented at the 
14th Europemn Conference on Modem South Asian Studies (August 21-24, 1996, 
University of Copenhagen) within the panel "Craft y Debates: Historical and 
Contemporary Issues relating to 'Art· and 'Craft' in South Asia". 
3 Tirfou 1993: 70 (No. 1168 B). 
4 FOSlcr 1962: 29. 
S Koch 1993: 13. 
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added that agrarian innovations nowadays also include an increasing 
mechanisation with regard 10 ploughing and wheat Ihreshing. 

In the domestic domain many ordinary household items belonging to 
traditional material culture are being discarded6: metal and stone pots for 
cooking, formerly made by local blacksmiths and specialised stone cutters, 
are being replaced by steel, iron, and aluminium vessels (including pressure 
cookers made in WazirabadlPunjab). Instead of wooden polS and plates for 
serving food. people prefer Nirosta steel, plastic, and glass. Until recently, 
milk and water were drunk from wooden bowls and calabashes, now the 
drinking vessels are of glass, steel. tin or plastic; for the same purpose 
people use jugs made of aluminium and plastic in the fo rm of a 10lO 

(widespread in Indo·Pakistan), as well as tin vessels fo r canned food, ghi, 
etc. Wooden spoons and receptacles made of wood and basketry, used for 
storing various items and food , are being replaced by objects of aluminium, 
sleel. and plastic. 

For keeping clothes, jewellery and other valuables, metal boxes have 
been used for about 20 years; they are usu!llly closed with metal locks 
imported from Sialkot (Punjab) or China. Wooden boxes and wardrobes, 
directly fitted to a wall and pillar in the tradit ional type of house, are 
increasingly being replaced by modem storage facilities. 

Depending on the respective financial possibilities. nOI only the 
exterior architecture of the house, with cement walls. new doors, glass 
windows, and verandas, but also the rooms are furnished in a "modem" 
style (fig. 1). Sometimes there are chairs (even chrome folding chairs), 
sofas, low tables, imported carpets, foam rubber mattresses and bed sheets_ 
Besides a mirror and family photographs, popu lar colour prints and posters, 
showing natural scenery from Pakistan , Europe, Japan and the USA, as 
well as film actresses, are affixed to the walls. 

Often sheets of plastic and wax are spread on the fl oor instead of the 
traditional embroidered "tablecloths" in the typical oriental way. Part of the 
inventory of a lypicalliYing room also includes insect repellents, petroleum 
lamps, torches, radios. cassette-recorders, and different kinds of kitsch 
crockery. mostly from China. In some households there are sewing and 
even knitting machines paving the way ro r changes in the art of 
embroidery. 

6 Frembgen 1985 b: 284. 
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Watches, folding knives, plastic bags, combs, cosmetics , etc., are 
personal belongings which are, like all the other items mentioned above, 
forwarded from larger industrial towns in the Punjab to the bazaar of Gilgil 
- the economic and political centre of the Northern Areas and the focal 
point of change. From Gilgit they reach the small village shops7. The local 
dress, qamiz-shalwar (shirt and trousers), common throughout Pakistan, 
was introduced to Nager and Hunza during the first decades of the 20th 
century; at that lime some men started tailoring as a new profess ion and 
copied these gannents which were later sold in the Gilgit bazaarS. 
Anoraks, parkas, and sleeping bags are mostly from equipment left over 
from mountaineering and trekking expeditions. Imported European shirts, 
trousers, pullovers, socks, etc. come from down-country landa bazaars 
(specialising in second-hand clothing) and are sold in Gi lgil. Shoes, boots, 
and sandals are either made of leather or often of cheap plastic, somelimes 
having the fonns of traditional leather shoes common down-country and 
im itated through ornamentation. Since some decades, local leather boots, 
wooden and grass sandals have nearly disappeared. 

Objects of luxury often spread easily9. In Nager, Hunza and other 
mountain valleys of the Karakorum, prestigious luxury goods had already 
been introduced from Kashmir and eastern Turkestan as unique pieces 
especially during colonial times (19th/20th c.)IO. Thus, it is known who 
brought the first empty whisky bailie and gramophone from India and 
presented it 10 the king of Hunza 11. 

From the beginning, loan-words for these items were derived from 
subcontinental Eng lish and penetrated the local Burushaski language 
through Urdu; in this contex t, the number of English loan-words is a 
suitable barometer for Ihe change in local materia l culturel2. Some 
examples from the semantic field of imported goods (more than 50 loan
words) are: glass bOllle (bota l ), glass (gUos), lamp (jermani, lemp), 
matchsticks (maches), man's coat (koOl), waistcoat (waskat), jacket (jaker), 
sandals (silipar), etc. 

7 Frembgen 1985 b. 
8 Frembgen 1996. 
9 ThLlmwald 1932: 560. 
10 Frembgen 1985 l : 21 1-212. 
11 Schomberg 1935: 122·123: MQller-Stellrecht 1979: 271. 
12 Frembgen 1997. 
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Modem innovations, which took place in the first half of the 20th 
century in the fields of the economy and material culture, are reflected in 
the trade relations of that time 13. Since then, new consumer items were 
continuously brought 10 Nager and Hunza and were predominantly used by 
the royal families and by selected members of the upper class. Members of 
the ruling dynasties, noblemen, and official traders were the first agents 
promoting change. To illustrate the local trade it is sufficient to give one 
example: china ware was a prestigious commodity imported by Hunzukuts 
from Eastern Turkestan and traded to the neighbouring Nagerkuts. The 
value of a teacup (chai-shisha, kap) was one lump of butler or one silver 
rupee (introduced in 1935)14. 

It should be mentioned that "all craftsmen only practise their crafts as 
subsidiary occupations in their spare time. Always they are first of all 
peasants, supporting their families by the cultivation of their fields" 
(Lorimer in MUlIer-Stellrecht 1979: 90). This statement by the late D.L.R. 
Lorimer (1876-1962), who spent 1934/35 working as a linguist in Hunza, 
holds true today. In the following part, I shall focus on innovations in the 
different fields of traditional crafts in Nager and Hu nza. 

SUversm"lhing 

The silver and goldsmiths (Zargar) of Nager belong to the Kashmiriting, a 
elan originally from Kashmir. They chieny worked for the royal family and 
other nobility, but also made bridal jewellery for the common people. 
Today, they have almost given up their craft. Only in the villages of Uyum 
Nager-Khay, Uyum Nager-Dalum Chamali ng and Sumaiyar-Jatorkhan is 
there one silversmith still work ing on a part-time basis. As these master 
craftsmen do not train apprentices any more, the craft is dy ing out. 
Nostalgically sticking to their lradition, they still use the old tools inherited 
from their forefathers . 

In neighbouring Hunza the last two practising silversmiths were 
more innovative and had already imported new tools from Gilgit. A third 
one, an old man from Ahit, has almost given up his craft. None of them has 
an apprentice. From the 13 different types of traditional silver jewellery, 
only a few items are still ordered for a bridal set. Since the 19th century 

13 .Fre~~gen 1985 a. 11 should be mentioned mat the role of traders , for example of 
GLlJUS, Itinerant craftsmen, Pathans, elc., as "transmitters· of innovations has not yet 
been srudied in detail. 
14 Frembgen 1985 l: 205.206. 
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some of these pieces had been decorated with imported glass beads instead 
of the locally found precious and semi-precious stones traditionally used 
for that purpose. In addition, special gold embroidered shoes (rare 
kabshamuts) for the bride were imported at that time from Kashmir and 
Peshawar. while today they are bought in Gilgit. 

Nowadays the Nagerkuts and Hunzukuts as a rule buy jewellery 
from the Kashmiri and Hazara silvenmiths in Gilgit. It is of inferior quality 
and in no way comparable to the pieces produced even 40 or 50 years ago. 
The community of silversmiths in Gilgit consisted until 1947 only of 
Kashmiri and two Hindus. Mler partition, two Zargars from Baffa (Hazara 
District) and one from Tal(ila migrated to Gilgit. Many Kashmiri jewellen 
took advantage of the new economic possibilities after the completion of 
the KKH and became traders, contractors, etc. Several craftsmen from 
Baffa and Balakot (Hazara District) responded to the demand for 
silversmiths in the expanding town . In the time of Ayub Khan, these 
Hazarawal (ethnic Awan) got spec ial credits through the "House Building 
Finance Corporation". 

With regard to the use of new imported tools, it is important to note 
that the leather bellows (phushun), are still used in Nager but no longer in 
Hunza and Gilgit. Today the Gilgiti and Hunza craftsmen work with 
electric or hand wheeled blowers (banlo), such as those made by the 
"Diamond-Company" (Karachi). In addition, silversmiths use the following 
imported tools and materials: small saws, sandpaper (chaghjshum chapis), 

blowpipes (gabO, Bunsen burners (bama£) for soldering, solder (lanka) and 
clay crucibles (gmaIO. 

The immigrant Gi lgiti silversmiths introduced new types and 
variat ions of jewellery. Some examples may be mentioned: the 
standardised form of the necklace (hnr) with a central brooch has been 
common since the 19305 and 1940s and was actually borrowed from 
Kashmir (fig. 2). Heart shaped brooches have been very much in favour 
since the early 1980s; as a pattern these panwafa-har (necklaces with 
brooches in the shape of a betel leaf) were taken from "design-books" (see 
below; figs. 3-4). Many new fonns were also introduced for rings. 

Single pieces and certain types of jewellery clearly document the 
recent modem changes: sometimes even "non-traditional" materials can be 
incorporated. 10 Gilgit. for example. I found a silver brooch (bazuband) 
with a curious new medallion in the centre: instead of a precious stone or a 
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glass stone it contained a plastic relief in the shape of a basket with fruits 
(fig. 5). Apart from this "transfonnative" response to plastic culture. other 
craftsmen are more imitative. For about 20 years, new earrings have been 
made with a small attached star. These pieces are stylistic adaptations 
reflecting the awareness of Pakistani down-country culture. Furthermore, 
for customers of Ismaili faith, jewellery elements are made which imitate 

the crown of the Agha Khan. 

The people of Nager and Hunza know a proverb: thoskushi besan 
uyoon uyam - "everything new is pleasant"l5 which also holds true for 
jewellery. Besides variations of traditional fonns of jewellery, the use of 
imported "design-booksH from Karachi and Rawalpindi is of incisive 
importance and leads 10 the production of very new and fashionable types 
of jewellery characteristic of urban Pakistani culture (fig. 3). In addition. 
recently, more and more gold jewellery has been sold in Gilgit's jewellery 

shops. 

Blacksmitlling 

The general remarks on change in the craft of silver and goldsmiths also 
hold true for the blacksmiths (Bericho) of Nager and Hunza. As a lot of 
ironmongery has been imported to Gilgit since the completion of the KKH. 
orders for local blacksmiths have been considerably reduced. Many 
underprivileged craftsmen migrated to Gilgit and Karachi to look for new 
sources of income. In autumn 1992, for example. only two craftsmen were 
slill working in Uyum Nager. Before the opening of the KKH, at least 20 
of them had their workshops in this main village of Nager. 

10 colonial tirnes, the Nager blacksmiths started to use imported tools 
like "Nicholson" made in the USA, and since the end of the 1970s iron 
ferrules (sukanja) instead of locally made files (mllrmll). In several cases 
the leather bellows were replaced in the middle of the 1980s by the Gilgit
made metal wheels pushed by a handle. Wire has been imported since the 
end of the 19th centuryl6. 

For aboutlwo decades, the blacksmiths have produced simple stoves 
(bukhari, fig . 6), wheelbarrows. water receptacles. buckets, cookers (fig. 
7), and still earlier, folding knives. Broken aluminium vessels have been 
recycled and remodelled into ladles, etc. (since the British). As raw 

15 Tiffou 1993; 77 (No. 1188 DJ. 
16 Cf. Mllller.SlellrechI1979: 272. , 



materials for recycling are more readily available, it remains to be seen if 
this sector of refabrication will expand or not. 

Woodcaning and Carptnlry 

With the import of cheap industrially produced bowls, cups, etc., the 
demand for turned wooden vessels came inunediately to a Stop at the end 
of the 1960slbeginning of the 19705. Today the IOrkJuJn (carpenter), who 
has the highest status among craftsmen, builds houses, makes agricultural 
tools, chests, and containers for storing grain, as well as more recently 
recently turned legs for tables and beds, coat hooks, etc. In Aliabad 
(Hunza) carpcmers even started in 1994 to produce rectangular tubes with 
attached metal handles for churning butter as a modification of the 
traditional round ones (uaghu) which are increasingly being replaced (fig . 
8). 

Wooden spoons, albeit almost eliminated in the domestic domain, 
are still carved especially in the Nager village of Chalt (in the so·called 
Shenber area of the lower Hunza Valley). Spoons of two different kinds are 
presently made and sold primari ly to souvenir shops in Gilgit (where 
spoons sold in 1992 for 20 rupees and forks for 10 rupees each) and in 
Hunza (fig. 9/right and left). Many of the craftsmcn belong to the royal 
family as the carving of spoons has long been considered as a true artistic 
skiU (hunar). Thus, Raja Sultan Alif Khan himse lf invented a new fonn 
besides the traditiona l spoons for eating and scooping: the spoon whose 
scoop is perforated is used for frying palwra. a pastry introduced to the 
Gilgiti by Punjabi peoplc. Unlike the use of the pakora spoon, which 
remained an individual habit, the /rofgir spoon, with a broad nat scoop to 
serve rice, became socia lly accepted. It has been known since the 1930s 
and 1940s and was introduced together with this new food. Generally 
kafgirs are made of steel, but sometimes also of wood (fig. 9, right). 
Wooden carved forks are exclusively produced for sale to tourists (fig. 10). 

Since 1986/87 traders from Gilgit and Hunza (Karimabad, Aliabad) 
have come to ChaJt to buy spoons and forks (cost: 10 rupees each). To 
carry out a wholesale order, the most famous carver, Haji Ahsan Ali from 
Chalt-Paeen, bought a special "Black & Decker" electric saw as well as a 
"Bosch" grinder in 1990 in Karachi; with these he can finish about 20-30 
spoons per day. Spoons carved for tourists are generally a bit shorter than 
the traditional ones used in local households. Furthennore, the fonn of the 
handle's end has been modified. 
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Innovations can be observed in a peripheral field of woodcarving as 
weU. namely in the making of polo sticks. Thus. the Nagerkuts have used 
at least six different fonns of sticks during the 20th century17. Each form 
was introduced by a famous player and differs in length and weight of the 
bat. Besides these local forms of polo sticks (mi,rhaski pinch), the anguzi 
pinch has been in use since the British; today it is imported from the 

Punjab. 

In the field of wood carv ing and carpentry, several new tools and 
related techniques have been introduced during the 20th century, for 
example driUing machines, grinding machines, balances, and planes (figs. 
10-11). Nowadays, craftsmen also buy files and knives from Gilgit oozaor. 
Some innovators are still known by name: a genuine invention is attributed 
to Wazir Asadullah Beg (d. 1886) from Hunza; after much effort he 
prepared a mixture of the outer skin of walnuts and a special black earth to 
colour the wooden parts l8, In the time of Mir SikandllT Khnn (1905-194(.), 
the carpenter Mozahir from the Nager village of Chalt-Bala went to 
Kashmir and returned with a spi rit-level made by "John Rabone & Sons. 
Birmingham" (fig. 11) as well as with a "Ding-Dong" handsaw, screw 
clamp, and a plane made in England. In a double-edged way the 
introduction of the large handsaw has made wood CUlling much easier; in 
densely wooded regions, like lndus-Kohistan and Nurislan, it has helped to 
increase lumbering and has led to ruthless, excessive felling. That 
carpenters worked differently in the past can be concluded from D.L.R. 
Lorimer's remark that " ... with chisel and adze they did better work than 
these craftsmen of today with their fine tools" (Lorimer in Muller
Stellrecht 1979: 92). 

With regard to house construction, it should be noted that new hybrid 
fonns are appearing: for example, within the central square room - the 
basic unit of the Nager and Hunta house - the spatial arrangement of the 
rear of the house with traditiona l architectural elements (platfonns for 
sitting and sleeping, piUars, wardrobes) is preserved, whereas the area near 
the entrance may be furni shed with a modem sofa , chairs, and a table for 
the reception of guests, thus renecting the new prestigious lifestyle (fig. I). 

11 Frcmbgen 1988. 
18 Mllller·Stelltttht 1979: 92. 
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Textile Art 

In addition to the traditional techniques of sewing clothes and 
embroidering women's caps, sleeves, collars. etc., knilling and crocheting 
were borrowed from the British. In colonial times British officers presented 
the first metal knilling needles and crochet hooks as well as textile samples 
to the local royal women. 

A special innovation goes back to Raja Sultan Ismail from the Nager 
village of Rahbat near Chal! who was the only one to carve flexible needles 
out of ibex horn since the 196Os. As this kind of carving is delicate and 
time-consuming, and moreover, the raw material difficuh to obtain, these 
needles are only found among the royal family of Nager. 

As far as embroidery is concerned, samplers provide the best survey 
on changes in cross-stitch motifs19. New mOlifs, like the rider, gun, tiger, 
dog, and duck, are inspired by pattern-books and brochures brought from 
down-country. Women predominantly use them on modem even-weave 
fabric made into cushions, wall hangings, napkins. etc. Modem cotton or 
s ilk thread are industrially dyed and therefore brightly coloured and 
lustrous. Since about the 1970s, variegation has been increasingly 
considered old-fashioned by men and is associa ted with womenlO. 
Therefore, men either prefer one colour or do without any embroidery at all 
on their coats and waistcoats. 

Women's caps are still traditionally embroidered. They consist of 
two parts, namely the plate and the brim; in former times the brim was 
stiffened with pieces of bark. but today it is fill ed wilh pasteboard (packing 
material from corn flakes, Vasa shoes, etc.). The use of thick, imported 
cotton as embroidery thread has led to a considerable decline in the quality 
of this textile art. In neighbouring Hunza, caps are made in greater 
quantities for sale 10 tourists. Caps of inferior quality have a density of 16 
(or even only 8) threads per square centimetre on the plate and 20 on the 
brim, whereas excellent pieces from the fi rst half of the 20th century have 
81 to 100 on the brim. Until about 1946 Nager women used local silk for 
embroidery which was produced in the village of Ghulmet21 . As young 
women have stopped wearing these traditional caps, whose style was 

19 My monograph on embroidery in Ihe Karakorum has a special chapter on modern 
deve!opmems in textile art. For more detailed studies and iIlusuations, the reader is 
kindly referred 10 that forthcoming book. 
20 Frembgen Ms. 
21 Frembgen 1989. 
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borrowed from the Pamir region, embroidery is slowly but steadily dying 

out. 

Techniques and motifs of traditional em~roidery partly survive on 
modem lea cosies, embroidered devotional pictures, "tablec1oths"~ etc. 

S· 1994 an NGO based in central Hunza, called "Karakorum Handicraft 
moo . f . 

Development Programme", has been promoting the productIOn 0 souvemrs 
decorated with Lraditional embroidery designs (fi g. 12). 

Finally, a very specialised handicraft must be mentioned: the famous 
old tailor Nisar Ali from the Nager village Budalas, widely known in the 
valley as Doni Nisaro, is the only one ~akin.g ri~ing-breeches (birdis) f?r 
polo players. In his youth he accompamed Mlr Slkandar Khan 10 Kashrmr, 
received some training there, and later began the manufacture of breeches 
in his native village. As there is a great demand for this special clothing 
among the polo players of Nager and Hunza, the innovation proved to be 

very successful. 

Weaving 

In each village some fanners work as part-time weavers. On horizontal 
looms they produce long strips of sheep wool (for caps, waistcoats, coats, 
etc.) and on vertical ones, Kelims made of goat-hair. With the change in 
dress, already mentioned above, the demand for the traditional woollen 
fabric called phi/am has enonnously decreased as modem westernised 
clothes are considerably cheaper and in addition socially more recognised. 
Since the completion of the KKH, only a very lim ited amount of phi/om is 
now sold in the Gilgit bazaar. Until now, the looms as well as the form and 
patterns of the fabrics have remained unchanged. Nevertheless, in Hunza, 
Kelims of while artificial si lk have been woven since the middle of the 
1980s; the raw material is imported from Karachi. Meanwhile, it is possible 
to find carpets in the Gilgit hotels of a rather heterogeneous provenance: 
tbe goat-hair comes from Chilas, the threads were twisted in Hunza. and 
the piece was woven in Yasin by a local weaver under the guidance of an 
old master craftsman from Hunza. By the middle of the 1970s, Nagerkuts 
from the village of Pheker settled in Gilgit and specialised in the trade of 
woollen caps for men (today there are 11 shops on Pul Road), The fabric is 
made by weavers from Pheker whose women sew the caps at home; when 
finished, they are marketed in Gilgil. 
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Basketry 

Household items made of willow twigs (baskets, bowls, and other vessels 
in different shapes) are stili produced exclusively for the needs of the 
villagers themselves. Therefore. they remain virtually uLlchanged in fonn 

and technique. 

However, in this field of lraditional crafts too, cull:ural borrowing is 
on the increase; thus, in the Shenber area, the chura type of basket for 
collecting hay is increasingly being replaced by jute and plastic bags. 
Instead of the traditional woven plates for drying apricots, simple wooden 
planks can be seen. Ali Madad, a craftsman from Huseinnbad (Hunza) who 
does wickerwork on a part-time basis, introduced a new fonn of a fl at 
basket standing on a ring and decorated with a chiaroscuro pattem obtained 
by peeled and unpeeJed willow twigs. In the middle of the 1980s he 
borrowed this type of basket used for keeping bread and f ruits from similar 
shaped baskets brought by Pakhtun traders to Gi lgit (fig. \ 3). 

Leather Crafts 

The preparation of hides and the leather-work was a lways of limited 
importance in the Karakorum. Today, in Nager there are, for example, only 
two famil ies producing leather goods (bridles, saddles, sieves, bags, whips) 

and repairing shoes on a pan-time basis. 

Modem change has generally led to a great dec line of this craft. 
Therefore, members of the socially despised occupational group of the 
Shouting increasingly work as tenants. Since the 1960:;, their trad itional 
products have been replaced by cheap linen bags for corn, metal sieves, 
plastic shoes etc.; nowadays, locally made leather bags are only used in 

remote villages. 

Chil(/rett's Toys 

In Nager and Hunza, as everywhere in Pakistan, boys play with hoops bent 
from metal wire which are driven with a stick. Tin cans (imported ghee 
containers, etc.) are recycled and made into small cars, tractors (fig . 14)22. 

and other toys either by the boy himself or by his fath,:. r. These toys are 
proof of the widespread fascination for vehicles. and are: virtually icons of 
the modem world23. 

22 The tractor belongs to the collection of the State Museum of Anthropology in 
Munich (lnv.-No. g9·311 934. CoIl. J. Frembgen 1989. L 20 cm). 
23 Seriffl996: 19. 
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Material objects clearly reflect the dynamics of culture change. With 
regard to technological improvements, Nagerkuts and Hu nzukuts pursue 
economic utilitarianism. Corresponding cultural borrowing can be found in 
different fields of traditional crafts. sometimes to a considerable degree. In 
the Karakorum as e lsewhere, members of the nobility. as well as 
underprivileged craftsmen from the bottom rungs of society are more eager 
to adopt new material products; key communicators and taste-makers come 
from these groups of culture-brokers. However, innovations are not 
restricted to crafts, where the elimination of objects belonging to traditional 
material culture is already in full swing. The diffusion is taking place on a 
larger scale; Nager and Hunza are on the accepting and receiving ends of a 
process of contact with Pakistan's modem mass-consumer culture 
spreading an Indo-Pakistani "standard cultu re". In this context. Punjabi. 
Pakhtun, etc., represent the "donors". The trans fe r of artefacts and ideas 
from the southern lowland to the northern highland here implies interaction 
between a dominating socio-cultural system and a local culture, situated in 
a peripheral hi gh mountain region which was until recently rather isolated 
from the subcontinent. Suzanne Serifrs notion, that" ... mass-mediated 
images. technologies. and commercial products collide and intersect with 
local materials, communities. and customs on a da ily basis" (1996: 20), can 
also be applied to the present case study. A discussion of the conflicting 
values. the des ire fo r monetary gains. the problems of migration and 
employment, etc .• is beyond the scope of this paper and can only be 
mentioned briefly. However, concerning the new material cul ture, we can 
argue that it is still being worked ou t and that we may expccl a kind of 
hybridi sm as a response 10 change and novelty. Richard Thurnwald made 
the general remark that " ... material objects never remai n as they are, since 
they meet another env ironment. another society, other men with other aims 
and trad itions. Consequently their function changes" (1932:560). 
Thumwald probably had the colonial situation in Africa or in the Pacific in 

mind, where differences between confronting cultures were tremendous. In 
comparison, the "cul tural tension" between Nager and Hunza, on the one 
hand and down-country on the other. is not as high according 10 my 
observations. Apart from the binding force of Islam. they share many 
common values. even if the forces of conservatism seem to be stronger in 
Nager. 
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Nevertheless, generally speaking traditional material cuhure is being 
lost quickly, traditional craflS and corresponding skills are on the decline, 
so their documenlalion is therefore an urgent task. 
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lIlustrallons 
nOj Modem furn ished reception room of a royal family in the Nager village or 
Ghulmelh (1. Frembgen, Dct. 1992). 

n02 Silver ned:lacc. with a central brooch in I jeweUef)' shop in Gilgit, made by Zargar 
Hajji KhIll1 Shinn (1, Frembgen, July 1991). 

n"3 Necklace or the panwaia type depicted in -Hanif Jewellery Design Book- (1. 
Frembaen, April 1992). 

n"4 Panwlll necklace made by brgar Tariq laved (Gilgil) aftc r the design of ill. no. 3 
(J. Frembgen, Apri11992). 

nOS Silver brooch with medallion in the possession of a Hunza family residing in Gilgit, 
originally made by a silversmith from Gupis (upper Gilgit VaJley) (1. Frembgen, July 
1991). 

n06 Won:shop of Ustad Ibrahim in Rahbal (Nager) showing stoves and various tools (J. 
Frembcen, Qcl. 1992). 

n"7 WCKkshop in Karimabad (Hunza) where metal is recycled and turned into cookers, 
buckets, pots, etc. O. Frembgen, Oct. 1992). 

n08 Tubes (or churning buttcr made by carpcnters in Aliabad (Hunza) (1. frembgen, 
April 1994). . 

n"9.Wooden spoons and a fork made: in a Nager village: of Chalt and sold in Gilgil 
tourist shops (I. F~mbgen, July 1991). 

nOlO Imponed iron plane made in England, and above copied wooden plane made by 
lhc arpenllCf Qurban Ali in Hakalshal (Hop:ar/Nagcr) (I. Frembgen, July 1991). 

nOli Impor:t~ and locally made lools used by the carpenter Nis:ar AIi in QaJt-Bala 
~Nag~): 'pint-level made by ~John Rabone &t SOIlS. Makers, Birmingham~, file made 
tn ,<:11Ina, plane made in USA, lools for wood turning made by local blacksmiths, Ind 
adjustable pliers made in England (1. Frembgen, QcL 1992). 

~I2 Emb'99 roidered souvenirs sold in a tourist shop in KarimabadlHunza (J. Frembgen, 
cv. 6). 

nOIl Basket made by Ali Madad from Hunza (1. Frembgen, April 1992). 

nOl 4 Tractor with trailer made by the 13-year-old Amanullah from Altit/Hunu. (S. 
Autrum MullCf/Slale Museum of Anthropology, Munich), 
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