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Abstract: Embroidery and gold embellishment (zardozi) are among the most 

cherished forms of traditional craftsmanship in Central Asia, particularly in Uzbekistan. 

These intricate textile arts, often passed down through generations in family settings or 

artisan schools, serve not only as decorative techniques but also as carriers of historical 

memory, regional identity, and spiritual symbolism. Historically used to adorn garments, 

home textiles, ceremonial objects, and religious items, both embroidery and zardozi have 

held a prominent place in the artistic and cultural heritage of Uzbek society. This article 

investigates the cultural revival and contemporary transformation of these crafts in the 21st 

century. Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork, interviews with master artisans, and an 

analysis of design education in Uzbekistan, the paper highlights how embroidery and zardozi 

are being adapted by today’s generation of designers, artists, and youth. The research focuses 

on how traditional motifs—such as the tumor (protective amulet), anora (pomegranate), and 

suzani floral patterns—are reinterpreted through contemporary aesthetics and applied to 

modern fashion, interior design, and digital art. 

The article also explores the institutional and social mechanisms that support the 

survival and development of these crafts. These include state-backed initiatives to preserve 

intangible cultural heritage, the role of cultural centers and vocational schools, and 

increasing international recognition through exhibitions, fashion shows, and artisan 

exchange programs. Attention is given to the gendered dimension of embroidery as a 

traditionally female craft that is now gaining broader recognition, including among male 

designers and entrepreneurs. Furthermore, the paper analyzes how digital platforms—such 

as social media and online marketplaces—have facilitated a new generation of artisans and 

creative entrepreneurs to expand their reach beyond local bazaars into global niche markets. 

This recontextualization of embroidery and goldwork within a globalized cultural economy 

underscores the adaptability and resilience of these traditions. They are no longer confined 

to folkloric or ceremonial functions but are now embedded within conversations about 

sustainable fashion, identity politics, and post-colonial aesthetics. Ultimately, this research 

affirms that the art of embroidery and zardozi continues to echo powerfully in the hands of 
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today’s youth, not merely as inherited skill but as a living cultural language—capable of 

telling new stories while honoring ancestral voices.  

Keywords: Uzbek embroidery, zardozi, textile heritage, suzani, traditional crafts, 

cultural revival, contemporary design, youth engagement, artisan economy, gender and 

craftsmanship, gold thread embroidery, motif symbolism, handmade textile art, intangible 

cultural heritage, Central Asian identity, digital craft markets, creative entrepreneurship, 

heritage preservation. 

Introduction 

Throughout human history, textiles have served not only functional needs but also 

cultural, symbolic, and artistic purposes. Among the many forms of textile craftsmanship, 

embroidery and gold embellishment (commonly referred to as zardozi in Central Asian and 

South Asian cultures) occupy a revered position in the traditional arts of Uzbekistan. These 

meticulous techniques—formed by countless hours of handwork, symbolic patterning, and 

spiritual intention—represent a fusion of aesthetic beauty and cultural storytelling that has 

transcended generations. In Uzbek culture, embroidery (kashtado‘zlik) and goldwork 

(zardo‘zlik) have long been associated with celebration, ceremony, and status. Hand-

embroidered textiles adorned wedding garments, household furnishings, and religious 

objects, while zardozi embellished the robes of emirs and dignitaries with lavish gold and 

silver thread. Each region of Uzbekistan developed its own distinct embroidery styles—such 

as the rich, circular floral motifs of Bukhara suzani or the fine silk-thread detailing of 

Fergana—creating a geographically diverse but culturally cohesive tapestry of visual 

expression. 

In recent decades, however, modernization, industrialization, and shifts in consumer 

demand have threatened the survival of many traditional crafts, including embroidery and 

zardozi. Mechanized production, synthetic materials, and mass-produced fashion have 

displaced many forms of handmade art. Yet, paradoxically, the 21st century has also 

witnessed a cultural reawakening—both globally and within Uzbekistan—toward valuing 

sustainability, heritage, and artisanal authenticity. This revival has generated a renewed 

interest among younger generations in rediscovering and reinterpreting the textile legacies 

of their ancestors. This article investigates how the embroidery and goldwork traditions of 

Uzbekistan are resonating within the minds and hands of today’s generation. It explores the 

mechanisms by which these crafts are being taught, adapted, and transformed—within 

formal institutions, family ateliers, and digital creative spaces. Furthermore, it considers how 
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this revival reflects larger cultural trends related to identity, gender, entrepreneurship, and 

cultural diplomacy. As traditional designs are reimagined into modern fashion, home décor, 

and multimedia art, embroidery and zardozi are no longer viewed as static relics, but as 

dynamic cultural languages capable of expressing contemporary themes while honoring 

historical depth. By studying this transformation, we gain insight into how heritage crafts 

can thrive not only through preservation but through innovation. In the hands of a new 

generation, the threads of tradition are being rewoven into narratives that speak not just of 

the past, but of the future. 

Relevance of the topic 

In an age of rapid industrialization and cultural globalization, traditional arts and crafts 

face both unprecedented challenges and unique opportunities. The textile heritage of 

Uzbekistan—particularly the centuries-old practices of embroidery (kashtado‘zlik) and gold 

thread embellishment (zardo‘zlik)—exemplifies this duality. On one hand, mechanized 

fashion production and mass consumerism have threatened the continuity of these labor-

intensive and deeply symbolic crafts. On the other hand, growing global interest in 

sustainable design, cultural authenticity, and artisanal craftsmanship has opened new 

avenues for their revival. The relevance of this topic lies in its intersection with multiple 

contemporary discourses: the preservation of intangible cultural heritage, gender and 

creative labor, youth engagement in traditional arts, and the evolving role of design in 

national identity and diplomacy. Embroidery and zardozi are not merely aesthetic 

practices—they are deeply embedded in the rituals, narratives, and identity formation of 

Uzbek society. As modern youth reconnect with their roots through these crafts, they are not 

only inheriting skills but also reinterpreting meaning, asserting cultural pride, and 

contributing to economic resilience. This resurgence is particularly significant in light of 

ongoing efforts by UNESCO, cultural ministries, and design institutions to protect and 

promote traditional arts as living practices. In Uzbekistan, state-supported initiatives and 

private enterprises are fostering new ecosystems where heritage and innovation co-exist—

through vocational education, fashion collaborations, digital marketplaces, and international 

exhibitions. Studying this topic provides insights into how traditional crafts can serve as 

powerful tools for cultural continuity, intergenerational dialogue, and creative 

entrepreneurship in the 21st century. It also illustrates the transformative potential of heritage 

when placed in the hands of young creators, who blend respect for the past with visions of 

the future. 
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Aspect Traditional Practice Contemporary Adaptation 

Materials Used Natural silk, gold and silver 

thread, cotton fabrics 

Mixed fibers, synthetic threads, 

sustainable textiles 

Techniques Hand-stitching, suzani, 

couching with gold thread 

Hand and machine combination, 

stylized reinterpretations 

Symbolism Spiritual motifs, fertility 

symbols, protective talismans 

Reimagined motifs as identity 

statements and artistic expressions 

Products Created Robes, prayer cloths, wall 

hangings, dowry items 

Fashionwear, handbags, décor items, 

digital embroidery art 

Transmission of 

Skills 

Family-based apprenticeships, 

master-disciple tradition 

Design schools, online tutorials, 

maker communities 

Cultural 

Function 

Ceremonial, spiritual, familial 

heritage 

Fashion innovation, economic 

empowerment, branding 

Gender Roles Primarily female artisanship Inclusive practice, involvement of 

both men and women designers 

Market& 

Audience 

Local communities, domestic 

use 

Global consumers, diaspora, ethical 

fashion platforms 

Discussion and findings 

The revival of embroidery (kashtado‘zlik) and gold embellishment (zardo‘zlik) 

traditions in Uzbekistan is a testament to the resilience of intangible cultural heritage in the 

face of modern transformations. While historically these crafts were associated with ritual, 

domestic, and ceremonial use, they are now experiencing a renaissance—spurred by new 

generations who view tradition not as a constraint, but as a canvas for innovation. One of the 

most notable findings is the creative reinterpretation of classical motifs by young designers 

and artisans. Rather than merely reproducing inherited patterns, contemporary creators are 

stylizing traditional elements—such as the anora (pomegranate, a symbol of fertility), tumor 

(protective talisman), and chillik (sun rays)—to reflect modern aesthetics and personal 

narratives. These reinterpretations not only maintain the symbolic depth of the original 

motifs but also give them new life in modern fashion collections, accessories, and interior 

design. Another significant development is the growing institutional support for embroidery 

and goldwork. Design academies and vocational training centers across Uzbekistan have 
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begun to integrate traditional crafts into their curricula, often in collaboration with master 

artisans. This formalization of transmission complements the older ustoz-shogird (master-

apprentice) model and ensures wider accessibility to the craft, including among urban youth 

who might not otherwise encounter it. 

The digital transformation of craft culture has also played a central role. Social media 

platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok have become powerful tools for artisans 

and designers to showcase their work, share techniques, and connect with a global audience. 

Online marketplaces like Etsy and regional e-commerce platforms allow artisans to monetize 

their work beyond local bazaars, helping to build sustainable creative livelihoods. This 

digital visibility not only supports economic empowerment but also elevates the cultural 

prestige of embroidery and zardozi. Gender dynamics within the embroidery tradition have 

also evolved. While historically seen as a feminine domain, male artists and designers are 

increasingly engaging in these crafts—contributing new perspectives while respecting 

established techniques. This inclusivity has helped reposition embroidery as a national art 

form rather than a gendered domestic task. 

Moreover, the embedding of these crafts into the broader narrative of cultural 

diplomacy and nation branding has elevated their status. Uzbek suzanis and zardozi panels 

are now displayed in museums, international exhibitions, and fashion weeks, offering the 

world a window into the country’s artistic heritage. Collaborations between local artisans 

and international designers have resulted in hybrid works that resonate across cultures, 

reinforcing the relevance of traditional arts in global conversations around identity, memory, 

and sustainability. In summary, embroidery and zardozi in contemporary Uzbekistan are no 

longer confined to the private, domestic sphere. They have become vibrant, adaptive, and 

expressive practices that bridge generations, elevate cultural identity, and contribute to 

national and personal narratives. Their survival and growth hinge not on preservation alone, 

but on their continual reinterpretation, integration into education and industry, and embrace 

by the digital generation. 

Conclusion 

The enduring art forms of embroidery (kashtado‘zlik) and goldwork (zardo‘zlik) in 

Uzbekistan represent more than aesthetic traditions—they are living expressions of identity, 

heritage, and creativity. Once confined largely to ceremonial and domestic uses, these crafts 

are now experiencing a meaningful revival, fueled by a new generation of artisans, designers, 

educators, and cultural advocates who are actively reshaping the role of tradition in modern 
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life. This study has shown that the revival of these crafts is not a passive return to the past, 

but an active recontextualization in light of contemporary needs and global aesthetics. 

Whether through reinterpretation of symbolic motifs, digital engagement, or collaboration 

with design institutions, embroidery and zardozi are being reimagined in ways that make 

them accessible, sustainable, and socially relevant. These crafts are no longer bound by rigid 

gender norms or limited to heritage museums—they are now tools of economic 

empowerment, platforms for creative expression, and instruments of cultural diplomacy. 

Importantly, this revival has also strengthened intergenerational bonds and reasserted 

the value of manual, slow, and meaningful production in an era often defined by speed and 

disposability. In the hands of today's youth, the threads of history are not merely preserved—

they are transformed into new visual languages that speak to both tradition and innovation. 

As Uzbekistan continues to invest in its cultural industries and support the creative potential 

of its artisans, embroidery and goldwork are poised to play a significant role not only in 

safeguarding heritage, but in shaping the nation’s cultural and economic future on the global 

stage. 
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