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NOTE TO READERS:
When contemplating this Masters research project, I was unsure whether it fit best within
the field of international development or design. It is a research project about design set in
the context of international development.
Sir Christopher John Frayling identified three types of design research one of which I think
best describes this research. “Research for design” according to Frayling, is “research
where the end product is an artifact - where the thinking, is so to speak embodied in the
artifact”1.  In this case, the artifact/s I have designed reflect the thinking I have arrived
at while seeking a way to preserve and revive Central Asian wool felt textile traditions in
order to support the development of crafts-based economic development initiatives in
Kyrgyzstan.
As an instructional designer, my goal was not to create an aesthetically pleasing or cleverly
designed artifact but the design of an effective and appropriate instructional resource that
could help preserve traditional designs while inspiring and informing new designs among a
particular group of people - in this case, a women’s handicraft cooperative in Kyrgyzstan.
The traditional textile designs that I aim to help preserve through this project are those
that the Kyrgyz have developed or adapted from other cultures over time which have come
to reflect the Kyrgyz cultural traditions and identity. According to Gale and Kaur, “Textiles
( ... ) mirror periods of national history, reflecting the way in which people see themselves,
their culture and their lifestyles at a particular time.”2 Many of these traditional designs
originate from a time when the Kyrgyz were free to express their cultural identity through
their arts. Years of Soviet oppression and forced assimilation made it difficult - even illegal
- to practice these arts. Today, as the Kyrgyz struggle to adapt to independence they are
looking to the past to help restore their national and cultural identity.
Because instructional design is an emerging discipline that many people are unfamiliar
with,  I thought it would be helpful to provide the reader with a definition: Instructional
design is the practice of maximizing the effectiveness, efficiency and appeal of instruction
and other learning experiences.3  A  great deal of instructional design involves understanding what the learning need is, and designing the most appropriate resource or “intervention” to meet that need.

1 Sir Christopher Frayling, Research in art and design, Research Papers Vol.1, No1, Royal College of Art, London, 1993,
pp. 1 -5.
2 Colin Gale and Jasbir Kaur, The Textiles Book, Berg Publishers, Oxford, 2002, p.91.
3 Instructional Design, Wikipedia, retrieved 23 February 2010, < http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Instructional_design>
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Background
“The Silk Road stretched from China in the east to Iran in
the west, across high mountain passes and through desert
oases, traversing all the Central Asian nations. Branching,
rejoining, and extending toward Russia and India, the Silk
Road formed the basic pattern of interchange of luxury
goods, art, food, music, ideas, and religious practices
between the nomadic and settled peoples of Central Asia.
People along the Silk Road developed an intricate material
culture that responded to the practical and the aesthetic,
to internal migrations and to invasions.” 1

1 H. Feltham, A Brief Overview of Central Asian history in Beyond the Silk Road Arts of Central Asia, Powerhouse
Publishing, Sydney, 1999, pp.9-21, cited in Beth Gottschling, Mary Littrell and Mary Cockram An Artisan Association is
Born: A Case Study of Aid To Artisans in Central Asia, 1994 – 1999, Hartford, Aid to Artisans, 2005, p.13.
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The Silk Road is actually a network of interconnected trading routes linking Asia to the
Mediterranean and northern Africa. These routes were important paths for cultural,
commercial and technological exchange for almost 3,000 years. Because of its location
along the Silk Road, Kyrgyzstan has developed a rich culture and history.
Historically, the Kyrgyz people led the life of nomadic herdsmen. Kyrgyz nomads who
travelled the Silk Road were exposed to designs and ideas from as far as China and Eastern Europe and created their own distinctive crafts that assimilated these designs and
ideas.  “Like actors on a historic stage performing their entrances and exits, the Kyrgyz
people recorded in their national memory and preserved in their folkloric art the cultural influences of their past.”2
Many of the ancient cultures who travelled along the Silk Road have influenced the motifs, patterns and designs found in Kyrgyz textiles.
Textile traditions are never static nor geographically fixed, and they have constantly changed in response to interactions between different cultures. This is one of
the great strengths of textiles and a major part of the way it has contributed to the
world’s cultural heritage.3
Kyrgyz textiles incorporate the designs and symbols of many ancient cultures including
the Karluks, and Uyghur tribes (nomadic Turkic tribes), the Achaemenids, Sarmatians,
Scythians and Sakas (nomadic Iranian tribes), and Ususns (ancient Chinese Hun tribe),
the Mongols and the Timurids (a Mongol-Turkic tribe).  Many of these cultures no longer
exist but their beliefs and symbols live on in the textiles and craft traditions of the Kyrgyz
people.  It is for this reason, that it is so important that the Kyrgyz craft traditions are
preserved.
Other Kyrgyz textile motifs, designs and patterns were derived from the world of spirits
and the surrounding environment.4 For example, a bird symbolised the sky, and was
believed to be the intermediary between the gods above and the earthly world.  Various decorative elements related to birds can be seen in Kyrgyz felt mats including Karga
tyrmak (crow’s claws) and Kaz ayak (bird’s foot).5 Hunting with eagles is a well-respected
skill and eagles feature in many Kyrgyz motifs.
2 Akul Nakov., Kyrgyz Culture Overview, Bukhara Carpets,  2003 - 2010, retrieved 23 October 2010 < http://www.
bukhara-carpets.com/making/kyrgyz.html>
3 Gale and Kaur, op.cit., p.91
4 Amantur Japarov, E. Sulaimanov, K. Tashbaeva and L. Vedutova. Atlas of Central Asian Artistic Crafts and Trades
Volume III translated by Olga Titova,International Institute for Central Asian Studies, Bishkek, 2002, p.90.
8
5 Ibid., p.91.

Hunting with golden eagles is an ancient
tradition that dates back to the 12th and
13th centuries that is still practiced in
some parts of Kyrgyzstan. A skilled pair,
berkutchi (hunter) and bird can catch
fawns, foxes, badgers and even wolves.
Motifs depicting this highly-prized bird can
be seen in Kyrgyz textiles. The sketch below is my impression of how this particular
motif may have come about.
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Numerous representations of sheep and their horns can also be seen in many Kyrgyz woven and felted carpets. Different types of curls were main ornamentation motifs. Twosided or one-sided curls disposed on various parts of a felt mat surface were given different names such as kochkor muyuz (sheep’s horn) kosh muyuz (double horn), and synar
muyuz (single horn).6
At one time, these motifs, designs, patterns and symbols were known and understood by
many Kyrgyz and each tribe would have their own distinctive style which could be identified and recognised by other tribes. Today many of these traditional designs have been
lost or their meanings forgotten. The loss of craft traditions can have serious implications
for a people’s cultural identity and their future.

Loss of Craft Traditions

Traditional crafts provide insight into our lifestyles, our social structures and our beliefs.
They can teach us about the past, and the values and customs of our ancestors but they
are just as important to our future. They can teach us creative and sustainable ways to
use natural materials and can inspire innovation.
Unfortunately, craft traditions are disappearing as pressure from the forces of modernization and globalization impact communities around the globe. A community’s culture
and traditions are strongly linked to its identity and when this is lost, it has damaging
effects on society.
“Like other forms of intangible cultural heritage, globalization poses significant challenges to the survival of traditional forms of craftsmanship.”7 Crafts which were once highly
valued among traditional communities are now seen as old-fashioned as the luxury and
prestige of owning modern, manufactured or imported goods is highly sought after.
For many indigenous communities around the world, craft traditions were lost as a result
of colonizing nations intentionally suppressing these traditions in order to assimilate
them into the dominant culture. This was the situation in Kyrgyzstan when the Soviets
6 Ibid., p.78.
7 UNESCO Traditional Craftsmanship Intangible Cultural Heritage UNESCO, 1995-2010, retrieved 13 September 2010
< http://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/index.php?pg=57>
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took over in the early 20th century. The Soviet leadership attempted to end the nomadic
lifestyle of the Kyrgyz.
During the Soviet era, traditional craft production was banned by the Soviets in
their push for modernization and pressures of conformity. People were discouraged or prevented from operating private businesses or using their hands for craft
production.8  
Fortunately, during this period, some underground craft production continued but many
important craft traditions were lost.
In 1991 the USSR dissolved the Kyrgyz Republic and Kyrgyzstan (as it was more commonly
known) became an independent state. Unlike other new nations, Kyrgyzstan had not
agitated for independence – independence happened to them. They were completely
unprepared for this new situation.
Kyrgyzstan had no industry of its own; its role had always been to supply power to support the manufacturing and industry of its neighbouring countries. When the Soviet system collapsed, the interdependent economic relationships between the former Soviet
states also collapsed destroying the Kyrgyz economy.
Today the Kyrgyz are looking to revive these traditional crafts in order to meet a need for
sustainable economic development.
The main aim of this Masters research project was to design an educational resource to
help preserve these Kyrgyz textiles traditions, in particular the felt-making traditions of
the Issyk-Kul region.
I chose to focus on the preservation of felt traditions because of felt’s historic and cultural importance in Kyrgyzstan and more recently because of its potential as a sustainable income generator for rural Kyrgyz women who are seeking to support themselves
and their families through home-based craft enterprises.

8 Gottschling, Littrell and Cockram op.cit., p.2.
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Introduction
“There are two kinds of poverty, economic poverty and spiritual poverty. Economic poverty is
not so bad. It can be overcome by hard work
and changing circumstances. Spiritual poverty
is another thing. It occurs when people have
lost their culture and traditions. This is the
worst kind of poverty because when you lose
your traditions and culture you are truly lost –
you have nothing.”
– Mr. Junushbai Tokmorbaev,
Kyrgyz Traditional Craftsman
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This traditional bazaar in the southern
Kyrgyz city of Osh has operated for nearly
2000 years. Its location along the Silk
Road made it an ideal place for trade
and commerce and attracted merchants
and craftsmen from as far away as the
Mediterranean.
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Violent conflict in July 2010 ravaged the
once-vibrant traditional bazaar. Since the
destruction of the bazaar there has been
increased ghettoization and a dramatic
change in the atmosphere and composition of the city.
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Many traditional crafts are being lost as
elderly artisans pass away without having passed on their knowledge and traditions to subsequent generations. The
context in which these traditions thrived
has changed with many young people
leaving their communities to seek opportunities in larger urban centres.

Most traditional crafts were originally
essential items that families needed
for their day-to-day living. Now traditional artisans sell these items in craft
markets and bazaars. Unfortunately,
many of these items are now massproduced and available commercially
at a lower cost so traditional artisans
struggle to compete with these products have abandoned their crafts in
search of more lucrative livelihoods.
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Traditional crafts represent an important source of income for women and youth in some
of the world’s poorest countries.
With the collapse of the economy after the Kyrgyz gained independence from the Soviet
Union, many Kyrgyz men found themselves unemployed and unable to support their
families. This presented challenges for Kyrgyz women “so many of their men – husbands,
sons, and brothers - have succumbed to the depression of chronic irremediable unemployment, many drowning their sorrows in vodka.9” The women suddenly found themselves in the position of having to support their families.
In an attempt to revive the economy, Kyrgyzstan began promoting itself as a tourist destination. Its beautiful scenery and low-cost of food and accommodation made it attractive
to many Russian and European travellers. The arrival of the tourists created a market for
traditional crafts - especially crafts made of wool felt. Many women saw this as an opportunity to earn an income.
Unfortunately, the years of suppression of this traditional craft has left a younger generation of women with significant gaps in their knowledge of felt production and traditional
design elements. This knowledge would normally have been passed down from their
mothers, mother-in-laws and/or their grandmothers. Recent changes in Kyrgyz society
and economy have meant that younger generations of women have been geographically
separated from their mothers and grandmothers as they have left their villages due to
marriage or seeking education or employment in larger urban centres. In some cases,
the older generation of artisans who had the knowledge of traditional crafts, passed
away before they could pass it on to their daughters or grand-daughters.
For women without access to this traditional knowledge, the design and development of
marketable products has proven a real challenge.
Many Kyrgyz believe that “a strong market for traditional crafts can help revive these
generational links and help preserve that sacred knowledge.”10  Organizations such as
the Kyrgyz Women’s Artisan Cooperative are working to establish a market for their traditional crafts in the remote province of Issyk Kul located in the foothills of the Tian Shan
mountain system.
This organization was established as part of a Kyrgyz/Canadian development initiative
9 Anne-Laure Py, Crafts in Kyrgyzstan: A Look at Creative Small Entrepreneurs, 2007, retrieved 12 September 2010,  
< http://www.neweurasia.net/culture-and-history/crafts-in-kyrgyzstan-a-look-at-creative-small-entrepreneurs/ >.
10 Ibid., p. 3.
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called The Issyk Kul Biosphere Reserve Ecological and Economic Development project
(I-K BREED)  that aimed to encourage ecologically and culturally sustainable economic
development. The herdsmen of the region were encouraged to maintain a biologically
diverse stock that included indigenous breeds of sheep and yaks and the women’s artisan cooperative was established to create felt handicrafts from their fleece and fibres.
The project partners, felt that if the women’s artisan cooperative was going to be successful, some outside expertise was needed to help them develop their design skills and
learn how to market their crafts. I came to know some of the project partners as a result
of a previous research project on wool felt that I was involved with. Because of my background as a textiles lecturer and instructional designer, the project partners believed I
could find a way to strengthen the women artisans’ design skills through some kind of
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educational initiative. Because many of the women in the cooperative lacked access to
printed resources about their local felt traditions, it was felt that documentation of existing felt designs could serve as both a reference tool for the young designers as well as
a way of asserting their communities’ intellectual property rights (protecting their local
designs from being stolen by others).
I was invited to visit the region in July 2009 to deliver a marketing workshop for the
cooperative and carry out some research into what could be done to preserve the feltmaking traditions of the region and make it more accessible to the Kyrgyz Women’s
Artisan Cooperative.
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Textile Traditions
Within any culture, textiles traditions play an important role. We interact with textiles
everyday - through our clothing and in our homes (carpets, furnishings and bedding).
These textiles express a great deal about who we are and how we live our lives.
With textiles, people around the world express their diverse traditions, lifestyles,
fashions and technologies, all while addressing fundamental physical, aesthetic
and spiritual needs. Through material, colour, pattern, design and other facets,
textiles reveal an individual’s wealth, social status, occupation, and religious and
ethnic associations, as well as a culture’s values, codes and social order.11
In Kyrgyzstan, wool felt is an important textile that has been used by the nomadic peoples to make clothing, furnishings and even their portable homes. Wool felt dates back
thousands of years and has been credited as the world’s first textile.
In the fifth century BC, the ancient nomadic tribes of the Central-Asian steppe,
known to the Greek historian Herodotus as the Scythians, had a complex and artistic culture. They have left us the earliest known examples of felted textiles (2,500
years old), which were found in the Pazyryk tombs in Southern Siberia. 12
The production of felt was and still is a communal activity which brought together many
generations of a family or community and felt carpets were created to mark important
milestones in a family member’s life such as a marriage. For this reason, felt plays an
important role in the culture of the Kyrgyz and many other Central Asian nations. Today
there are nomadic cultures within Central Asia who continue to make wool felt in much
the same way as their ancestors had done for centuries.
Whereas silver work has disappeared, leather work is practiced by only a minority, and traditional Kyrgyz embroidery designs have been pushed aside by Uzbek,
Ukranian and Russian motifs, [felt] shyrdaks and ala kiyiz [types of carpets] are still
found in every home, just as they were 2,000 years ago.13

11 Cyndi Bohlin., Upcoming Exhibition Provides a Lens into Cultures Around the World Through Textiles (press
release) The Textiles Museum, Washington, 2008 retrieved 28 September 2010, <http://www.textilemuseum.org/
pdfs/timbuktu_to_tibet_pr.pdf>
12 Gale and Kaur, op.cit., p.98
13 Rowan Stewart, Kyrgyz Republic, Odyssey Publications, Hong Kong, 2004. p. 23.
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Unfortunately, felt is slowly losing its role within Central Asian cultures as they experience rapid changes in their social and economic lives brought about by modernization
and increased access to industrially produced products from the developed world. However, among the Kyrgyz, felt is beginning to find renewed importance as a means of
economic development.
The Kyrgyz Women’s Artisan Cooperative was among many organizations looking to revive traditional crafts in order to help its’ members support their families through the
production and sale of traditional felt crafts. Unfortunately, some of the women lacked
knowledge of the traditional designs and motifs of their region.
Most often, artisans cannot afford to maintain references close at hand, and hence
they have never seen what their forefathers used to make. Their databanks are in
their minds and at their fingertips. There is thus the very and real danger of motifs,
designs and traditions dying out due to change, under use, or even the death of a
specialized artisan or craft family/group.14
These women did not have access to reference materials from which they could learn
about their local designs, patterns and motifs. As a result, a lot of the crafts they were
creating were copies of other artisans’ designs.
Some regions such as the Naryn region of Kyrgyzstan (who have a national reputation for
producing the best felt) had retained a local style within their felt carpets for example
the predominant use of red and green and certain motifs and patterns, that made them
easily identifiable as being from Naryn. This made their carpets highly sought-after by
tourists.  The felt carpets being produced in other regions of Kyrgyzstan reflected a sort
of “generic” Kyrgyz style that was saturating the market.
An approach adopted by some organisations was to hire designers to create designs for
small carpets and cushions and assembling “craft kits” to send to home-based workers
throughout the country to assemble for a small fee. “The full-time salaried staff prepare
the felt, choose the colors, and cut out the pieces according to pre-determined standard
sizes and designs.”15  While this model assured that the products confirmed to certain
standards, it tended to contribute to the market saturation of a generic Kyrgyz style of
14 Ritu Sethi, Celia Duque Duque and Indrasen Vencatachellum. eds. Designers Meet Artisans: A Practical Guide,
UNESCO, Craft Revival Trust and Artesanias de Colombia S.A. New Delhi, 2005.
15 Anne-Laure Py, op.cit., p.3.
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Kyrgyz have been making wool
felt the same way for centuries.
It is a labour-intensive communal activity which involves many
members of a family or community at different stages of production. The Kyrgyz have used felt to
make many things including their
portable homes (called yurts or in
Kyrgyz ‘bozui’).
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Yurts have been a consistent part
of Kyrgyz life for over two thousand years. It is not known which
of the nomadic tribes originally
concieved of this unique residential design but it has become a
national symbol for the Kyrgyz
and an important part of the
Kyrgyz cultural heritage.

27

There are two main types of felt carpets created in Kyrgyzstan, the ‘shyrdak’ and the
‘ala kiyiz’. A detail of a shyrdak is depicted above. These are pieced together, embellished and quilted to create a strong surface design
28

Surface design is created in the ala kiyiz style of carpet before it is felted. Coloured wool
is carefully placed on to the surface of the loose wool fleece before it is felted resulting
in a looser, more “painterly” effect as can be seen in the image above.
29

felt product and reduced the artisans to “skilled labourers” rather than designers in their
own right.
In the last decade, a number of  similar “design interventions” have taken place in developing countries in an effort to support handicraft production and economic development. While these types of “interventions” provide a source of income, they do very
little to support the locals to design and develop their own products. “The purpose [...]
should be to inspire artisans to undertake their own innovations further, not stunt them
into passive replication.”16
Other initiatives, saw designers putting their skills to use to preserve craft traditions.
This second type of intervention describes the nature of my project among the Kyrgyz
and is what I had hoped to achieve through my research.
In the following chapters I will describe how the project evolved and changed over the
last two years. As you will discover, the aim of my project, changed somewhat from initially being about documenting traditional felt-making and developing this documentation into a resource that can be used as a reference, to a teaching tool that can support
craft teachers to impart their knowledge onto younger generations while supporting
younger generations to develop their own skills. The changes in direction came about
as a result of learning more about the subject, my experiences, my design efforts and
subsequent reflection.
In Chapter 1: Documentation, I discuss the original aim of my project, which was the
documentation of various aspects of designing and producing traditional felt carpets. I
include a brief discussion of the ethical considerations I had to work through before my
trip to Kyrgyzstan and the problems and issues that came about while I was carrying out
my documentation efforts. Finally, I discuss what I learned to be the limitations of documentation as a tool for learning and preserving traditional crafts.
Chapter 2: Initial Experiments looks at some of the alternative learning media I investigated through design to try and address some of the aspects of felt making that I felt I
had not been able to capture through documentation alone. I tried a number of different
approaches to the problem with limited success.
16 Sethi, Duque Duque and Vencatachellum. eds. op.cit., p. 8.
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In Chapter 3: Learning Traditional Crafts I looked at how crafts are traditionally learned
both in general and in Kyrgyz culture and examine this style of learning from different
instructional and educational theory. This leads me to the idea that learning must involve social interaction and hands-on experience and gave me some new criteria for my
design. At this point in the project my aim changed from developing a reference tool for
learners to a tool that can be used to support teachers to effectively share their knowledge with younger learners.
Chapter 4: Samplers is the chapter which describes the design experiment I felt was
most appropriate and effective for teaching and learning traditional felt techniques and
design elements. I looked at examples of how samplers have been used historically for
the purposes of teaching and learning as well as how they have been used for the production of carpets. I go on to discuss the process of making my own sampler and evaluating  its effectiveness as a potential teaching and learning tool.
Finally, in my conclusion I sum up what I have learned and share some of the conclusions
I came to as a result of this project. I also discuss briefly possible future directions for
this project and make some recommendations for others considering a design-based
intervention involving artisans from developing communities.
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Chapter I

Documentation

“There is an imperative need to research,
analyse, categorize and document craft traditions so that this knowledge can be accessible
to a wider audience.” - UNESCO
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Preservation Through Documentation
As a designer I felt it was important that the Kyrgyz Women’s Artisan Cooperative had access to documentation of the techniques, patterns, designs and motifs that were unique
to the Issyk Kul region to help them develop their own designs that reflected the unique
culture and history of their region.
I read many documents prior to my visit to Kyrgyzstan which indicated that documentation was very important to the preservation and revitalisation of traditional crafts. For
example, a joint publication between UNESCO, Craft Revival Trust and Artesanias de Colombia explained why documentation was important for craft-based economic development initiatives in developing countries:
Several among those involved with revitalizing crafts, especially languishing ones,
insist, and rightly so, that documents and monographs on crafts are an invaluable
reference source-necessary for the development of crafts, for preserving memories, and for protecting copyright. They see as critical the need for motifs, designs
and techniques to be documented and made accessible to more users. 17
In another document UNESCO stated that “there is an imperative need to research,
analyse, categorize and document craft traditions so that this knowledge can be accessible to a wider audience.”18 and recommended that:
Design consultants or designers should be hired to collect the designs and patterns from around the country or region that depict the art, culture and styles of
the location. A national bibliography recording the arts and crafts of the country
should be formed to preserve the designs, which are part of the cultural heritage
of the nation. This would serve as a development tool for the handicrafts sector
and protect the cultural heritage for future generations.19
Having worked in indigenous art and craft galleries and social history museums for many
years, I understood the importance of preserving these forms of cultural expression. I
17 Ibid.,p. 6.
18 Ibid.,p. 6..
19 Noëlla Richard, Handicrafts and Employment Generation for the Poorest youth and Women, Policy Paper, UNESCO
Inter-sectoral Programme on the Cross-Cutting Theme “Poverty Eradication, Especially Extreme Poverty”, UNESCO,
Paris, 2007. p. 37.
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Initially, I planned to document every aspect of the design and production of traditional felt carpets to use as a basis for the development of an educational resource
that the Kyrgyz artisans could use as a reference tool.
35

had some experience documenting museum artifacts but I had never documented the
process of making a traditional craft. Fortunately, the process of preparing my Massey
University Human Ethics Application led me to some helpful publications which will be
discussed later in this chapter.

Ethical considerations
In order to get permission to carry out my research in Kyrgyzstan, I had to complete
a  Massey University Human Ethic Application. The application had to provide detailed
information about what I planned to do and how I planned to do it. (This application is
included in the Appendix.)
The ethics process required that I clearly define my research methods and define exactly what I intended to document, and explain how this would be recorded, stored and
subsequently disposed of. The application procedure also required that I demonstrate
a level of cultural awareness about the cultures I was seeking to involve in my research.
In order to learn more about Kyrgyz culture I read several publications about Kyrgyzstan’s history and culture. I also spoke with Canadian researchers who had lived in the
Issyk Kul region of Kyrgyzstan for several months while developing and implementing
the IK-BREED project. Because their project was connected with a university, they had
to complete an ethic application (which they shared with me) and they highlighted issues that I might encounter as part of my research project. The Canadian researchers
also briefed me on Kyrgyz customs and what they consider to be good manners so that I
could be sure not to offend my Kyrgyz hosts.
I also corresponded regularly via email with one of the Kyrgyz partners in the IK-BREED
project Mr. Talasbek Mukach Uulu (hereby referred to as Talas) president of the Issyk Kul
Artists’ Union who also supplied me with a report he and Mrs. Gulnara Kydyrmysheva
(hereby referred to as Gulnara) head of the Kyrgyz Women’s Artisan Cooperative, wrote  
after their trip to Canada in 2006 which contained explanations of their objectives in
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establishing the cooperative and what they hoped to achieve in the future. He also provided me with a formal letter of invitation which I needed in order to obtain a visa to
enter Kyrgyzstan.
It was important to ensure that the research was understood and welcomed and produce evidence of consultation with the community in which I would be conducting my
research. I had to and explain how the subjects would be informed about the project
and given the option to refuse or place limits on their participation. My discussions with
the Canadian researchers made me aware of how culturally inappropriate some of the
Massey University ethics processes were (at least for research involving Kyrgyz participants). For example, they told me about the Kyrgyz’s reluctance to sign papers (such
as participant consent forms) as they tend to associate such documents with government for whom they have a deep mistrust. They also made me aware of the low literacy
among some of the villagers and the inability of some Kyrgyz to read and understand
Russian (the language I had my project information sheets translated into).  
I realised that in order to comply with the ethics requirements of my university, and reassure the Kyrgyz participants, I would have to come up with a compromise. Fortunately,
the marketing workshop I planned to conduct for the Kyrgyz Women’s Artisan Cooperative would provide me with an opportunity to explain my research (via Talas who translated) and answer any questions they might have as well as gaining their verbal consent
(also translated and witnessed by Talas). This arrangement was acceptable to the ethics
committee.
Preparing this information made me think critically about the time frames I had to work
in, the limitations I would encounter due to language and cultural differences and how I
would have to adapt my project to manage these issues.
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Documenting Disappearing Cultures
As mentioned earlier, all the publications I had looked at regarding the preservation of
craft traditions highlighted the need for these craft traditions to be documented but few
had provided any clear guidelines about how this should be done. In an attempt to find
some helpful information about this process, I looked at some early examples of the use
of photography and film to document traditional cultures. This eventually led me to discover some helpful resources from the field of visual anthropology.
The disappearance of cultures has been a concern since the early 20th century when
many anthropologists shared a belief that “primitive” cultures would disappear as an inevitable result of cultural assimilation and progress. “Salvage Anthropology” came about
as a method of capturing a civilization or people’s former way of living before it disappeared. Anthropologists, amateur researchers and other scholars traded, purchased and
even stole cultural artifacts from indigenous societies around the world in order to ensure their preservation and safekeeping.20
A somewhat less destructive approach to this concern for cultural loss was the use of
photography and film to record for posterity the ways of life of societies assumed to be
doomed to extinction. Two notable figures in these early documentation efforts include
Edward Sherriff Curtis (1868 – 1952), an American photographer and Robert Flaherty  
(1884 – 1951) an American ethnographic filmmaker.  Both men worked at a time when
the romantic notion of the “noble savage” was popular and of great interest among academics and general society alike.
Edward Curtis took over 40,000 images during his career as well as recording the stories
and history of the tribes, creating biographical sketches of some of their tribal leaders
and describing various aspects of their daily lives from food to funeral customs. However
he was criticised for “staging” many of his photographs.
In the early 1920s Robert Flaherty filmed Nanook of the North which was an attempt to
portray the life of the Inuit people of the far north. His film showed the world a way of
life, very little of them would have ever had the opportunity to see.  Flaherty’s intentions
20 Douglas Cole, Captured Heritage: The Scramble for Northwest Coast Artifacts, University of British Columbia
Press, Vancouver, 1995.
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Edward Curtis photographed
over 80 Native American tribes
during the first part of the 20th
century. Though his intent was
to capture the way of life of
these peoples, Curtis has been
criticised for “staging “ many of
his photographs - removing all
evidence of western culture such
as wristwatches or spectacles.

Early filmmakers like Robert Flaherty attempted to present other
cultures in a narrative format
more for the benefit of an audience than accurate portrayal but
were just as guilty of taking “artistic liberties” in their portrayal.
Flaherty used actors and staged
some scenes of the “documentary” Nanook of the North.
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“Navajo girls learn first to weave by observation”
Photo by John Collier Jr. 1948
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were to entertain rather than inform. His work “combined documentary subjects with
fiction-like narrative and poetic treatment.”  But was not always historically or culturally
accurate.
The work of these two men influenced academics and led to the development of an entirely new field of anthropology. By the 1940s academics became interested in photography and film as a research methods. Margaret Mead suggested that note-taking was
an inadequate way of recording behaviour and ritual activity and that recording these
would allow for greater analysis and reanalysis of data.  In the 1950s this type of research
became known as visual anthropology.  
Visual anthropology is a sub-field of cultural anthropology that involves the study and
production of ethnographic photography, film and new media. Visual Anthropology is
also  concerned with the anthropological study of visual representation including, among
other things, the production of arts and crafts by specific cultures.  
John A. Collier, Jr. was an American anthropologist who wrote the first textbook in the
field of Visual Anthropology in 1967. A subsequent revised edition Visual Anthropology:
Photography as a Research Method was produced with his son Malcolm who was also an
anthropologist.  Collier documented Native American cultures for many years and tried
to take a holistic view of a particular culture, using their environment, customs and traditions as subject matter. He believed that a lot could be learned about a culture through
their visual representation. This challenged the predominant anthropological beliefs of
the time, which were that theory and conceptualization were the only legitimate ways
to analyse a culture.
When preparing for my research trip to Kyrgyzstan I consulted the Colliers’ book in order
to better understand what aspects of the craft traditions I should be documenting. John
A. Collier, Jr. and Malcolm Colliers’ “Scheme of Observation” listed the following elements as being essential:
•
•
•
•

Environmental location of the [craft] technology
Raw materials in the shop
Tools of the trade: An inventory of technology
How the tools are used
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•
•
•
•

How a craft proceeds
Conclusion of the process
The Function of the [craft] technology
Social Structure in Technology 21

While the Collier’s “Scheme of Observation” was helpful in identifying what to document,
it was written from an anthropological perspective.  The purpose of documentation from
their perspective was to analyse and understand a particular culture through their crafts
and the processes and interactions that took place during the production of these crafts.
I was still somewhat unclear as to how this documentation should be carried out. Fortunately there were guidelines available such as UNESCO’s Working Draft: Guidelines to
Document the Process of Producing Traditional Crafts which claimed that if these guidelines were followed, “the reader should be able to document a craft in such a way that it
provides clear insight into the processes involved in their production, so that, if required,
it can be revived in the same social and cultural context in which it has thrived and is
now dying out”22. This was an exciting breakthrough in my research as these were the
only guidelines I could find that were for the specific purpose of reviving a craft.
The UNESCO document Working Draft: Guidelines to Document the Process of Producing Traditional Crafts was created to guide development workers and those involved in
cultural conservation in how to document traditional crafts. The authors proposed that
documentation be compiled into what was essentially two documents that could be
used in conjunction with one another. The documents are described below:
1. Technical Manual: The first document UNESCO recommended was a technical manual (referred to as a “cook book”) which included information about sourcing and
preparing the raw material, and the techniques and rituals of making the craft.
2. Style book: The second document was a visual reference tool they referred to as
an artistic stylebook containing images of motifs, patterns, colours, and information
about their symbolic meanings.
These guidelines proposed that photographic or video documentation be obtained about
21 John A. Collier Jr. & Malcolm Collier Visual Anthropology: Photography as Research Method, Revised and Expanded Edition, University of New Mexico Press, Albuquerque, 1986.
22 Anupam Sah, Guidelines to Document the Process of Producing Traditional Crafts: Cultural Survival and Revival
in the Buddhist Sanga: Documentation, Education and Training to Revitalize Traditional decorative Arts and Building
Crafts in the Buddhist Temples of Asia. UNESCO Bangkok, 2007, p.6.
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the following aspects of the craft:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Preparation of the products
Process/Technique
Materials
Tools
Actors
Rituals/practices associated with the craft
Calendar of craft production
Problems about the craft production

This list of aspects of craft production bore striking similarities to those recommended
by the Colliers.  
I read these documents carefully and considered the contents in relation to my planned
documentation project in Kyrgyzstan. It was clear that the UNESCO guidelines were written for projects with a much larger scope, time line and budget than my project. However, I was able to adapt these guidelines to my intended purpose and took from them
only what was most relevant to the aims of my project.
When I travelled to Kyrgyzstan my aim was to record all the relevant documentation so
that I would be able to create my own “technical manual” and “style book” according to
the UNESCO Guidelines. However, when I arrived in the country, it did not take long to
realise that this process was not going to be as straightforward as I initially anticipated.
Despite all my prior research and careful preparation, there were a number of issues and
obstacles that I had to overcome in order to successfully carry out my documentation
project. These made me consider whether it was really appropriate for an outsider to be
carrying out the task of documenting these traditional crafts.

43

“I come from a long line of crafts people who have all
become masters of their trade. Traditional skills and
knowledge have been passed through my family for many
generations. My family has worked hard to ensure the
preservation of proper ways and techniques. I never went
to school - not one class - but I am fortunate to know what
I know. Because I am the oldest, it is my job to keep the
traditions. My husband is already dead. I don’t know what
will happen after I die. I don’t want this knowledge to die
with me. I want to spread the knowledge and pass it on to
many people.”
- Onol Matanova

   Nationally acclaimed
Master yurt maker
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Documenting Kyrgyz Crafts
When I arrived in Kyrgyzstan, my guide had already prepared an itinerary of artisan visits for me. Each day we travelled to the studios or work spaces of different artisans to
conduct interviews and carry out photo and video documentation of their work and
processes. I visited carvers, embroiderers, makers of Chiy screens (decorative screens
made from wool-covered reeds), hat makers, saddle makers, makers of musical instruments and many different types of felt-makers. Many of them echoed the UNESCO claim
that there is an imperative need to preserve these traditions and share them with others.
I chose to focus my documentation efforts on the process of making wool felt and the
various designs patterns and motifs used in felt carpets. I believed this was one of the
most important skills to try to preserve as it was the basis for the construction of yurts,
and both ala kiyiz and shyrdak style of carpets as well as numerous felt handicrafts.
I followed the UNESCO guidelines as closely as possible when I was documenting the
felt-making process believing that the resulting documentation would provide the insight and technical knowledge as UNESCO claimed in the Working Draft: Guidelines to
Document the Process of Producing Traditional Crafts.   I paid careful attention to the
most important aspects of the craft production, resisting the urge to take “beautiful pictures.” Unlike Curtis and his filmmaking counterpart Flaherty, I tried to see my camera
and video recorder purely as research tools. With the exception of a few posed “group
photos” for posterity, I tried to focus exclusively on the processes and design elements
of the traditional crafts hoping that I would be able to put these together later into
resources similar to the “technical manual” and “style guide” described in the UNESCO
guidelines.
Initially, I remained uninvolved, an observer there only to record the processes and crafts
in front of me. I tried not to interfere with the process and kept my questions for after
the craft was completed. This approach seemed to reflect some early anthropological
methods of research but it was not proving to be the most appropriate way to go about
it in this particular situation.
I quickly learned that the artisans were not interested in sharing their crafts in this way. I
was frequently invited to put down the camera and participate in the making. In order to
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Altuubek Madambekov, the matriarch and manager of the family felt-making business (not pictured here), works with her son, daughter, daughter in-law, and several other local ladies. These
ladies have specialist skills, for example, some are better at ‘ornament’ (laying out and planning
the design). Each family member knows each others’ job and can fill in if someone gets busy.
“Men is important, but only as helpers,” she told me, “the women do most of the work”.

46

achieve the documentation goals at the same time, I made arrangements for my guide
to take some photographs while I experienced hands-on learning from the masters.
This approach seemed to please the artisans much more as they seemed to appreciate
the inter-personal contact and welcomed my assistance with the various tasks. The more
senior artisans seemed to be very pleased when I learned the particular skill they had
shown me. I was always encouraged to go on to do more and everyone came to look at
my work and expressed their approval.
I spent a day with the Madambekov family who allowed me to document their feltmaking process from start to finish. The family were making a large ala kiyiz carpet for
the upcoming marriage of one of their young daughters. I was invited to get involved
and was even asked to write my name in wool as part of the carpet design. At first I was
reluctant to ruin their design by writing my name but my translator explained to me that
the matriarch of the family was very religious and believed I was sent there by God to
bring good luck to the bride to be.
I noticed that throughout the process the family would laugh and tease one another. It
was explained to me that because this particular carpet was for the daughter she was
being especially picky about the quality of the workmanship and the older women joked
that it would be great if she could be so careful about the quality of all their carpets. I
asked the family whether they enjoyed working together. They explained that they currently make 7 -8 carpets each day and sometimes they get angry with one another but
the outcome of the carpet depends on how the people making it feel, if they are in a
good mood, or if the are tired or not in the right state of mind the carpet will reflect this.

Limitations of Documentation
When I returned home I had an opportunity to reflect on my experience and analyse the
documentation I had recorded.
Trying to document a traditional craft in three weeks as an outsider was a challenge. I
had to rely on Talas, my guide and interpreter from the Issyk Kul Artists Union to arrange
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visits and prepare an itinerary before I arrived in the country. Talas had contacts within
the arts community, but did not personally know many master felt-makers in the region.
He had to rely heavily on friends and acquaintances to make the initial contacts and introductions. Because some of the felt-makers were still living in yurts in remote locations,
they could not be contacted by phone to set up visits. Travel to and from these locations
could take several hours, which meant that in some cases, we had to cut our visits short
and were unable to document the process from start to finish.
Kyrgyz custom requires that a host provide refreshments (most often this consisted of
bread, cream, fruit jam, lollies, vegetables and tea). It would be considered extremely
rude not to accept these refreshments (even though we may have already visited two or
three other artisans that day). The exchange of hospitality and goodwill could take hours
which always cut our actual documentation time short. It was always a very difficult task
to leave politely after the documentation and interviews had concluded as many of the
families wanted show us hospitality by offering to slaughter a sheep and prepare a feast
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reserving the most prized parts (often this would be the brains and eyeballs) for the
honoured guest.
Something that I had neglected to consider when preparing for my documentation trip
was the fact that the artisans might be interested in learning more about me and the
place where I live. It never occurred to me that a visitor from far away would be so interesting to them. The artisans wanted a personal connection with the person they were
sharing their knowledge with most likely because they had a personal connection with
those who had originally taught them. I regretted not having photographs of my home
and samples of my own felt artwork to share with my hosts as I believe these would have
strengthened our connection with one another and perhaps stimulated more in-depth
discussions. I had become so focussed on my project and trying to stick to the plan that
I forgot it was ok to ask questions other than what was on my ethics application and talk
about myself instead of just my project. I suspect this was partly due to the very short
time frame I had to do for my documentation and my fear of not accomplishing what I
needed to before I had to return to New Zealand.
While Talas was an excellent translator, certain textile-specific terms (such as “fulling”
which is the process of hardening the felt) were not part of his vocabulary in any of the
languages he spoke so there were occasions where the artisan had to describe the process so that he would understand the meaning of the word and then he would have to
repeat the description back to me. Neither the artisans or myself had prior experience
communicating via a translator and in our enthusiasm we sometimes spoke too long
and in too much detail for Talas to accurately translate. He sometimes had to summarize what was said and I suspected some important information might have been left
out.  The interviews and interaction would have been much easier if we had been able
to speak a common language. Fortunately, I had significant prior knowledge and experience of the felt-making process to be able to understand what the artisans were trying
to demonstrate or communicate and knew what aspects of the craft were important to
photograph.
Reflecting on my experiences carry out the documentation made me suspect that any
documentation project that is reliant on outsiders would have similar issues. UNESCO in
the Working Draft: Guidelines to Document the Process of Producing Traditional Crafts
recommended that there should be a member of the “documentation team” who could
communicate in the local language, and advised that the team should familiarize them-
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selves with the craft. But my experience made me realize that it might be more effective
to train the artisans to carry out their own documentation efforts.
The documentation I took was extremely thorough (over 1000 photographs and 8 hours
of video), yet when I managed to get the images down to a reasonable number and
arranged them sequentially as suggested in the UNESCO guidelines, they still did not
reflect the aspects of the craft that I had come to realise were most important.
In particular, the following important aspects of craft production seemed to be more difficult to capture and convey through documentation alone:
•
touching and experiencing the materials
•
learning the exact movements and motions
•
the length of time a step in the process should take or how often it should
             be repeated
•
the stories about the meanings and the origins of motifs and the lessons to
             be learned from them
•
how the overall design was developed and how elements were chosen and
             incorporated
•           the social contexts such as who did certain tasks and the social interactions
             that took place throughout the process.
I realized that these important aspects of craft production could not be transmitted
through a visual and/or written document and wondered whether other forms of instructional materials could be more effective.
Many of the key aspects of the craft process that I had identified as being important
seemed to be aspects that could be experienced but not necessarily represented visually. “Learning is not simply something that a person does. It is a process that occurs in
a specific context with physical, social and cultural parameters that affect the learning
process.”23

23 C.Jill Minar and Patricial L. Crown, ‘Learning and Craft Production’, the Journal of Anthropological Research, Vol.
57, No.4, The University of New Mexico, Albuquerque, 2001. pp. 369-380
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Touch & Materials

Motif & Meaning

Movement & Motion

Design Elements

Time & Repetition

Social Context & Interaction
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Chapter II

Initial
Experiments
“A process is most easily taught when it is
wrapped in an interesting package.”24
- Will Eisner
24 Will Eisner, Graphic Storytelling and Visual Narrative: Principles and Practices from the Legendary Cartonist, W.W.
Norton & Company Inc., New York, 2008, p.18.
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Engaging with Instructional Media
If the goal of documentation is, as UNESCO stated, “to provide clear insight into the processes involved in a craft’s development”25  so it can be revived if (or when) it dies out,
this suggests there is an instructional objective to the documentation. How else could a
group of people expect to revive a craft tradition that has died out?
At this point the aim of my project changed as I was not convinced that the “technical
manual” and “stylebook” recommended by UNESCO would be sufficient for communicating the key aspects I had identified in the previous chapter (see page 52 - 53). I
realised that I needed to spend some time investigating possible forms of instructional
media that might be appropriate for transmitting and preserving the information I had
gathered in my documentation efforts.
Because my career in instructional design was primarily in public galleries and museums,
industry, I was mainly responsible for creating learning experiences that helped visitors
engage more fully with the exhibits and gain a deeper understanding and appreciation
for the artifacts that were on display. Unlike most traditional (passive) instruction, my
mandate was to actively engage visitors through the instructional process.
Fortunately there was research within the field that I was able to draw on. Dr. Deborah
Perry of the American Museums Association created a model for museums to help institutions make learning fun, satisfying and successful for visitors. Her model was based on
research conducted by Stanford University researchers into fun and motivating instruction. Dr. Perry’s model identifies the following components as being essential for satisfying and successful learning in an institution setting:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Curiosity: Surprise and intrigue the visitor.
Confidence: Help visitors feel safe and smart.
Challenge: Encourage visitors to do or learn something new.
Control: Help visitors feel “in charge”.
Play: Encourage playfulness and sensory exploration.
Communication: Stimulate meaningful conversations 26

25 Anupam Sah, op.cit., p.6.
26 Selinda Research Associates, What Makes Learning Fun? 2007 Selinda Research Associates Inc., retrieved 28 July
2010, <http://www.selindaresearch.com/learning.htm>.
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This model supported a more experiential way of learning that I believed would be more
appropriate for learning about craft traditions. When considering potential design possibilities, I made sure to keep these components in mind.
I also established other criteria to help me assess potential learning media. For example,
it would have to employ appropriate technology that could be easily accessed by Kyrgyz
locals living in remote rural areas. This immediately eliminated any digital or video media as some of the target audience would not have had access to power. The media
would have to be able to be produced using locally available materials and inexpensively.
Most importantly the learning media would have to be something that the locals could
produce themselves. Previous participation in design-based international development
projects had taught me the importance of building the capacity within developing communities to create their own solutions – not to provide one for them. I did not believe
that I could provide the Kyrgyz with a “ready-made solution” to prevent the loss of their
traditions.  But I did feel I could offer some creative approaches to the issue and provide
them with some design prototypes that they could adapt to suit their purposes.
In order for any development initiative to be sustainable, it cannot rely completely on
outside “experts”. Locals need to have input into the design and development of their
own solutions. This is not only empowering but means that they can repeat the process
when faced with other similar problems.
I initially explored a number of different media and considered their potential as instructional resources. Several were dismissed because they did not meet the above criteria or
because they required specialist skills to produce. When testing out the different media,
I focused on different stages of the felt-making process. For example, the process of rolling the carpet once it had been felted.
In the following pages I describe some of these experiments and some background
about the different media I experimented with and how they have been used in the past
for instructional purposes. I have also provided some images of both existing examples
of these media and my own experiments and designs.
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Early in the project, I
began organising my
video recordings of the
felt making process into
a short instructional
video. I created a storyboard to help me clarify
which shots I wanted
to include. I eventually
dismissed the idea of a
video because I suspected the technology would
not be accessible for
many of the target audience (the rural Kyrgyz
women artisans) but the
sequential images led
me to contemplate the
possibility of an instructional comic.
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Instructional Comics
While I was reviewing the video recordings I had made of the felt-making process, I felt
the need to edit the footage down to a manageable amount. This required that I create
a storyboard of the shots I wanted to keep in the order I wanted them. The sequential
images I produced as part of my storyboard were similar to the images I had initially
arranged of the photographs to make up my “technical manual” as per the UNESCO
guidelines (see pages 42 - 43). When looking at these sets of sequential images I was
immediately reminded of comic books.
Will Eisner (1917 – 2005), a man who has been credited as one of the most important
contributors to the development of the medium of comics assisted the American military to make their publications more appealing to young soldiers by adding a comic-style
component to their Preventative Maintenance Monthly magazine which was dedicated
to technical and safety policy information. In each issue, Eisner created a comic-style
continuity story based upon the technical manuscripts provided to him by the army staff.
The stories always featured a soldier character that ignored preventative maintenance of
his vehicles or equipment and learned his lesson in the end.27  
Today the medium of comics is being used to further international development efforts
by organisations such as World Comics-Finland, founded by comics artists and aid activists in 1997. World Comics-Finland helps NGOs and developing communities to create comics “as a mirror of culture,  as an information tool in development and human
rights work and to help small and alternative groups to use comics as a tool for self
expression.”28  A large part of their work involved delivering workshops in developing
communities teaching locals how to write, illustrate and produce comics themselves. I
felt this medium could be a good possibility for communicating both the important information about the processes and techniques of felt-making, while adding some interest
through the introduction of characters and dialogue.
My first experiment involved the use of the photographs I had taken while in Kyrgyzstan.
Using free software I downloaded from the internet, I was able to alter the images to
make them look more like illustrations (Iike the effect you get with  “posterize” feature
27 Virginia Commonwealth University Library Digital Collections, Welcome to PS Magazine, the Preventative Maintenance Monthly Collection Virginia Commonwealth University, Retrieved 14 August 2010 <http://dig.ibrary.vcu.edu/
cdm4/index_psm.php?CISOROOT+%2Fpsm>
28 Leif Packalén, Wallposter Comics – A Great Campaign Tool for NGOs, World Comics –Finland , Helsinki, 2004. p.2.
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According to World Comics Finland,
comics that tell stories from local cultures in local languages give insights
into how these communities look at
their issues and the world. World Comics Finland arranges exhibitions of such
comics - mainly for distribution in Europe - hoping that, by showing comics
and cartoons from different parts of the
world, new insights into other cultures
will be discovered. Often these comics
show how people, with humour, can
cope - even in difficult circumstances.
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Comics have a visual language that
most people can understand. While
the text of the comics provide some
information, the images are just as
informative. Comics’ visual language
can communicate movement, the
passage of time, and sound. I believed
that some of the key elements of the
felt-making process could be depicted
more effectively if I could use these
visual elements to communicate them.
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in Photoshop). The software had a range of layout templates that you could insert your
images into. There was also a range of comic fonts and different styles of word balloons
to choose from. You could also choose from a range of title fonts and special effects like
star bursts. When I tried to create a test page, I found that the images became very dark
and the composition of the photographs did not allow much space for word balloons or
captions. (see page 50). I decided I would get better results drawing the comic myself
and as the Kyrgyz would be unlikely to have access to the software to create their own
comics, a hand-drawn example would be more appropriate.
I looked at the images I took of Kyrgyzstan for inspiration and looked at some Tin Tin
comics to try and imitate Hergé’s popular style. Tin Tin has been translated into 50 languages and is sold in countries around the world so I thought this would be a look that
would both appeal to the Kyrgyz and also be understood by them.
I created a character based on the elderly Kyrgyz women I had met on my visit. I did
some practice sketches to be able to confidently draw her in many different poses and
facial expressions. What I liked about the idea of a narrator character is that she could
explain the steps in the processes that were illustrated, providing her own tips and insights along the way. She could be the storyteller providing the background information
about the origins of particular motifs or designs.
Comics are cheap to produce and easy to distribute, however a certain amount of skill is
still required to create effective comics and I was unsure that the Kyrgyz artisans would
have the drawing skills to create their own instructional comics. The examples of instructional comics created by community groups that I had seen (such as the one on page 59)
seemed to rely heavily on text and were difficult to understand as the drawings difficult
to interpret. I wasn’t even sure that all of the target learners could read. I soon dismissed
instructional comics as an option.
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The Kyrgyz scenes I had photographed (see opposite page) had
a quality that reminded me of the
beautiful illustrations in Tin Tin
comics.
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I decided to try and create a character based on the Kyrgyz master
artisans I had met on my research
trip to Kyrgyzstan. In addition to
being the narrator of the story (and
explaining each stage of the process) the character of the master
felt-maker could also convey important tips about the process, convey
stories of the origins and meanings
of motifs within her speech bubbles
and interact with the other characters (her felt-making assistants) in
an authentic way.
If a character doesn’t look the same
in every frame of the comic, it can
confuse the reader so it is important to practice drawing the character in different poses and with
different facial expressions.
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Representing Movement
When I was drawing during the instructional comic book experiment I found myself frequently returning to my videos and watching a particular movement frame by frame to
better understand what I was seeing slowing the movement down and by breaking it
down into steps.
I became very interested in ways that the complex movements of the Kyrgyz felt-making
process could be represented. Body motion is an important aspect of learning a traditional craft. Many researchers have identified the process of becoming familiar with a
particular movement or motion as being essential to learning the process of producing
a craft.
To better understand actions of the process of rolling the carpet on the chiy grass matt
which is how the Kyrgyz harden their carpets as part of a process known as “fulling”, I
designed an articulated paper model so I could analyse the movement more carefully.
Having previously analysed the video,  I saw that this process was less of a rolling action
than it initially appeared. In actual fact the felt makers dropped their outstretched arms
heavily onto the rolled up carpet and pulled it towards them repeating this motion several times. I experimented with this articulated paper model trying to get the movement
just right and did a number of sketches to see how this movement might be represented.
I also sketched some of the other important movements that are part of the felt-making
process, such as the beating of the wool (see the image to the right) which is done to
loosen any dirt from the wool fibres and fluff up the wool so it is easier to work with.
The articulated paper model made me think of the moving books I had enjoyed as a
child which had various pull tabs and other mechanisms to create movement within the
images on the pages. I thought this might be an effective way to represent these movements in an instructional resource. This led me to carry out further investigation into
paper engineering.
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Books with movable parts have existed
since as early as the 14th century. Though
many (like the one depicted here) are
designed for children, some have been
created for the purposes of instruction and
for an adult audience.
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My first experiments were with
an articulated paper model held
together at the joints by small
metal brads (split pins used for
securing multiple sheets of paper
together). These allowed the
parts of the figure to move freely
and I could move the figure into
different positions.

Once I got a feel for the actual
motion that was involved, I tried
to figure out how this could be
activated. For example, many
wheels, or tabs that the reader
can roll, push or pull causing the
figure on the page to move. Unfortunately, my designs became
increasingly complex.

Further experiments led me to
conclude that the wheel was the
most promising mechanism for
recreating the movement I was
trying to represent however it
could only partially complete the
motion and I struggled to find a
way to combine it with a pull tab
to create a smooth motion.
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Paper Engineering
“Pop-up” books or books with movable parts have existed since as early as the 14th century. The books have parts such as flaps, wheels and pull tabs that have been engineered
to make the images on the page move or even become three-dimensional.
Combining illustration with movement and three-dimensions has advantages for teaching traditional crafts as it can depict various stages of the process and its’ associated
movement simultaneously. The reader can study the movement repeatedly and at various speeds according to how slowly or quickly she works the parts.
When researching this particular media, I started with some basic instructional books
about paper engineering and making pop-up books. This provided some important basic concepts on which mechanisms can be used to create particular movements. I also
sourced a number of second-hand pop-up and moving books which I took apart to get a
better understanding of the construction of the mechanisms.
I found that the best way to illustrate this particular movement required a combination
of the wheel and a pull tab however it was very difficult to combine these two mechanisms in a smooth motion. The experimentation that I did with paper engineering also
made me realise that this is a very technical process that requires some specialist knowledge. I did not believe that this would be something the Kyrgyz artisans would have been
able to produce on their own – especially without access to the resource materials that
I was fortunate to have been able to find here.
Examination of the second-hand movable books (many of which were damaged) also
made me realise that this is a very fragile media and repetitive use would eventually destroy the resource. Many of the moving parts were also created by die-cutting and this is
normally an expensive production option as special dies would have had to be created.
Depending on how many movements one wished to illustrate, this could become a very
complicated and expensive process to produce, and there was also the book binding
that would have to be included in this process which is another specialised skill.
I made the decision not to continue with this design.
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Automata
Because the design challenge of representing movement had me intrigued, I looked to
other media for ideas. I saw an image of an Egyptian funerary model on the internet that
appeared to have had at least one or two moving parts. (see image on previous page).
A number of carved wooden models had been found in a tomb in central Egypt including this  model depicting a group of weavers.  I had read about how similar funerary
models had informed our current knowledge of Egyptian weaving traditions. I wondered
whether a similar model might be able to communicate some aspects of the Kyrgyz feltmaking process. Whether or not the parts on this particular model were movable, I had
seen at least one example of an Egyptian model that did have moving parts. (see below)
This led me to investigate the unusual medium of automata - sometimes referred to as
mechanical toys or kinetic art, that employ mechanical processes to simulate animal or

This Egyptian carving of a baker needing dough was found in a tomb from the time of the XII Dynasty
or later. This was one of the earliest examples of what became known as Automata.

78

Automata was normally created for the purposes of entertainment. Numerous examples of automata were
developed in Europe (and later in America) in the 1700s and throughout the 1800s.

human movement.
Jaques Vaucanson was a French engineer who sought to use this technology as an educational aid.
He like other post-renaissance engineers, was obsessed with manufacturing simulations of life that included clockwork counterparts for every biological function. In
addition to correctly proportioned moving limbs, the devices would often include
circulation systems constructed from rubber, and organs fashioned from leather,
cork, and papier-mache.29
I decided to try to design an automata to represent the Kyrgyz traditional felt-making
process of kicking the rolled up wool that is wrapped in the chiy grass mat. This is the
process that to causes the wool fibres to felt together.
Unlike the complicated automata created by Vaucanson, this was a fairly straightforward
motion. The video recordings of the Kyrgyz family kicking the rolled up carpet looked  
a bit like they like they were marching. Instead of a kick, the motion was more like a
“stomp”. The design of bicycle pedals helped me devise s strategy for simulating this
movement. I saw the way my legs and feet moved up and down as the pedals turned and
29 Kyle Sherer, The Checkered History of Automata, Gizmag, 2008, retrieved 10 October 2010 from < http://www.
gizmag.com/history-of-automation-the-turk/10331/>
p.3.
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Early automata may have been influenced by
Egyptian funerary models such as this carved
wooden model found in a tomb in central
Egypt that belonged to the local governor
and his wife who would have lived sometime
around 2000 BC.
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realised I needed design a similar mechanism to create the illusion of kicking/stomping
the rolled up felt carpet.
Because I planned to have at least four “people” simulating this motion, I realised I needed to create the effect of numerous bicycle pedals in a row. After consulting with my
father (who is an engineer) I understood that what I was describing was called a crankshaft. I created my basic crankshaft using a sturdy metal coat hanger. This was placed in
a box below the “people” (which for the purposes of my first experiment were a set of
miniature wooden life-drawing dummies). I lined the dummies up in a row on top of the
box with slits cut into the top. The dummies feet were attached to the crank shaft which
was bent in such a way that each foot would raise and lower as the crank was turned.
This was a prototype created initially to get a feel for the movement and how to shape
the crank shaft to get the most similar movement to what I had analysed in the videos.
I liked the natural look of the wooden box and the wooden dummies the dummies
looked like a bit like robots or soldiers.
I realised that the Kyrgyz might also associate these dummies with soldiers and the message could become confused. I replaced these with a set of marionettes that I had played
with as a child.  
Their articulated parts easily lent themselves to the movement I was trying to create.
I freed these marionettes from their strings and proceeded to re-costume them into
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I knew that this would
be more suitable
for the Kyrgyz audience who are already
familiar with toys or
models being created
to mimic real life. One
of the felt artisans I
had interviewed made
small felt toys representing Kyrgyz people
and their way of life.
This assured me that
the Kyrgyz artisans
would be able to create their own figures
in order to create automata of their own.
As for the mechanisms, I had seen
many home-made
machines that the
Kyrgyz had created
to mechanise some
of the more labourintensive steps in the
felt-making process so
I was confident they
would understand
the basic mechanics
required to create
simple automata.

84
84

more recognisably Kyrgyz clothing. After numerous adjustments to the crankshaft I was
finally able to get the motion to closely resemble the kicking/stomping motion and was
pleased with the aesthetics of my finished model.
Unfortunately, the automata models could only depict one process at a time so new
models would have to have been built for each step in the process. While the automata
gave an indication of the social context of the felt-making craft, replicated the necessary
tools and the motion involved, it provided minimal insight into the felt-making process
as a whole. I realised that this type of instructional resource was better suited to public
institutions like museums where they could be incorporated into exhibitions and add an
interactive dimension to the experience.
Though my early experiments were challenging and fun, they were limited in the scope
of what information could be conveyed about traditional Kyrgyz felt-making. The more
I thought about the problem, the more I felt it was impossible to create instructional
resources that could replace the experience of actually learning from an experienced
master and working with the materials one’s self.

Chapter III
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Chapter IV

Learning
Traditional
Crafts
“The most traditional way of learning a craft
is through apprenticeship, watching a master crafts person and receiving feedback as
the skills are practiced over and over” 30
30 Cristen Torrey, Elizabeth Churchill and Davic McDonald, Learning How: The Search for Craft Knowledge
on the Internet, p.1.
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I decided it was important to look at how felt-making and other traditional crafts were
normally learned to see if I could find some clues to help me create a more effective
instructional resource for the Kyrgyz Women’s Artisan Cooperative.
Most traditional crafts are learned directly from an experienced crafts person. In most
traditional communities, these experienced crafts persons would be more senior family
members who would work closely with a young apprentice (usually a child or grandchild). In Kyrgyzstan, this was very much the way it worked.
“There was no special training in any craft. Good hands-to-be acquired necessary
knowledge since young age as they watched their relatives - grandmothers, mothers, and mothers-in-law – at work and helped them.”31  
Kyrgyzstan it not yet at the point where there is nobody left who knows the processes
and traditional knowledge associated with felt-making. Though many of these experienced crafts persons are elderly, many have expressed a desire to pass their knowledge
and skills on to others. One village I visited, invited experienced artisans to come live in
their community promising that their needs would be met as long as they taught their
skills to others in the village. This particular village had a very high level of unemployment but as a result of this initiative, 80% of them were able to earn a living through the
production of felt and other traditional crafts.
My original aim was to design an instructional resource to support learners who wanted
to increase their knowledge of traditional felt-making but I eventually  came to the realisation that while there are still artisans who have this knowledge, it would be better
to design a resource to support them to pass their knowledge on to others. Instead of a
learning tool, I needed to be designing a teaching tool.
From what I learned about learning felt-making or any traditional craft, it seemed it has
always involved observing and participating in the making of the craft until the learner
has developed the skills to be able to work on their own.
Interestingly, instructional theory supports the notion that learning follows a particular
process.
31 Japarov,  Sulaimanov, Kadicha Tashbaeva and Lubov Vedutov, op.cit., p.57
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In 1956 Benjamin Bloom and a committee of his colleagues published their influential
taxonomy which identified six categories or levels of learning claiming that the first must
be mastered before the next one can take place:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Knowledge (finding out)
Comprehension (understanding)
Application (making use of the knowledge)
Analysis Questions (taking apart the known)
Synthesis (putting things together in a different way)
Evaluation (judging outcomes).

In the 1990’s, a former student of Bloom, Lorin Anderson, revised Bloom’s Taxonomy and
published  Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy in 2001. Where Bloom had used nouns to represent each category, Anderson chose to use verbs (action words):
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Remembering – (recognising, identifying, naming, locating, finding)
Understanding– (interpreting, classifying, comparing, explaining)
Applying – (implementing, carrying out, using, executing)
Analysing – (comparing, finding, structuring, integrating)
Evaluating – (checking, critiquing, experimenting, judging, testing, detecting)
Creating – (designing, constructing, planning, producing, inventing, devising, making)

I decided that the tool that was needed was one that would allow the instructor (in this
case an experienced artisan) to support the learner through these various steps. I looked
at the verbs that Anderson used and applied these to aspects of traditional felt-making.
For example:
1. Recognising, identifying and naming various motifs and patterns, locating sources of
raw materials and identifying important plants
2. Interpreting these motifs and patterns and understanding their meanings, comparing
and classifying different types of wool.
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3. Putting this knowledge to use by following the instructions for making felt and applying the knowledge learned in the earlier steps.
4. Comparing techniques with that of a more experienced master, gaining feedback and
integrating learning into your own work.
5. Evaluating the felt product, critiquing or judging its qualities and weaknesses, detecting faults and testing different ways of working to avoid the same mistakes,.
6. Planning, devising and designing and making your own felt.
This really helped me to see the importance of working directly with an experienced
artisan (to support the learner through the steps). Lev Vygotsky, a Russian psychologist
believed that social interaction plays a fundamental role in the development of learning.
“Vygotskian view sees learning as based on working alongside an adept: observing,
assisting with very simple task elements, gradually taking over responsibility for
these elements while continuing to observe, and then assisting with more complex tasks.”32
This reinforced my suspicions that learning a traditional craft required that social context and interaction that I wasn’t able to capture through documentation or substitute
through experiential learning materials.
Another important thing I discovered was the importance of hands-on experience with
the materials. Researchers have acknowledged the importance of becoming familiar
with the properties of the raw materials from which a craft is made. “Physical materials have particular boundaries and characteristics [and that] with continued experience,
people can acquire a sense for how a particular material, under specialized conditions
will behave.”33   Wool is an especially versatile material that has a number of remarkable properties. Different wools will perform differently in the felting process and it is
important to be able to identify which wools are best suited for a particular purpose. For
example, coarser wool is often used as the base of a felt carpet while softer, finer wool
is reserved for the top.
32 Anthropology of Craft Production, 2010, retrieved 17 October 2010 <http://pagerankstudio.com/Blog/2010/10/
anthropology-of-craft-production/>.
33  Torrey, Churchill & McDonald, op.cit., p.1.
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Finally, I discovered that when it comes to the decisions about design, Kyrgyz artisans
begin by imitating the designs of more experienced felt-makers. “Mothers and mothers
in-law pass down designs unique to different tribes and clans. Mothers and daughter in
laws influence one another’s designs after women move to their new husband’s family
home.”34
Choices about colour, pattern, motif and layout are all carefully considered when making
a felt carpet but I could find no evidence of this being explicitly taught. There would have
been some characteristics that were common to a particular region (a regional style of
decorating the carpet) but within these, there was always the individual’s own creative
expression and design choices.  Apparently, “each woman draws on meanings held in
traditional motifs and adds her own ideas that express her attitude toward life and the
future”35.   
Having developed a better understanding of the learning and development process that
takes place when learning traditional felt-making, I realised that what was needed was
a teaching tool that could be used to facilitate discussions about diverse aspects of feltmaking, something that provided an opportunity to gain hands-on experience with wool
and something that incorporated a number of local designs and motifs that the learners
could study and interpret and eventually adapt to create new designs.
When added to the other criteria I had previously established (see pages 52-53), it began
to sound like I had set myself an impossible task. I asked myself what kind of teaching
resource could encompass so many different things while still being low-tech and accessible. Then as if by chance, while browsing various textiles sites on the internet  I came
across some information about samplers. When I read about the origins of samplers and
the different ways they had been used over the last few centuries, I was surprised at how
appropriate they were for teaching, learning and preserving Kyrgyz textiles traditions.

34 Stephanie Bunn, Kirghiz felt carpets, Hali, 1997, pp. 84-89.in Gottschling, Littrell and Cockram, op.cit., p.16.  
35 Gottschling, Littrell and Cockram, op.cit., p 16.
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This embroidered linen sampler by Jane Bostocke in 1598 was made to commemorate
the birth of a child, Alice Lee, two years earlier. Samplers were being used at this time as
a reference piece for a more or less experienced embroiderer. A century later, samplers
would also serve as a method for measuring and recording the maker’s skill. The motifs
at the top of the sampler relate family crests from Jane’s side of the family. It is believed
92
Jane and Alice were first cousins.

Chapter V

Samplers
Since the 16th century, women have been
stitching samplers as a record of their needle working skills. They have also served as
an effective method of learning, teaching
and documenting stitches, motifs, patterns
and important events.
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Embroidered samplers like this one were stitched by women for many reasons, to
practice and perfect a particular stitch or pattern, to document different styles of
stitching, motifs and designs, to commemorate an important event or simply to pass
the time.
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The origin of samplers
The term sampler is derived from Latin exemplum which means “an example to be
followed, a pattern, a model or example.” Dictionaries define samplers as “a piece of
embroidery executed as an example of the embroiders skill in using a variety of stitches”
and “a decorative piece of cloth embroidered with various designs or mottoes in a variety of stitches serving as an example of skill in needlework”36  

Early beginnings
Nobody is quite sure how long women have been stitching samplers but examples exist
from as early as the 16th century (though it is believed that they have existed well before
this time). The Bostocke sampler (see page 86) is one of the earliest dated samplers and
is held at the Victoria and Albert Museum.
Early samplers were stitched by women as examples of both designs and various embroidery stitches. These early samplers were in the form of long narrow bands containing a
selection of embroidery stitches such as cross-stitch, eyelet, Algerian eye, long armed
cross and others. The samplers also included stitched alphabets elaborate scrolled designs and sometimes cut and pulled thread work.
In the 17th century the style of samplers changed to “spot samplers” in which random
motifs were worked in silk. These motifs were often cut out from the sampler and appliquéed onto bed hangings or other furnishings.  “During this period, printed pattern
books became available, so samplers lost some of their use as works of reference. Many
of the designs from these books can be seen repeated in English samplers from this time
onwards.”37  
Samplers were a way to share and display different types of stitches, motifs and patterns.
Before patterns were printed in books, “embroidery designs were passed from hand to
36 www.thefreedictionary.com
37 “A Brief History of Samplers”, Simply Samplers History Page, September 12th 1998, <http://www.needleworksamplers.com/Simply_Samplers/sampler_history.shtml>
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hand, many of them travelled great distances.
“The recording of patterns and motifs on fabric for future use was an essential
method of storing information. This stitched reference resulted in the creation of
a sampler. New patterns and stitches were avidly collected and exchanged.”38

Sampler Quilts
Around the turn of the 19th century American women began developing a new and
uniquely American approach to quilt design. The sampler quilt - a block style quilt made
up of non-repeating pieced and/or appliqué patterns became a popular. Earlier quilts followed a European style, which were built around a central medallion providing a strong
focus to the quilt’s design.
In the years before the American Civil War, block-sampler quilt format became extremely popular throughout the country. “Sampler quilts may well have served as textbooks of
block-style design, a way of passing patterns from friend to friend, both nearby and far
away.”39  The sampler format allowed a quilt-maker to experiment with different block
patterns on a single quilt and offered the challenge of finding ways to integrate a variety
of designs into a pleasing overall composition.
Each block in a sampler quilt is different. The individual blocks each contain a different
motif or pattern. Sometimes the blocks all had a related theme but often they were a
mixture of designs that had no relation to one another.
Some samplers were clearly intended to serve as learning or teaching compendiums. This type of sampler could be used as a study document a sort of textiles
source book where the quilter recorded patterns for future reference by herself,
her friends, her children, or her students.40
Similar to the embroidery samplers where girls would experiment with various basic
38 Sharon Boggon, A Brief History of Samplers, 2009, retrieved 23 September 2010, < http://inaminuteago.com/
articles/samplerhist.html>
39 Robert Shaw. “Sampler Quilts” Robert Shaw 2005.http://www.robertshaw.com/samplerq.html.
40 Ibid.
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sewing and embroidery stitches they needed to learn, quilt samplers were often the first
quilts made by young girls as they started to learn the craft of quilt making. “Using the
sampler as a touchstone, a quilt-maker could choose a pattern or patterns to work up
into another quilt.”41  
The block-style quilt allowed women to work on smaller pieces at a time which was
more convenient than working the entire top of the quilt at once which is how it had
previously done following the medallion format. “Because it broke the quilt top into
41 Ibid.
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small manageable units, block-style also lent itself to communal quilt-making, allowing several women to contribute blocks to a single quilt. Block quilting also encouraged
the sharing (or copying) of patterns, and quilters were quick to pick up on each others;
design solutions.”42

Sampler carpets/Wagireh
Samplers are not restricted to needlework and quilting. I was excited to discover wagireh, sampler rugs with segments of weaving patterns that can be referred to when
preparing to weave a whole rug. Most wagireh come from Persia but examples have
been found from India, Anatolia, Caucasus, and Turkmen.
The wagireh, that is the knotted pattern, has probably been used for centuries.  
Skilled weavers produce a small carpet from a design on graph paper, and this
serves for years as a durable pattern whereas the paper patterns soon disintegrate.  
The weaver counts the knots on the back of the wagireh and uses the same number in his carpet.  It is possible that the origin of the wagirehs lies in the distant past
and that the designer who created the pattern and knotted the wagireh in this way
perpetuated his ideas among weavers for a long period.  Nomads still use wagirehs
and so do villagers in Central Asia.43
Wagireh served as reference tools or catalogues of patterns and motifs. Small weaving workshops began to produce wagirehs as samplers for promotion which were more
complex presenting a wider variety of designs that would be suitable for several different rugs.
Some waghireh may also have been studies by master weavers while experimenting
with new designs. This type was generally very small with only one motif repeated in a
range of sizes and colours.
Zeigler and Co. of Manchester established an oriental carpet manufacturing operation in
42 Robert Shaw Quilts: A Living Tradition as quoted in Sampler Quilts, op.cit.,
41 John Howe and Filiberto Boncompagni, The Wagireh, Salon du Tapis d’Orient, 2010, retrieved 24 November 2010,
<http://www.turkotek.com/salon_00115/salon-2.html>.
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The first type of wagireh contains all the design elements for
at least one complete rug. This
might include border designs,
central patterns, and motifs.

The second type demonstrates
the colour and texture of a rug
to facilitate the ordering of a rug
and may also contain all the elements required to weave a complete rug.

The third type is made up of
colour blocks that the producer
can use in rugs to be ordered offering a buyer the opportunity to
select the colours that appeal to
them the most.
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Iran in 1883. They used wagireh to disseminate new designs to their village manufacturers.
I felt that the concept of a sampler carpet could meet many of the Kyrgyz artisan’s needs.
•
•

Initially it would facilitate the teaching of felt-making by a more experienced artisan.
The women could then create a sampler of her own (practicing her skills at the same
time).
• It would then serve as a reference to inform new designs.
• Then she could use it to teach others.
• Finally she could use it as a marketing tool to promote her work and provide clients
with a visual “portfolio” that they can choose designs from when commissioning a
carpet.
I never suspected I would be able to find a resource format that would be able to address so many needs at once.

Designing a Felt Sampler
Having found what I believed to be a possible solution, I decided to try to make a sampler
carpet of my own.
Initially, I saw the sampler as being comprised mainly of motifs from the various carpets
I had seen when documenting felt carpets in the Issyk Kul region. When I was conducting
my research I often asked about the motifs in an artisans’ carpets. Some could tell me
where they had originally seen this motif used but only the very experienced and elderly
artisans could tell me the meanings of the motifs and what they symbolized. I came to
learn that very few books or visual references existed that contained this sort of information. One woman kindly shared with me her “sketchbook” in which she had collected
images of motifs and patterns from postcards, magazines and even candy wrappers.
After learning more about samplers I saw an opportunity to incorporate other important
design aspects into the piece.
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Gulnara head of the Kyrgyz Women’s Artisan Cooperative had expressed that the young
women she was teaching had no understanding of colour theory or how colours should
be used. This gave me the idea to incorporate a colour wheel and different colour combinations into the design in order to serve as a reference.   
Many of the artisans spoke to me about the importance of understanding the differences between types of wool. I decided to include different wool types in my sampler
to allow a learner to touch and feel the different surface textures produced by different
types of wool.
The aspects I decided to try to incorporate into the sampler include:
•
Traditional motifs
•
Traditional and contemporary colour combinations
•
A colour wheel
•
“Touch squares” of different   types of wool
•
Value scale of different shades of wool
•
Traditional border designs
•
Typical ala kiyiz carpet layout
•
Measurement tool
I decided to try to create the sampler carpet using the same method as the traditional
ala kiyiz are made in Kyrgyzstan.

Making the sampler
Because of the numerous aspects I hoped to include in the sampler it would have to
be fairly large. I was also limited by the size of the bamboo blinds I was using to lay out
the wool (the way the Kyrgyz lay out the wool on the chiy grass mat). Fortunately I had
one that was just small enough to be easily portable when rolled up. I wanted a sampler
that would be small enough to lay out onto a table or the floor where people can gather
around it. When evaluating the size I had to take into consideration that when felted the
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Because I was working alone, the
process of laying out the design
took much longer than it would
have taken the Kyrgys felt-makers. I also had to continually refer
to the photographs I had taken to
ensure that I was copying the motif correctly.

I had to enlist some volunteers
when it came to felting the carpet
as it was too large to be able to
do myself. This was labour intensive but I enjoyed the social interaction. We wondered how the
Kyrgyz could make up to 8 carpets
a day using these methods.
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carpet would shrink - I made
sure to make the carpet slightly
larger than the size I wanted.
The first attempt at designing
the layout of the sampler, I tried
to follow a traditional Kyrgyz
layout. The pattern consisted of
a series of diamond shapes bordered by triangular shapes with a solid outline and motifs contained within these shapes.  
However, when I attempted to create a sampler using this underlying structure, I found
that I wasn’t able to incorporate all the elements and motifs that I wanted. It seemed
that this layout worked best for repeated patterns but did not lend itself to a variety of
patterns.
I then came across a style of ala
kiyiz carpet that I had never seen
before. This one was made up of
square patters that called to mind
the sampler quilts I had researched
earlier. The only limitation to this
design is that it appeared that only
motifs of a similar level of detail
could be put together well.
I decided that I would have to come up with a design that was more versatile and that
would allow me to include a variety of different patterns and motifs.
The next step was to determine a colour palette. I initially planned on sticking with a traditional colour scheme and limiting the palette for the sake of aesthetics but the Kyrgyz
artisans love the bright colours achievable through the use of chemical dyes. One artisan
(who was an expert in the making of natural dyes) told me she just couldn’t get the bright
“happy” colours using natural materials and that the bright ones (carpets) were easier to
sell. I compromised and went for a mix of traditional and popular contemporary colour
combinations seeing this as another possible teaching aspect of the carpet (the differ-
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Bird’s Tracks refers to the effect a person has on their family  and their community. What a person does leaves a
lasting imprint.
Hunting eagle. Any representation
of a bird in flight symbolizes the wish
that your dreams come true.
Synar muyuz (single ram’s horn) it
resembles a long-horned sheep in
profile and refers to great wealth and
fortune.
This design is a mirror image of “Tree
of Generations” The tree is growing,
children are spreading and making
more generations.
Examples of different colour schemes
or combinations on a motif of “ram’s
horns” and “bird tracks”
This motif represents the Chiy plant
from which the reed mats are made
which is the most important felt making tool.
Traditional mountain border pattern.
Double or mirror image of mountain  
border pattern. Both patterns represent a barrier for protection.
The wave border pattern represents
“the road of our generation”. Life is
up and down and passes on from one
to another.
Symbol of soldiers standing in attention and vigilance, providing protection to the homeland. Naryn traditional colours.
“Touch squares” made from different
grades of wool from very coarse to
very fine. Allows us to see the felting
properties of the different wools.
Colour wheel to teach colour theory
Square that shows a possible layout
for a shyrdak carpet (many carpets
designs are repetitions of this layout).
Blanket stitched every centimeter allows the bottom of the carpet to be
used as a measuring tool.

105

This is just some of the information that is
contained within my sampler carpet. I used
motifs that I had seen while I was in Kyrgyzstan and was fortunate to be told the
names and meanings of some of them.
Certain squares on the sampler can spark
discussion about the materials used to create a felt carpet (such as the touch squares
and the chiy motif)
Other squares are there to help illustrate
the elements of design, line, shape, colour,
texture etc. As well as layout and composition.
The sampler can also be used as a marketing tool allowing the artisan to show
a range of possible designs and colour
schemes from which the client can make a
selection for a commissioned carpet.
The measuring edge is helpful when discussing size of works with potential customers.
The combination of contemporary “bright”
colours and traditional colours can also facilitate a discussion about whether to use
chemical or natural dyes.

ence between the colours achieved by both natural and chemical dye processes).
The colours of my completed sampler came out less bright after it was felted but this was
to be expected due to the dark wool I was using as a base.

Using the carpet sampler as a teaching tool
A felt sampler such as the one I created could easily be created by experienced felt-makers using the of colours, motifs, designs and patterns of her choice. This could be taken
to workshops where an experienced master could share information about the various
elements within the sampler with her students. Its’ portability is an advantage as some
teachers travel a long way to share their skills with women from other villages. The size
allows for it to be spread out over a table or even hung up on a wall.
The cost of materials to create a sampler carpet is relatively inexpensive and because it
is much smaller than most carpets that are made, it would be a justifiable expense and
its multiple uses would also make it a worthwhile investment.
Because the women in the Kyrgyz Women’s Artisan Cooperative have different levels of
skills and experience with felt-making I would recommend that the more experienced
ones be responsible for creating the first sampler. To involve the whole group, I would
recommend that they collectively seek the designs, patterns and motifs of their region
and use this as a basis for the design of the sampler. Once the first few samplers are
made, they can be used to teach others and eventually this traditional knowledge will
spread across the region, strengthening their local culture and preserving some very
ancient knowledge.
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Conclusion
Apprenticeship, learning by first watching a master crafts person and then receiving
feedback while practicing the skill is the most traditional way of learning a craft. This
model of craft instruction is common throughout many traditional cultures and appears
to have been the way for thousands of years. A symposium entitled Learning and Craft
Production in Pre-history was held at the 65th Annual meeting of the Society for American Archaeology in 1998 in Seattle. In the transcripts of this symposium, I read papers on
various aspects of craft production from researchers in different fields.  Research about
diverse crafts and cultures from hammock makers of Central Brazil to potters from Cameroon, revealed that traditional craft skills are almost always passed from one generation to another.
While it is possible to develop a basic understanding of the process of producing a craft
via printed materials like “how-to. . .” books, or by instructional videos showing the process step by step with supporting written or verbal instructions, this type of learning
resource can be very limited. Most examples I have seen of this type of craft instruction
has the reader follow steps to replicate the particular craft depicted – in other words,
learners are not supported to explore other possible design options. Most importantly,
these types of resources do not provide feedback to the learner, or explain what to do
if something goes wrong. I have never come across any examples that strengthen the
learner’s connection to their culture.
Having learned felt-making from experienced masters through hands-on learning, I can
honestly say that no learning resource I could create could ever replicate or provide as
much insight as this experience has given me. I was surprised that UNESCO, an organization dedicated to supporting craft preservation and cultural traditions, could claim that
documentation in the form of a “technical manual” and “style guide” (whether in the
form of a printed document or video) could be sufficient to “provide clear insight into
the processes involved in [traditional craft] production, so that, if required, it can be
revived in the same social and cultural context  ” and that this documentation “would
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allow future artisans to produce the craft in an authentic artistic and social manner.”44  
Documenting the felt-making was a challenge due to the various time and language
barriers and the long distances that needed to be travelled. Perhaps if I had been working with a larger team over a longer period, the resulting documentation would have
been better and perhaps might have been good enough to provide some insight into
the process though unlikely to be enough to revive a craft on its own. Being an outsider
made this project that much more difficult because I lacked local knowledge and ability
to communicate directly with the artisans whose work I was documenting. Even with a
local guide and translator this was a difficult process.
I suspect that if this documentation was carried out by sufficiently-trained local artisans
the documentation would be more effective. Developing the capacity among local artisans in developing communities to document their own crafts would be a very beneficial
exercise which I have been thinking about as a future project. I believe that providing
artisans with the training and technology to document their own processes and crafts
would be very beneficial to them, not just to help them to preserve their traditional
knowledge but to help them to keep records of their work, and to be able to promote
themselves and share their work with wider audiences (and potential buyers).
I still do not believe that documentation alone - even if it is of a very high quality - is
enough to teach a traditional craft process to someone who is unfamiliar with the craft
so that they can “produce the craft in an authentic artistic and social manner” as UNESCO claims. Without hands-on experience with the tools and materials and some guidance from an experienced craft person, I suspect the novice would have limited success.
It would appear that the author of the UNESCO document did not consider the importance of the interaction between the master and the learner or apprentice when learning the process of producing a traditional craft. Images, video, and words can certainly
provide some insight into a traditional craft process but they are no substitute for faceto-face instruction and hands-on experience.  Torrey, Churchill and McDonald explain in
their article Learning How: The Search for Craft Knowledge on the Internet that:
There is [ ... ] a large gap between watching and doing. It is not hard to imagine how
44 Sah, op.cit.,p.6.
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challenging it is to knit a row having only observed a skilled knitter for a short period of time. However, with the attention of a practiced teacher, tailored feedback
can be offered, and objects can be mutually referenced. When being introduced to
a craft, there is often new vocabulary that is easier to learn when both the teacher
and student can point to features of an artifact or pick up the right tool. 45  
Experienced artisans are not teachers and unfortunately, the context in which they
learned their skills will not necessarily be the same as the contexts in which they may
now find themselves passing on their skills. These masters are now finding themselves in
workshop situations teaching their skills to larger groups of people over a short period of
time. This means they will not be able to successfully employ the teaching methods they
experienced when they were learners. This is why I felt it was important that these master/teachers have some kind of teaching resource that would support them to transmit
their knowledge to others in an engaging way that actively involves the learner. I believe
that the sampler has the ability to achieve this.
Because of their long history of incorporating ideas from other cultures, I feel it is appropriate to share the sampler concept with the Kyrgyz artisans. No doubt the Kyrgyz artisans would put their own unique spin on the design and make it even better than mine.
I would really enjoy seeing how the Kyrgyz artisans would adapt the sampler design to
meet their own needs and reflect their particular local and personal style.
I would have liked to be able to work more closely with the Kyrgyz artisans to test and
develop some of the educational resources I examined, I suspect that some of the ideas
I came up with would have been dismissed by the artisans because they know their “audience” better than I do and would have known instinctively what would work and what
would not.
I think that if the Kyrgyz artisans are not already familiar with samplers they would have
found this concept quite interesting as many artisans were struggling to find images of
motifs and designs to work from when creating new work. One woman showed me her
inspiration source-book which was a scrapbook with images of Kyrgyz designs she had
found on packaging, postcards, magazines and other printed materials. She had been
collecting these images for many years and yet her scrapbook only had a few pages filled.
45 Torrey, Churchill and McDonald, op.cit., p.1.
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Access to images of designs, patterns and motifs is a very significant problem for Kyrgyz
artisans. If we could have worked together to source these images and create sampler
carpets from these images, I believe the artisans would have found the experience valuable and would have been able to incorporate some of the motifs, designs and patterns
into their future projects.
I currently have no plans to return to Kyrgyzstan as the current civil unrest makes it
unsafe to visit. However, I will be sharing my ideas with the Kyrgyz Women’s Handicraft
Cooperative and the many talented artisans that I met on my research trip via a letter
(with photos) which my former guide and translator has promised to translate for me.
Should the situation in Kyrgyzstan become stablilised in the near future, I would consider
implementing a “design intervention” of my own, helping the Kyrgyz artisans set up a
pilot project to trial the sampler concept and evaluate its effectiveness. I would certainly
include the artisans in the design and development of the project and I would support
them to develop samplers of their own to use to teach others in the cooperative.
For other designers considering a project or “design intervention” among traditional
artisans, I would recommend including these artisans in the process of determining just
what time of intervention they require. I originally thought I was going to be creating a
reference resource for artisans to refer to when developing their own designs, so that
they could create unique and more marketable products. However, when I spoke with
the artisans, they were passionate about wanting to share their knowledge and skills
with others in order to keep the traditions alive. This made me realise that my skills
might be better used researching and developing a sample resource that they can adapt
to suit their own purposes.   Most importantly, designers must be flexible enough to
change a project when it becomes clear that the project is going in the wrong direction.
Another thing that I learned that might be beneficial to designers working with artisans
in developing communities, is to try and see the big picture and not just focus on the
immediate problem. Most of the design interventions I saw focussed on income generation for artisans. Many NGOs develop partnerships with designers to help improve the
quality and marketability of the artisans’ products and this sometimes ends with the
designer coming up with the ideas for the product and the artisans working as skilled
labourers to produce the designs. While this may help the artisans earn an income, this
does not seem to help develop their design skills and does not allow them to express
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themselves artistically. I suspect many artisans would feel unfulfilled producing someone else’s designs and quite possibly some traditional designs might be lost in the process. A better way to go about something like this would be to involve the artisans in the
design process, and support them in developing their own design skills, and help them
to access reference materials such as images of traditional and contemporary crafts.
Finally, I would encourage anyone considering a design-intervention to take the time
to develop relationships with the artisans they want to work with. Find out what really
matters to them and ask them how you can be of assistance. This was by far the most
rewarding part of this project for me and the interaction with the artisans and local
people taught me far more than any of the journal articles and research I did before I
went to Kyrgyzstan. Far too often, I have seen design-based development projects where
the designer enters the community as some sort of authority to be obeyed and acting as
though there is nothing they can learn from the artisans themselves. I do not think these
projects are ever really succeed. Certainly, designers come with some knowledge and
experience that the artisans may not have had but the artisans also have generations
worth of knowledge and skills that should not be ignored.
Personally, I hope to be able to do more work in this design/international development
field and I would very much like the opportunity to contribute to UNESCO craft revival
initiatives. I was fortunate to be able to contribute some of my experience and learning into an updated version of Designers Meet Artisans (to be published later this year)
which provided me with so much helpful and practical information when I was working
on my project. I feel fortunate to be able to give back some of what I have learned so that
other designers and more importantly artisan communities can benefit from it. I may
choose to explore some of the ideas and concepts from this project as a future research
project - if I have the opportunity I will certainly return to Kyrgyzstan and work more
closely with the Kyrgyz Women’s Artisan Cooperative to help them achieve their goals.
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