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  Abstract 

The Kashmir shawl is entrenched in an intricate practice of craftsmanship that goes back to minimum five 

hundred years. This is a South Asian perspective of the Kashmir shawls narrative focusing on one of its 

techniques, the Ἁmlīkār. This paper re-supports the design representation and methodological progress of 

this shawl from Kanīkār to Ἁmlīkār and local foundations by highlighting on topics formerly overlooked in 

previous records. The shawl roots from Kashmir, with affluent sponsorship helping it to flourish. Its 

shifting decorative forms, area-based discrepancies in Persia (Iran) and Punjab and its huge effect on the 

European creativity all merge to produce a history designed to involve the reader. Its individuality and 

serviceability are in a permutation of reasons that have generated it to be almost impossible to supersede. 

There have been modifications of the form and size but none achieved success in generating the unique 

sensitivity of warp and weft in fabric, fiber and layout that includes the renowned splendor of the shawl. 

Surviving as a design timeless that has expanded out of an unforgettable indigenous aesthetic, the shawls 

allure is in its capability to symbolize permanence as well as transformation. The idea is to develop a 

conversation about the approach of cultural practice and its similar purpose in the economics of this craft, 

focusing on the Ἁmlīkār shawls present at the Lahore Museum to highlight their importance, history and 

comparison to the present shawls. The research will reflect on the South Asian perspective of traditional 

craftsmanship and its economic value.   

 

Keywords: Handloom, Shawl Weaving, Kashmir, Embroidery, Material Culture. 

 

Introduction 
 

Principles of these unique shawls were the authenticity, tradition and market. The intention here is to 

develop a discourse about the system of tradition and its parallel motivation in the economics of it. The two 

historical shawls under discussion are from Lahore Museum (Fabric Gallery) and the contemporary shawls 

are from local vendors. The historical Ὰmlikār
1
 shawl pays tribute to the woven Kanīkār

2
 shawl. These 

embroidery shawls were the easier alternative of the woven tapestry shawl appearance. The reason for its 

existence is fast production time, more employment and revenue for the local artisans. To meet the supply 

demand this method of shawl making was devised by the craftsperson and businessmen. This paper 

                                                 
1
 Ὰmlikar is embroidered Kashmiri shawl. 

2
 Kanikar is woven Kashmiri shawl. 
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discusses the skill and heritage of these textiles. Which once was a huge contribution in textile economics 

of the Indo-Pak subcontinent. The idea is to bring to discussion the present state of this craft and how some 

measures can be taken to revive this material culture.  

 

Shāl
3
 is a Persian word, which evolved to a collective word shawl by its international classification in the 

18
th

 and 19
th

 century. Shawl practice is rooted in a complex skill procedure that goes back to at least five 

hundred years in history. The combination of three weaving techniques, the double interlock, tapestry and 

twill is rare in the previous records of textiles. In the past 500 years the intricate product of assembled 

woven shawl is kanīkār. This textile has a feeling of extraordinary appeal, but it plainly alone has evolved 

as significant, among others. In the 19
th

 century, an essential innovation was introduced. It was the needle 

worked shawl or ῾amlīkār, a shawl embellished with the embroidery on a woven base. This shawl is 

unheard of prior to the 19
th

 century. The embroidery stitch applied in the technique is a style of parallel 

darning stitch. The needlework is very meticulous and small. Stitch is placed close together as it nips up the 

warp thread and is hardly visible under the fabric. The tedious technique replicates the effect of a woven 

kanīkār shawl. 

 

The objective of this study is to discuss the material evolution of these shawls from Kashmir to the different 

parts of Pakistan. Surviving as a design that has expanded out of an unforgettable indigenous aesthetics. 

The shawls allure is in the capability to symbolize permanence as well as transformation. The idea is to 

develop a conversation about the approach of cultural practice and its similar purpose in the economics of 

this craft focusing on the ῾amlīkār. This research questions the treatment of shawl design practice in 

Pakistan‟s textile economics. The background of the kanīkār and ῾amlīkār shawl is provided to show the 

present deteriorating development of the craft and craftsman.  

 

Literature Review 
 

Comparative medium work of art reveals to observers how some material cultures are linked not simply by 

the bodily paths they hold but likewise for the connotations and understandings these pieces connect in a 

variety of areas. In her book, Transcending Patterns, Mariachiara explains the previously fine art record, 

raw material and graphical intellectual past, Asian findings, conservatoire and material etymology. 

According to her there are different types of techniques to consider a textile piece. First is to understand it 

as an unreadable language in the arena of material culture that we can explore only across its background, 

without bothering regarding its creative suggestions or technological methods. A second option is to review 

the data itself for the composition, hues and visual aspects noticeable on the exterior. This permits us to 

spot the piece in an uncomplicated list or assessment on the record of textiles. Thirdly, the characteristics 

just recorded, which distinguish a superficial analysis as fiber, or a fabric might be considered also in 

methodological survey. (Gasparini, 2013) An examination of these three methods provides a complete 

analysis. It suggests the possibilities and solutions for the better historical understanding of the textiles.  

Haider Ali and Mohammad Nawaz (2020) share their finding about the economic state of the textile sector 

of Pakistan, as deficient while textile companies are confronted by massive damage in their manufacturing 

owing to the gas shortage and energy disaster. The whole textile businesses have occupied stand-by 

generators as substitute source to eliminate the severe planned and unplanned load shedding and to decrease 

the huge production deficit. (Ali & Nawaz, 2013) They strive to balance their maximum electricity damage 

matching it up with improvised solutions but still they are encountering huge deficit in their output.  

 

According to Economic survey of Pakistan (2012-13), exports add up to 46 percent in industrialized 

creations, 60 percent are the trade revenues and hires roughly 39 percent of labor power. Main portion of 

textiles is manufactured with cotton in Pakistan but requirement for man produced fiber is growing 

globally. Fabric and apparel manufacturers ought to raise artificial fiber substance in textile fabrication. 

(Latif & Javid, 2016) Developing economies: China, Hong Kong and south Korea have reached elevated 

                                                 
3
 Shāl is a piece of fabric that is used to cover the upper body, usually to keep warm. 
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development levels in worldwide marketplace via depending on local resource team dynamics. Motivations 

are required to be supplied to the manufacturers in the manner of minimal power price and comfortable 

investment accessibility, simple decrease in salary percentage cannot totally enhance the production of 

fabric and fashion.  

 

Arif Hasan and Mansoor Raza, explain in their study about the insignificant power loom businesses 

centered in Karachi, Dibbi Colony. This small industry is a negligible and transient trend that would 

ultimately be immersed by the reforming of metropolitan industrialized factories. Nevertheless, the 

opposite situation has held place in several small and moderate revenue nations where economic expansion 

has not remained comparable with development and general population progress and where 

macroeconomic disasters and reorganizations have controlled to increasing joblessness in urbanized 

industrial sector. (Hasan & Raza, 2015) This condition has quickened up in Pakistan speedily: in 2010 it 

was projected that 73 percent of the nation's non farming employment was focused on the informal 

segments. They further move on suggesting answers for the deterioration of the power loom units in 

Karachi, are mainly associated to modernization, domestic dispute, the diminishing law enforcement 

condition, and energy shortage. (Hasan & Raza, 2015) These issues appear to be establishing the 

circumstances for further no confirmation as loom industry in both the small non factory and factory 

segment remains to shut down and as employees pursue their incomes that seems to be more and more low. 

It is hard to imagine how open marketplaces would device some substantial upgrades in the jobs of the 

employed underprivileged, especially in the metropolitan unofficial sector where labor security is 

commonly deficient.  

 

The contemporary Kashmiri Pashmīna
4
 shawls are the less significant value to unique historical Kashmiri 

shawls. Nahid Jaffery and Sherry Rehman in their book, The Kashmiri Shawl: From Jamawar to Paisley 

give accounts of the history of these shawls. As they believe that there are simply three reliable works 

accomplished on the topic and they were printed from London, Paris and New York. (Rehman & Jafri, 

2006) Consequently, the requirement for an Indian printing company and Pakistani writers to collectively 

take over this very valuable fortune of our own is essential. So this ended in compilation of a book on this 

subject. Moreover, Museum fragments found everywhere in the world, the book papers, the surviving 18-

19
th

 century Kashmiri shawls found in ownership of individual collectors in Karachi, Lahore and Islamabad 

also investigate the roots of the many variations of these and their European equals, the Victorian paisley is 

a Kashmiri būtā
5
 or in some cases stated as ambī

6
. The writers further reveal that in their research of two 

years, they were very disheartened to find the condition of decomposition in which several of these 

priceless shawls are preserved in the Lahore Museum, as it is the single Museum nationwide to house the 

shawls on exhibit. (Rehman & Jafri, 2006) A research endeavor is needed to be carried scholarly as it offers 

chronological data, factual evidence and economics. Moreover, this might attract attention of the 

government department at the Lahore Museum to generate solutions for the development of better 

preservation for these textile treasures.  

 

In his Dawn News Article, Fazal Khaliq documents the Swat valley‟s main economic strength of hand loom 

in need of survival and attention by the government. Like all other industries big or small are going through 

a decline period since several years the shawl industry is no different. According to Khaliq, this shawl 

cottage industry means to handloom material what Sialkot means to sporting goods. This small industry 

adds 10 million Rs to the nationwide treasury and is the major revenue for more than 80 percent of the local 

inhabitants. (Khaliq, 2015) But even with the subscription, it deteriorates from governments apathy, 

unavailability of education and health services and no employment regulations.  

                                                 
4
 Pashmīna is a twill weave woolen shawl. It is actually the wool called pashm, which is once woven into 

shawl is called pashmina. 
5
 Būtā is the small mango like shape, which have been modified and stylized in various types of Kashmiri 

shawls. 
6
 Ambī (lit. small mango). 
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This very old industry has seen numerous changes in the fabric and trends of time. Khaliq interviews the, 

Executive director of the Islampur cottage industry association, Hazir Gul who provides the data that more 

than 10,000 men and women are energetically assisting the market. Over 30,000 individuals are profiting 

from it implicitly. The business is established with 3,000 handloom companies held by people with over 80 

percent of the inhabitants creating the labor strength.  The standard weavers one day pay from morning till 

noon while producing two normal value shawls is 500 Rs. (Khaliq, 2015) In the indigenous bazaar these 

shawls sell at standard 5000 Rs. Overall, these cottage industries generate five types of shawls for women 

and seven types for men. Differing in price  from 1000 Rs to 15000 Rs. The natural material for these 

shawls was manufactured locally that aided the area and the local economy. Nowadays the wool is bought 

and imported from China, which costs 130,000 Rs in contrast to locally produced wool costing 18000Rs. 

 

Another study on the same area of present day Islampur, recorded in the research paper by Syed Raiz Ali, 

Dr.Naushad Khan, Absar Ul Hassan titled, Economic analysis of Shale Cottage Industry in Union Council 

Islampur Tehsil Babozay District Swat-KPK-Pakistan. The outcome of the union council report indicates a 

productive and enhanced socioeconomic circumstances of the shawl business. The normal total revenue is 

estimated to be 23466 Rs monthly for an average shawl producer while initially investing 95902 Rs. (Ali, 

Khan, & Hassan, 2020) The total revenue was associated with each shawls cost, production time and 

marketing. They further indicate the problems that shawl makers face in doing positive business-like credit 

facility, poor marketing, business security and transportation. Small industry career institution should be 

established for encouraging the shawl makers.  

 

Fayaz Ahamad and Asif Hussain Nengroo provide an analysis on weaving business in Jammu & Kashmir, 

in the Budgam area. They provide information about soft products in pashmīna, cotton, wool, silk etc. As 

hand loom weaving has been the main source of economy in the Jammu & Kashmir. This industry holds the 

most contribution in the revenue, trade and occupation yet it is still budget ineffective. (Ahamad & 

Nengroo, 2013) Even though it is ecofriendly with no hazard to the atmosphere and minimal means. There 

is direct proportionality with the production and employment which means that with the support of the 

government these two can fruitfully flourish significantly.  

 

Sheikh Imaan Ashraf, Sheikh Naumaan Ashraf and Sibtain Manzoor Hafiz, explain the difficulties 

encountered by craftsperson‟s and dealers in pashmīna industry in Jammu & Kashmir. They explain that in 

the 1990‟s this industry has faced decline which has left it to deteriorate to modernized machinal 

equipment, marketing and global competition. (Ashraf, Ashraf, & Hafiz, 2016) There is a  need to revive 

the production value, promotional strategies and sustainable capability for the shawl industry to survive.  

 

Theoretical Framework 
 

A qualitative method was employed in this research paper to compile data and documentation of the 

similarities and difference of the past and present shawls. The tools utilized in the study were historical 

research and photographic data to analyze with the help of print interviews and written research about the 

material culture. The information was then corelated and conclusions are drawn on the bases of visual and 

historical analysis. Scanned books, text documents and print material for study on history of craft, craft 

practice, design, indigenous changing aspects and current relation to trade were analyzed. Market 

exploration, trader interaction, visit to machine and in formal units was the primary data for this research. 

Which was gathered by physical visits resulting in better understanding of the topic and market. The 

primary and secondary data was accumulated for the reason of thorough examination concerning the main 

issues, history and the present.     

 

Analysis 
 

Kashmiri shawl varies from time to time in purpose, quality and cost. The craft has changed due to 

technology, raw material, method, design and technique. It has revolutionized and modernized the whole 
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process of making shawls. The traditional handwoven shawl is the kanī. According to Nelly H. Sethna, the 

word kanī comes from the village in Kashmir called Kanihama. (Sethna, 1973)  

 

Kashmir is positioned geographically by Russia on the north, China on the east, India on the west, Pakistan 

and Afghanistan on the east (figure no.1). Srinagar is the capital of Kashmir Valley; it is about over 30km 

wide and 150km long. The foothills of Himalayas soar over Kashmir which is itself located at a standard 

altitude of 1800m 5906ft, creating a close basin that is watered by the river Jhelum and its numerous 

tributaries. The river forms a lake in the center of the plain and then flows southwards until it reaches 

Punjab. In this fertile valley, with its terraced rice fields also grow fruit trees, poplars trees, pine trees, 

cypresses and cedar. Sheep and goats are reared beneath snowcapped peaks that tower more than 8000m, 

26,2477ft high and are mirrored on the calm and wide waters of the river Jhelum. Flowers abound, 

particularly roses and rhododendrons giving Kashmir its popular reputation as the “paradise”. Kashmir had 

been invaded many times by the mid fourteenth century, when the Muslims succeeded in wresting it from 

its Indian landlords. The province was conquered by Akbar, the great Moghul emperor, in 1586. In 1739 

the Kashmiris were forced to accept the Afghans as their masters, followed by the Sikhs under Ranjit Singh 

in 1819. (Rehman & Jafri, 2006) 

 

There were known to be 40 small shawl weaving establishments run by Kashmiris in Punjab, Lacknow and 

other part of India and Pakistan after 1858. Each using at least two to five looms. The capitalist in the south 

Asian region found this trade very lucrative, particularly after the import of shawls dried up. (Rehman & 

Jafri, 2006) These shawls were worn by men and women of taste alike including the famous courtesans. 

 

The shawl weavers migrated to Punjab, after the great famines of the mid-19
th

 century in Kashmir. They 

begun to generate their own locally manufactured variant of the shawls and washed them in the local 

streams. While these streams did not have the soft water that was unique to Sirinagar‟s Dal lake (figure 

no.3), the rivers in Punjab became known for efficacy in bleaching and dyeing.   

 

The confluence of three weaving techniques the twill, the tapestry and double interlocked is rare in the 

history of textiles. It is only when these three components are used together that the true kanī or kanīkār
7
 

(figure no,2-5) shawl may be identified. There are three specific makers: first, a two by two or even twill 

weave; second a tapestry structure; third the weft insertion should be secured by a double interlock joint. 

This is the essence of a true kanī shawl and makes it distinct from all kinds of brocade and tapestry. For the 

past 500 years the complicated manner of manufacturing a pattern woven shawl, the kanī style has imparted 

this textile with an aura of exotic mystique. Its individuality alone has emerged as much from the nature 

and tactile quality of the yarn, as by the pattern that decorates it. 

   

Until the 19
th

 century all virtuosity in weaving was a direct reflection of human talent and creativity. 

Particularly as earlier looms were almost always simple and in many instances primitive. (figure no.4-6) 

Throughout the centuries improvement in new technology came gradually with few discernible shifts 

however Syria and China both renowned for the textile production dispute about the honor of being the first 

country to have invented the drawing loom around 5
th

 century A.D. This loom was a major advance in 

weaving technology until it was superseded by the jacquard loom in the early 19th century France. In late 

18
th

 century the European women found it fashionable to wear shawls which were vibrant and fine. The 

manufacturing of shawl in Great Britain began in 1775-1785 in Edinburgh and Norwich. Initially the 

designs were copied from the South Asian shawl products. Later the French developed design patterns 

according to the indigenous aesthetics. The British took design influences from the French for future 

development in design. With time weaving skills became more complicated which further revised the loom 

design. These cyclically encouraged still greater refinement in subtlety in woven fabrics, texture, patterning 

culminating in extremely complex patterns and large repeats exemplified by the jacquard woven shawls of 

19th century Europe. (Rehman & Jafri, 2006) These textiles are perfect merger of two basic elements, 

                                                 
7
 Kār (lit.work) 
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human talent coupled with the ease of smooth surface finish that only a mechanical device can provide. The 

creation of jacquard looms took most of the 18th century, with several people working on the concept 

throughout this period. Although each stage of progress was received warily even violently, the pace and 

design possibilities increased dramatically, so much so before long this machine took on the aura of an 

emblem representing the new industrial age in Europe. 

 

On the other hand, complex weaves, either intricate brocading, tapestry, ingenious weaves such as the 

“personage” silks of 15th century Persia (Iran) or others from China, Japan and South America have 

traditionally all been produced on very simple looms. In each case the use of simple technology was never a 

deterrent towards the production of extraordinarily beautiful textiles. At the same time, it is important to 

remember that many of these textiles were produced not only at the cause of immense human labor, but 

also as in the kanī shawls, of enormous human suffering and merciless exploitation. Looms used for weave 

Kashmir shawls were simple four shaft frames or harnesses, counterbalance and horizontal hand looms, 

designed with features peculiar to them such as their particular alignment of shafts/frames that ease to some 

extent the pressure on the excessively delicate warp yarn. (figure no.4). 

 

In the 18
th

 and 19
th
 century shawls were woven in the pit loom (figure 6). In this loom weaver sat on the 

ground with a cloth beam apparatus on low support above the thigh and his legs within the pit. The plane 

pashmīna fabric today is made on continuous warped treadle loom. Loom no matter how complex or 

primitive in design is the basic tool used to create woven fabrics. The warp constitutes the longitudinal 

threads, while the latitudinal threads the weft are interlaced, interlocked or woven in the warp at right angle 

to it.    

 

In the Lahore Museum like many other relics and items of history are present. One of the previously 

featured items is a Ἁmlikār
8
 ca. third quarter, 19

th
 century having size of 279.5x 129.5cm. Kashmiri 

῾amlīkār rūmāl
9
 masterpiece from this type of embroidery in shawls. (figure no.9-10-11-12) This superb 

rūmāl shows its techniques at it best. The iron rule that each stitch should be laid evenly with none 

whatsoever predominating over the others is best recorded in this piece. From a distance and not too far a 

distance, the design looks almost painted with a brush far more than as if it is embroidered unluckily the 

rūmāl has not been conserved properly like many other textiles at the Lahore Museum.    

 

The term ῾amlīkār is a graphic description of the technique‟s intent. In Persian Ἁml
10

 is literally means 

„action‟ but it is also used figuratively by calligraphers and miniaturists while signing their work e.g, the 

word ῾aml, followed by the artist‟s name. While kār means work. In poetic terms, the word refers to „fine 

hand painted or written work,‟ its value hinted at and explained by an allusion to delicate and personalized 

creations by hand. (figure no.8-7) On occasions with certain workshops and master embroiderers, it 

becomes a practice to first check on the handwriting of potential embroiderers before granting employment.  

The earliest written reference to the existence of embroidery on woolen shawls in North India comes from 

the Augustinian Firar Sebastien Manrique‟s translated account in chapter no.38 in the third decade of the 

17
th

 century by Henry Hosten and Charles Eckford Luard, where he talks of the umāra
11

, the super-rich 

nobles, wearing gold embroidered shawls. (Manrique, 2016). 

  

Miniatures starting from Emperor Akbar reign 1556-1605, show the shawls and paṭkas
12

 or waist bands that 

seem to be embroidered in gold threads. It is always dangerous to ascribe exact techniques based on 

pictorial sources alone, but in this case Manrique‟s account, confirms the existence of gold embroidered 

shawls. Along with this record there are several sources that established the use of heavy gold embroidery 

                                                 
8
 Ἁmlikār is an intricate embroidered shawl 

9
 Rūmāl square shawl 

10
 Ἁml lit. action 

11
 Umāra is a term used to identify the elites of the society.  

12
 Paṭka lit. waist band. 
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at the Mughal court. It is most unlikely that gold thread could have been woven along with the extremely 

delicate pashmīna yarn of which these gold encrusted shawls represented in miniatures seem to have been 

made.  

 

The origin of the ῾amlīkār School of shawl embroidery is popularly embedded in the Apple Kriftel deal in 

1803. An American merger named Quadra who served dealer and suppliers to Europe and the Middle East. 

Introduced a brilliant shortcut to circumvent the shawl industry‟s numerous handicaps. He came up with its 

survival strategy and innovation that was to have long ranging beneficial effects on the lives of the artisans 

and was to result in the resuscitation of the shawl industry itself. A simple solution was to try and replicate 

the traditional woven look of that twill tapestry by using in its place a completely different technique. For 

this venture he is said to have commissioned a renowned rafūgar named Ali Baba. This led to an 

experiment with needle embroidered designs that made look alike versions of the woven originals. 

(Rehman & Jafri, 2006) No confirmed dated example of that survived but to the success of these shawls 

would have had to be true replicas of the kanī technique at least to the exchange of being almost 

indistinguishable from the woven versions.  

 

The basic reason however for the inception of the ῾amlīkār school of embroidery lies in the social and 

economic conditions prevalent in late 18th and early 19th century Kashmir. The kanī or woven shawl 

industry while being burdened with unjust taxes and harsh working conditions was also contending with a 

rapidly dwindling workforce. This was the natural result of low wages, disease, famines, and the overriding 

desire of most weavers to escape from the brutal inhuman rule in Kashmir. These social conditions in 

Kashmir ironically coincided with that. In Europe when the mere possession of Kashmiri shawls bestowed 

on its owner an unmistakable patina of class and wealth. 

 

Along with demands from India, Persia, Turkey and Russia orders from Europe which made up a huge 

proportion of the trade kept boarding in. The base of weaving a true kanī of any recognizable merit was 

tortuously slow, the greatest impediment to its rapid production. Compounded with the drawback of 

European fashions of this period were defined by an obsession with obtaining and flaunting shawls from 

Kashmir despite or because of the exorbitantly high prices big commanded. This heated demand in a 

strident sellers market was responsible for two kinds of creative solutions. which was the parceling out of 

kanī shawls among several looms to cut short the manufacturing time, the second was to embroider replicas 

of the kanī technique, the ῾amlī. (Rehman & Jafri, 2006) By the early 19th century both these measures 

were in full swing and began to help in overcoming the myriad hurdles and delays associated with the 

production of the kanī shawls. 

 

The upper strata of Indian society, traditional patrons of fine craftsmanship, continue to be the major 

buyers. Several regional chords and rich merchants also kept buying agents in Sirinagar. This was the time-

honored way to protect supply lines from being poached upon by other collectors and users. The ceremonial 

and ritualistic demands of a high commissioned social order, Muslims, Hindu and Sikh, got into a supply of 

the costly material objects. Not only did the new creations evade the Rooney's 26% duty leveled on the 

vocal shawls but in a space of 20 years by 1823 managed to provide a livelihood to thousands of small 

landholders who had been inveigled out of their meager patches of land by Ranjit Singh. The cost of 

producing a kanī shawl was one third greater than that of ῾amlī. The price of which these were sold 

reflected the difference.  

 

The earliest Kashmiri shawl Embroiders were mostly darners, the rafūgars whose skills were essential to 

creating the superb finish of the kanī shawls. These artisans were masters of invisible form of embroidery, 

vat
13

.  Here they were required to join the undecorated matan
14

, or field, to the ḥashiya
15

, the separately 

woven vertical border, to align errant pieces of the matan to fit a separately woven palla
16

. 

                                                 
13

 Vat is the invisible stitch, also called blind stitch, seam stitch, ladder stitch etc  
14

 Matan is the main central field of the shawl 
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Embroidered shawls can be divided into five main categories or types: 1)῾amlīkār, which are partially or 

entirely successful in attempting to replicate the kanī weave; 2) tihrīrkār or combination shawls that use 

both the twill tapestry weave and embroidery; 3) dealer crafted or ṫukri shawls that reuse old fragments by 

embroidering them on to new base fabric; 4) patchwork, shawls, where small pieces of fabric are 

embroidered separately and later joined; 5) zari shawls, where gold and silver thread was couched on the 

shawl.  

 

True ῾amlīkār embroidered shawls were made using a group of needle work stitches. The „raison d‟etre‟ of 

these shawls was that the finished shawl should be as close in appearance to the woven kanī designs as 

possible. Today all the embroidered shawls are termed as ῾amlī, particularly on the journeyman circuit 

where little distinction is made between the rare replicas of the shawl weave, the true ῾amlīkār and others, 

which no matter how finely embroidered can simply never be mistaken for a twill tapestry weave.  

 

It was after the mainstream kanī industry began its terminal decline, around the last three decades of the 

19
th

 century, that the embroidered shawls of the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 century found an independent design 

voice. This is echoed in the designs that emerged as a departure from the constraining influence of woven 

patterns. Up until this period, embroidered rūmāls, particularly of the Sikh period, are near copies of woven 

designs and layout. The du-rukha and du-rangā
17

 group of the later date, both in its tihrīrkār or ῾amlīkār 

versions, found a new design vocabulary in mehrabs
18

, scrolls and the tree of life, as well as in the 

incorporation of European sprigs, ribbons and swags along with a muted form of chinoiserie.   

 

The motifs in this group of shawls follow a unique and precise design manifesto. The repertoire of ῾amli 

shawls design of the early 19
th 

century is said to have had plain fields and decorated pallas or end borders 

with similarly executed vertical borders or ḥashiya. This was the mainstream woven shawl design of that 

period.  

 

The second shawl from the Lahore Museum, is the Kashmiri ṭukri ἁmli rūmāl with red, rust, black, būtā 

pattern on a beige pheri pashmīna background from Punjab. From last quarter of 19
th

 century, the border is 

full of floral design with the same colors in square shape slightly damaged and repaired. This rūmāl is 

180cmx 180cm in size. (figure no.13) The ῾amlīkār rūmāls are semi and complete attempts at replicating 

the kanī weave.  

 

These ῾amlīkār rūmāl were embroidered by using a minimum number of needle work stitches. The reason 

for this technique to flourish and thrive was to replicate the appearance of the kanī weave design. The 

successful attempt was the main reason and goal of this technique to develop. Nowadays all the 

embroidered shawls are called ῾amlī, particularly in trade market where truly little attention is put to 

identifying the rare replicas of the shawl weave.  

 

Earliest ῾amlī shawls were perfect replicas of the kanī weaving, as were extraordinary shawls and squares 

embroidered in the same technique, at least in sections, until the beginning of the 20th century. During this 

time while mainstream designs of the Sikh and early Dogra period rūmāls and shawl continued, 

unprecedented new elements crept into the embroidered shawl repertoire. These were designs depicting 

possessions, hunts and scenes from Persian romances as well as maps and shawls representing the 

victorious Ranjit Singh in battle. The late Sikh and Dogra period shawls, from mid to the late 19th century 

tends towards very heavy embroidery so much so that in some specimens it is difficult to make out the 

basic fabric unless studied closely. Shawls in squares continued to be made in this period and exhibit high 

standard of simulated weave. However, by the last decades of the 19th century, in the heyday of the 

                                                                                                                                                  
15

 Ḥashiya is the outer border of a shawl or rūmāl 
16

 Palla is a border on the shorter sides of the shawls or horizontal sides  
17

 Du-rukha & du-rangā are doubled colored and double sided shawls 
18

 Mehrab is the arch motif 
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tihrīrkār shawls, this technique was rarely used for squares probably because of the shrinkage in market of 

square shawls to Europe. Where meanwhile fashion had moved on, or perhaps the use of square shawls as 

takht-posh
19

 or platform covering had begun to dwindle among the Indian patrons who were keen to 

westernize their manner of living. 

 

By the 3
rd

 decade of the 19th century among changes in iconography particularly instigated by French 

design studios, had begun to permeate the woven shawl industry. Reaching across several thousand miles, 

European market forces had spawned a new aesthetics for the Kashmiri shawls that not only shackled the 

woven kanī shawls to Europe, but also to some extent control the school of embroidered shawls. 

 

In embroidery workshops of Kashmir, efforts to simulate the kanī weave remained paramount for decades, 

until the 1840s when it was slowly overtaken by the design rules that governed the productions of the 

Jacquard woven European shawls. Such embroidered shawls followed the same design conventions, colors 

and spatial relationships as the handwoven models, whether in twill tapestry or Jacquard. Shawl after 

shawl, particularly the square ones, the rūmāls, seemed to be totally in thrall to the designs of the woven 

shawl repertoire.  

 

The late 19
th
 century and the early years of the 20

th
 century in the subcontinent saw the entire social 

firmament change, at times beyond comprehension. Far reaching modifications of the social structure had 

created a new elite, people who were often encouraged to, or consciously preferred to, adopt western tastes 

and manners. The use of the shawl, colors, patterns and sizes began to change as new modes of dress were 

accepted, particularly among men, as was the style of some forms of traditional dressing that were modified 

to fit parameters acceptable to the imperial masters.  

 

Shawls survived within this milieu, but with changes that had to accommodate a new repertoire of patterns, 

techniques and colors. The continued popularity of embroidered shawl in all its variations is closely related 

to its attractiveness and tactile qualities. The comparatively more malleable „feel‟ made these shawls far 

easier to handle and drape when compared with heavily stiff mid to late 19
th

 century kanī shawls; the 

embroidered texture got supple and the patterns are far less overpowering than most woven shawls of that 

Period.  

 

These magnificent craft pieces created over the history have lost much in terms of technique. Crafts are 

invented and reinvented depending on the requirement of time and change. The Kashmiri shawl is 

universal, yet it lacks the originality and uniqueness which was once the essence of its existence.  The 

fundamental justification though for the establishment of the ῾amlīkārs discipline of embroidery rests in the 

social and economic circumstances common in late 18th and early 19th century Kashmir. The kanī or 

woven shawl industry while being saddled with unfair taxes and tough operating conditions was also 

challenging with a fast-shrinking labor force. This stood the instinctive outcome of low salaries, sickness, 

famines, and the prevailing yearning of most weavers to flee from the vicious merciless regime in Kashmir. 

These community restrictions in Kashmir paradoxically corresponded with that. In Europe when the mere 

ownership of Kashmiri shawls conferred on its holder an unambiguous veneer of elegance and affluence. 

 

The decline of the Kashmiri shawl and the European imitations as paisley shawls in the later half of the 19
th

 

century was when there was a shift in the fashion. The alternatives like jackets and capes were introduced. 

This was also probably because of the Franco-Prussian war which caused disruption in the trade between 

subcontinent and Europe. Resulting in huge economic collapse in Kashmir. Kashmir experienced a famine 

in 1870s which moreover deprived it od its skilled workers. Most of them dispersed to the other parts of the 

Subcontinent. (Skarrat, 2018). 

 

                                                 
19

 Takhtposh is a covering for the wooden bench, used for siting and laying.  
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In present day market, there are low quality pashmīna shawls, and some brands are making exclusive 

shawls like Bareeze (figure no.14) and Chinyere but they are designing shawls with maximized profitability 

by compromising the technique. The designer shawls are not focused on reviving ῾amlī or kanī technique. 

The textile industry today believes in maximum profit with minimum input. So, the shawl material culture 

is a part of the society, yet the aesthetics have been distorted.  

 

In his article in Pakistan Today, Mahtab Bashir share this observation about the correlation of the cold 

weather and the shawls. He describes the shawls as the traditional clothing which is coordinated with the 

shalwar kameez. Young generation utilizes these with their modern clothing. While explaining its beauty 

Mahtab, also provide low price handicraft shops, located in „Lunda Bazar‟ in G6, G10 and H-9 Islamabad. 

He promotes the local shops which are selling organic dyed handwoven shawls at Lunda Bazar (figure 

no15), Abpara market, Karachi company, Melody Market, Super Market, Jinnah Super, etc for average 

2000 Rs. (Bashir, 2012) As most customers buy average pashmīna and very few are able to differentiate the 

average from the pure varying in prices of 2000 Rs to 20000 Rs. The lesser quality pashmīna sells for 

maximum 1000 Rs. In Lahore the famous bazars for shawl shopping are, Liberty Market, Anarkali and 

Defence Market. 

 

As the times have change the shawl reflect a broader economic shift. Which was once a luxury crafted item 

of in comparable quality later imitated for mass-market middle-class consumption using new mechanical 

procedures. Modernization converted the very elite clothing, which was once the luxury only associated to 

the Mughal royals to gradually become a household soft product all over the world. By the past century, the 

shawl items have been in the streets all over the world for very meager price.     

 

Conclusion  
 

During the decline of monarchy in the Subcontinent, high elites of South Asian culture and conventional 

customers of superb workmanship remained to be the main purchasers. Numerous regional elites and rich 

retailers also kept purchasing managers in Sirinagar. This was the time-honored way to safeguard supply 

lines from being pilfered upon by new investors and customers. The ceremonial and ritualistic requirements 

of a high commissioned social order, Muslims, Hindu and Sikh, got into a supply of the costly material 

objects. These were most often expensive textiles such as this symbolized wealth. In a space of 20 years by 

1823 these shawls managed to provide a livelihood to thousands of small landholders who had been 

inveigled out of their meager patches of land by Ranjit Singh. The cost of producing a kanī shawl was one 

third greater than that often ῾amlī. The price of which these were sold reflected the difference.  

 

In present market, the average price of these shawls is between 5000Rs- 10000 Rs. The local manufacturer 

does not produce very high-quality shawls unless it is commissioned. The common quality is cheap and 

nowhere near the historical quality of kanī or ῾amlī shawl. The brands like Bareeze, Chinyere, Nishat and 

many others like them produce twill woolen shawls with embellishment and embroidery. The average price 

of these is between 15,000 Rs - 90,000 Rs. To cut short the manufacturing time these brands come up with 

rapid solutions like velvet or cotton (Khadar) shawls. Which are durable and can be stretched on 

embroidery machines. The machine embroidery in comparison to hand embroidery is much faster and cost 

effective. The design element has revolutionized and adapted according to the market not specific to the 

būtā or later named paisley. There is still is huge market for the traditional shawls though the quality is 

compromised as kanī shawls have copies in low quality made on the jacquard looms, in small industry 

units. Though the legacy of these ῾amlī shawls still remains but the raw material and the designs have been 

reduced to the skill of the labor force. Now the ῾amlīkār embroidery is quite identifiable and does not 

replicate a kanī, as the stitches are uneven and identifiable. Which partially loses the essence of the 

technique.  

 

As the middle-class economics have broadened so has the intellectual taste, the society has developed to 

maintain average quality acceptance for these shawls. No one judges the other if a reasonable ῾amlīkār is 
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within a price ranging between 5,000 Rs – 15,000 Rs. Unless as in the past the shawl is worn to display 

stature and maintain a class. Then there are many custom-made shawls depending on the raw material and 

the labor cost which range from 90,000 Rs and up. 

 

The research reveals that the crafts worker and dealers encounter many problems like, labor laws 

manipulation, raising prices of material, loss of market due to fake pashmīna, machine spun yarn of low 

quality and proper marketing involving current fashion. Due to lack of livelihood the workers are forced to 

work for low wages. Resulting in manufacturers manipulating the worker and their rights. The workers also 

are unaware of may schemes and loans because of ignorance and poor communication on the governments 

part. Shawl producers require more access to good quality raw material preferably from the local spinning 

units in order for it be cost effective and durable. As home spinning industry is becoming limited the 

machine spinning of mix yarn has taken the rise which leads to low quality pashmīna. This leads to bad 

image and loss of appreciation among the consumers. Some claim that the promoter of art and craft display 

soft products form angorah wool or tūsha wool of lesser quality, in the name of pashmīna wool.  

 

The very popular justification of the deterioration is the isolation and illiteracy of the worker. The 

manufacturer leaves them clueless about the present trends of fashion market. There are many other new 

machine weaving units, handloom weaving units and embroidery units in the country which have launched 

the similar product of shawl. But the variety of multi qualities available leads to less consumers. The skill 

of embroidery has also deteriorated leaving the consumer with very less to choose from. This has given the 

traditional market a huge competition resulting in the loss of technique, material culture and consumers.          

 

Figures  
 

 
Figure 1 Map of the Valley of Kashmir and its geographical location, 

 Atlas of Kashmir 

 

 
Figure 2 Kanī shawl from Kashmir, early 19th century, Kashmir,  
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Victory and Albert Museum, London 

 
Figure 3 Dal lake in Kashmir, Google maps 

 

 

 
Figure 4 Shawl weaving, drawing from a series of 

 craft people from  Northwest India by J.L Kipling, V&A Museum, 1870 

 

 
Figure 5 Woven wool shawl with cotton and silk,  
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1825-1835, Great Britain, Victoria & Albert Museum, London 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6 Turban man weaving silk on a pit loom, drawing from a series of craft people from Northwest 

India by J.L Kipling, V&A Museum, 1870. 

 

 

 
Figure 7 Embroiders working on frame, drawing from a series of  

craft people from Northwest India by J.L Kipling, V&A Museum, 1870 
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Figure 8 Shawl embroiders and dealers, drawing from  

a series of craft people from Northwest India by J.L Kipling, 

 V&A Museum, 1870. 

 

 

 
Figure 9 Detail, Ἁmlīkār rūmāl,  

c. Third quarter 19th century, 279.5x 279.5 cm, Kashmir, Lahore Museum 
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Figure 10 Corner detail, Ἁmlīkār rūmāl, 

 c. Third quarter 19th century, 279.5x 279.5 cm, Kashmir, Lahore Museum. 

 

 
Figure 11 Backing detail,Ἁmlikar rūmāl, c. Third quarter 19th century,  

279.5x 279.5 cm,Kashmir, Lahore Museum 

 

 
Figure 12 Ἁmlīkār rūmāl, c. Third quarter 19th century,279.5x 279.5 cm, Kashmir,  

Lahore Museum 
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Figure 13 Kashmiri ṫukri Ὰmlī rūmāl,180x180cm, Last quarter of 19th century, Punjab,  

Lahore museum. 

 

 
Figure 14 Brand Bareeze, velvet machine embroidery shawl, 

2020, http://www.bareeze.com 
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Figure 15 Lunda Bazar shawls, Islamabad, 2012,  

Mahtab Bashir. http://www.pakistantoday.com.pk 
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