CAJAS Volume 11. Issue 1. 2026

1

N
o

ART OF CENTRAL ASIA: LANGUAGE AND TEXT FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF MODERNITY

\ 4

ARTS & HUMANITIES

CSCSTI 17.33.00
UDC 7.029.4
DOI 10.47940/cajas.v11i1.1146

VISUALISATION OF TRIBAL
IDENTITY IN TRADITIONAL
KAZAKH AND KARAKALPAK
COSTUMES

(USING THE EXAMPLE OF
KIMESHEKEK/KYIMESHE)

Zhanerke Shaygozova', Zemfira Kurbanova®

'Abai Kazakh National Pedagogical University

(Almaty, Kazakhstan)

*Karakalpak Research Institute of Humanities of the Karakalpak Branch of the Academy of Sciences of
the Republic of Uzbekistan

(Nukus, Uzbekistan)

Abstract. The relevance of the study is determined by the need to analyze Kazakh and Karakalpak
traditional costume from the perspective of visual semiotics as a sign system through which clan
and tribal identity is represented and transmitted within the historical and cultural space. The
conscious selection of distinctive markers in clothing can be regarded as a semiotically significant
act, that is, as a sign demonstrating an individual’s clan affiliation. Hence, the aim of the study is to
identify, describe, and analyze clan and tribal markers as signs of a woman'’s identity and belonging,
based on the example of the Kazakh kimeshek and the Karakalpak kiymeshek. The article employs
a set of interdisciplinary methods, combining historical-ethnographic, art historical, and cultural
approaches. Results. Folklore data, materials from fiction, ethnographic sources, and information
provided by traditional costume artisans suggest that visually most Kazakhs were once able to
distinguish representatives of one clan (and possibly sub-clan) from another by specific details of
their clothing. These markers, conventionally termed here as clan and tribal markers, are expressed
in certain technological features of production, decorative elements of headdresses, methods of
turban wrapping, the cut and decoration of outer garments, as well as in visually perceptible details of
jewelry. In this function, both Kazakh and Karakalpak traditional costumes may be regarded as a kind
of visual passport demonstrating a particular clan and tribal identity.
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Introduction

Traditional costume as an object of
scientific research has long attracted
the attention of researchers. Scientists
consider a wide variety of perspectives: from
understanding costume as an art form to
presenting, it as an important source in the
study of ethnogenesis. One of the little-
studied areas of Kazakh and Karakalpak
traditional costumes is the issue of how
they reflect tribal characteristics. However,
there are precedents for research on this
issue based on materials from cultures
close to the Kazakhs and Karakalpaks.
Murad Annanepesov and Ata Dzhikiev
note that even at the beginning of the
20th century, it was easy to distinguish
the ethnic affiliation of representatives of
various divisions and subgroups (tribes,
clans) among the Turkmen by their
appearance, clothing, the shape of their
yurts, dialectal features of speech,
ete. (115).

Headwear in any traditional culture
has the highest sacred status, is cherished
and treated with special reverence. Among
the wide variety of headwear worn by the
peoples of Central Asia, according to Olga
Sukhareva, it is the shape of women’s
headwear that depends most on tribal
affiliation, especially among nomadic
peoples who have preserved their tribal
organisation (301). With regard to the
sedentary population of Uzbekistan, the
scholar suggests that tribal differences in

headwear have gradually been replaced by
territorial (local) differences in the course of
historical development (301).

The aim of this study is to examine the
traditional female headdress — kimeshek/
kyimeshek — from the perspective of
how it reflects tribal markers, which we
consider to be an expression of identity and
belonging.To achieve this goal, the study
addresses three main tasks: 1) to identify
the functions of kimeshek/kyimeshek
in Kazakh and Karakalpak society; 2) to
summarise the available materials on
the tribal characteristics of kimeshek/
kyimeshek; and 3) to outline prospects for
future research.

Methods

The article employs a set of interdisciplinary
methods combining historical-
ethnographic, art historical, and cultural
approaches. The historical-ethnographic
method made it possible to trace the
origins of the kimeshek/kiymeshek and

to identify its regional and clan-specific
features through the analysis of archival
sources, 19th—20th century ethnographic
descriptions, museum collections, and
scholarly publications. The comparative-
typological method was used to examine
Kazakh and Karakalpak examples in terms
of form, construction, ornamentation, color
palette, embroidery techniques, and modes
of wearing. Iconographic and semiotic
analyses enabled the interpretation of
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ornamentation as a symbolic system
reflecting ideas of clan affiliation, age,
social status, and marital status of women.
The visual-anthropological approach
included the analysis of museum and
private photographic materials, as well as
their digital processing to clarify details of
ornamentation and textile structure.

Discussion

Kimeshekek/kyimeshek and its functions
in Kazakh and Karakalpak society.
Headwear in any traditional culture is
designed to perform practical, status-

age, ritual-magical and other functions
that allow the wearer’s national, regional
or tribal affiliation to be determined.

The Kazakh and Karakalpak kimeshek/
kyimeshek is no exception in this regard,;
first and foremost, it reflects the status and
age function, to which all others are related.

After the birth of her first child, a
daughter-in-law in Kazakh society was
given the honorary title of ayel, which
was accompanied by a change in her
appearance and costume. In a solemn
atmosphere, she was dressed in a
kimeshek (in the southern regions, this
was done immediately aiter the wedding)
(Tokhtabaeva 280), which women did not
take off for the rest of their lives. According
to Svetlana Aitbaeva, during the celebration
of the first ritual dressing of the kimeshek,
the mother-in-law took her daughter-in-
law to a place of honour for the first time,
thereby giving her blessing and permission
to move freely around the house. This
tradition is called “zhauylq salu”. Later,
when the second child was born, the
kimeshek was wrapped in a white scarf
called “shylaush”. Thus, with each child,
the headdress became higher and higher
(Aitbaeva).

According to researchers, the
Karakalpaks first put on the kyimeshek
during the wedding in the husband’s
village: “Before entering her husband’s
yurt, the bride puts on the kyimeshek and
hides her face under a piece of white cloth.

From that moment on, she becomes a
married woman” (Zhdanco 554).

At the same time, the question of where
exactly the bride put on the kyimeshek
requires further clarification. It can be
assumed that this ritual, marking a
change in social status, could hardly have
taken place publicly, before entering the
groom’s dwelling. Nina Lobacheva shares
her doubts about where and when the
bride put on the kyimeshek: “There are
discrepancies in the information about
when this happened and who put it on the
bride” (57). If we assume that the bride
entered the groom’s house while still a
maiden, it seems more logical that the
symbol of a married woman was put on
inside the house, behind the ritual curtain
shymyldyk, away from prying eyes. This is
not contradicted by one of the arguments of
the above-mentioned researcher: “There is
an opinion that this happens when the bride
crosses the threshold of the groom’s
house” (57).

The functions of the kyimeshek were
twofold. On the one hand, it served as an
element of married women'’s outer clothing,
and on the other, it played the role of a
ritual wedding attribute designed to conceal
the bride’s hair. Kyimeshek accompanied
Karakalpak women throughout their lives,
and the change from kyzyl kiymeshek to
ak kyimeshek after the end of reproductive
function symbolised a change in their
status and stage of life.

The ritual of changing from a maiden’s
headdress to a woman’s headdress took
place during a festive meal organised by the
mother-in-law and symbolised a woman’s
transition to the next age group — that
of mothers. According to experts, it is
considered the most archaic form of the
cycle of female initiations (Sukhareva 322).
In particular, with the birth of children,
especially sons, not only did the status of
the woman herself change, but also the
status of her husband and the family as a
whole (Stasevich 55).



A woman-mother, “crowned” in a
kimeshek, gained the right not only to
actively participate in public life: folk
festivals, funeral rites and other collective
events, but also, with age, became their
expert guardian (the status of baybishe/
keyuana), the corrector of these rites within
her clan, her own family and kinship group.
Boris Kuftin wrote that women’s
voices often had an influence at clan
gatherings (11).

Hence, the status of kimeshek in
Kazakh culture is incomparably high, as
evidenced by the well-known expressions
«kieli kimeshek», «kii pir — kimeshek>»,
«ak zhaulyk — taptyrmas baiylik» and
others. Literally everything emphasised its
status: the main colour of the headdress
fabric is white, which marks the sacred
top for Kazakhs; the design is a “hood”
and a turban (“shylaush,” “kundik”); the
methods and techniques of decoration, the
colourfulness of the decor.

In Karakalpak culture, the kyimeshek
is associated with archaic cults. When
worn, its shape resembles the silhouette
of an eagle, which is one of the most
significant and revered cults among the
Karakalpaks. Studies show that the image
of the eagle was associated with ideas
of fertility (Kusekeev 65; Esbergenov,
Atamuratov 116) and played a significant
role in the cultural practices not only of
the Karakalpaks, but also of a number of
other peoples (Sternberg; Basilov 36).
This connection between the kyimyshek
and the image of an eagle is emphasised
by the semantics of individual elements
of the headdress, such as the kuyrik tail,
as well as the fringe along the edge of
the back part, interpreted as a symbolic
representation of wings. Based on this, it
can be assumed that the Kyzyl kimeshek
originally functioned as a symbolic
representation of an eagle, serving as a
talisman for women. Later, as the culture
developed, the kyimeshek evolved from a
ritual attribute into an element of everyday
clothing.

The status of kimeshek and similar
headdresses is emphasised by their
significance in life cycle rituals. Although
the hood-like design has fallen out of
everyday use among the Tajiks, it has long
been preserved in funeral rites, becoming
part of the shroud (Shirokova 190). A
similar connection with the shroud can
be traced in the cut of the Karakalpak
kyimeshek (Esbergenova 84). Among
many peoples of Central Asia, the size of
the fabric for a turban had to be sufficient
for use as a shroud. The Karakalpaks had
a number of strict taboos regarding the
kyimeshek, regulating its use and transfer.
In particular, the kyimeshek could not
be bought, sold or given as a giit; it had
to be kept by its owner throughout her
life, and only after her death was it given
to the washers (Esbergenova 84). The
simultaneous presence of headdresses
at funerals and weddings emphasises
that these events are part of a single
mythological narrative linking various
aspects of the life cycle (Lotman 113).

Thus, the kimeshek as a marker of
women-mothers had decorative elements
that changed with her age: for young
women, it was brighter and richer,
signifying a wish for fertility and happiness
in marriage; for older women, it was
more modest, as dictated by traditional
etiquette, and for widows, it was practically
undecorated, reflecting the idea of a
joyless life for a wife without a husband.
However, among modern foreign Kazakhs
in Mongolia and China, there are women of
a fairly advanced age who wear kimeshek
with rich decorations.

Consequently, decorative adornment
is not always a reliable indicator of age
characteristics. Most likely, it was the
first, ritual kimeshek that was decorated
particularly richly. With regard to the
aspect we are studying, it seems that in
the course of development, the design,
decoration and method of wearing the
kimeshek turban among different tribal
groups, depending on the ethnocultural
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type, began to acquire certain canonical
forms, expressed in a stable set of markers.

Experts trace the origins of turban-
like or chalm-like headwear among the
peoples of Central Asia back to the most
ancient layers of culture associated with
[ranian-speaking peoples. The first material
evidence of this can be found on terracotta
figurines from the Kushan period in the
first centuries AD (Sogdian tradition). On
some statuettes, a significant detail is the
depiction of a baby figure, representing the
image of a woman-mother. The image of
a goddess with a baby undoubtedly goes
back to some ancient Eastern prototypes
of female deities (Meshkeris 16). The
image of a woman with a baby wearing a
headdress similar to a kimeshek appears
on Polovtsian/Kipchak stone sculptures.

Analysing the statue, Svetlana Pletneva
writes that it symbolises the image of a
woman giving life and strength to a woman
- the direct reproducer of the family line.
That is why the infant clearly displays signs
of gender, just like its mother. This statue,
as we see it, also testifies to the fact that
the Polovtsians, at least certain clans,
still adhered to the matrilineal reckoning
of kinship characteristic of matriarchy
(Pletneva 74).

In general, Nina Lobacheva considers
the clothing and costumes of the medieval
Kipchaks to be a common foundation for all
the ethnic cultures of the peoples of Central
Asia, and traces some headdresses back to
even earlier cultures, to the Scythian-Saka
substratum (Lobacheva 89). She traces the
origins of the kimeshek specifically to the
complex headdresses of Kipchak women
(Lobacheva).

The etymology of the Turkic term
«kiméasak» [kir.], which according to Vasily
Radlov means «headdress of old women»
(1406), also gives rise to certain thoughts.
According to linguistic research, the
semantics of Turkic phraseology can have
direct and figurative meanings. Perhaps
the term “kiméasak” [kir.] has a figurative
meaning in addition to its direct meaning,

close to the concept of the headdress of an
elder, chief, divine woman. As we see it,
the kimeshek acts as a talisman-symbol of
origins lost in the mists of time, dating back
to the most ancient attributes of the Great
Mother and the original guardian of the
Clan. From this perspective, headdresses
such as kimeshek can be seen as a symbol
of the cosmos, a sacred crown emphasising
the involvement of the woman-mother in
phenomena of a cosmological nature.

Apparently, the originally tall and
intricate turban dates back to the cult
of ancient goddesses of fertility, and the
origins of various methods and techniques
of wearing it can be explained by the
initially different ethnocultural types and
the influence of neighbouring cultures.
Rozita Mukminova is undoubtedly right
in noting that the shape and size of
the turban, as well as the length of the
fabric used at different times, could vary
depending on the locality and the social
category to which a person belonged (74).
We can add to this tribal affiliation.

In general, Nina Lobacheva considers
the clothing and costumes of the medieval
Kipchaks to be the common foundation for
all ethnic cultures of the peoples of Central
Asia, and traces some headdresses back
to even earlier cultures, to the Scythian-
Saka substratum (89). She traces the
origins of the kimeshek specifically to the
complex headdresses of Kipchak women
(Lobacheva).

Results

Kazakh kimeshek in the light of tribal
markers: the search for artistic and
decorative solutions for originality
Kimeshek, as noted, was intended
exclusively for married women and
was decorated with visual markers
characterising the clan of her husband.
In modern times, special credit for the
reconstruction of some types of kimeshek
goes to the well-known ethnic designer T.
Sultan, who restored many samples based



on his research of ancient headdresses kept
by Kazakhs living abroad.

The kimeshek of representatives of
the Alban, Zhalair, Dulat, Shanyshkyly
and Suan clans have certain similarities
in their artistic design: all the decoration
tends towards a square shape in terms
of its general compositional features,
combining embroidery, beadwork (Kazakh
‘marzhandau’) made of coral and metal
figurative plaques, mainly made of silver
(stamped). Most often, the ‘tail’ of the
kimeshek is decorated in the form of an
acute angle, and the embroidery was
technically performed in various ways:
baspa keste, qabyrga keste, etc. The
headdress of the Shanyskyly (Shanshykly)
clan, a sample from the Central State
Museum of Kazakhstan (KP 19004 ), bears
a certain resemblance to these types of
kimeshek.

According to Tlek Sultan’s collection,
the most preferred method of embroidery
on the kimeshek of women from the Alban
clan is cross-stitch (Kazakh ‘aikyish’) and
the obligatory presence of ‘tobe’, which
could also be decorated with decorative
running stitch, beads or metal plaques. The
appearance of contrasting artistic stitching
(red on white) as a finish is associated with
the widespread use of sewing machines.
Nina Lobacheva attributes the hand-
embroidered ‘cross’ stitching of the
peoples of Central Asia and Kazakhstan
to the earliest examples of embroidery
on homespun linen fabric. The specialist
also attributes the sewn-on metal plaques
made of silver to ancient types of clothing
decoration (7).

Decorative metal plaques can be round,
rectangular, or square in shape and vary in
size from small to medium. The patterns on
the plaques are geometric in style, featuring
diamonds, dots, five-petalled flowers, etc.
Such plaques are commonly referred to as
‘shytra’ by the people. The REM collection
(10972-1) includes 22 large rectangular
plaques with rounded petal-shaped corners,
36 smaller rectangular plaques, and 9

plaques on the crown. Almost all of the
plaques have blackened ornamentation. In
general, judging by the iconography, this
headdress most likely belonged to members
of the Alban clan.

In some cases, the plaques were
replaced with coins: the Alban clan
kimeshek from the Central State Museum
of the Republic of Kazakhstan collection
contains Soviet coins from the 1940s
(KP 16868). Some examples of clothing
combine both plaques and coins. For
example, a girl’s camisole — kymal shapan
from the REM collection (6979-2) has
127 coins from different periods sewn onto
it, as well as a number of silver plaques.
Another favourite decorative technique
of craftswomen from the Senior Zhuz is
marzhandau, which involves sewing on
coral and pearl beads. In the example of
a kimeshek from the Alban clan from the
Central State Museum of Kazakhstan,

KP 9714, 351 coral beads were used. The
embroidery is mainly floral in nature, but
there are also examples with geometric
patterns.

The iconography of the embroidery on
the kimeshek of the Dulat clan from Tlek
Sultan’s collection is noteworthy: three
tumars with four pendants are embroidered
on the front (chest) part of the headdress.
A similar ornamental motif is present on
the kimeshek of the Suan clan from the
collections of the Central State Museum
of the Republic of Kazakhstan (KP 22499).
A headdress from the Zhetysu region
(formerly Taldy-Kurgan region), made
by folk artist Dina Kuansheva (59-tk), is
kept in the collections of the A. Kasteev
State Museum of Art of the Republic
of Kazakhstan, which is similar to the
iconography of the kimeshek mentioned
above. The rich embroidery of this
kimeshek is made with dark red and bright
red cross-stitches. There are figures similar
to the tumars pattern.

An interesting kimeshek of the Dulat
clan from the Central State Museum of
Kazakhstan (KP 18594) has a pointed-
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rounded shape at the end. The embroidery
on this kimeshek is presented in the

form of alternating oval medallions. The
decoration in the form of machine stitching
(Kazakh ‘syrlau’), mainly with red threads
forming a wide variety of graphic figures,

is present on almost all of the samples
examined.

Several kimeshek of the Alban clan from
the Central State Museum of Kazakhstan
(KP 11864; KP 16044, etc.) are similar
to those described. A slightly different
iconography of decoration is presented in a
sample of kimeshek of the Alban clan from
the Central State Museum of Kazakhstan
(11865): the craftswoman, framing the
ornament around the face in the form of a
rectangle on the front, placed a large eight-
petalled rosette around it, surrounded by
buds. The embroidery pattern resembles
the style of embroidery of the Kyzay clan
from the Middle Zhuz (description below).

As shown in the materials above, the
decoration of the kimeshek, which is
apparently close to a single prototype, is
observed in the tribes of the Senior Zhuz
— Alban, Zhalair, Dulat Shynashkyl, Suan
and possibly other tribes belonging to this
Zhuz. The collective name for the tribes
of the Senior Zhuz is Uysun. Veniamin
Vostrov and Marat Mukanov wrote that
Semirechye, the Chu and Talas regions
formed a single ethnic centre, where a
whole group of other tribes (Dulat, Kangly,
Zhalair, Alan, etc.) united around one of
the most ancient tribes, the Usun (Vostrov,
Mukanov 27).

The embroidery, most often in an
elongated rectangular shape, is represented
by gold stitching, coloured threads, braid,
etc. The turban is much simpler than that
of the representatives of the Senior Zhuz.
The headdresses presented no longer have
tower-like structures. However, as noted
by Irina Zakharova and Rukia Khodzhaeva,
tower-shaped turbans were found in
Semirechye, Aulieata District, Syr Darya
and Central Kazakhstan, and in the western
regions among elderly women ( Zakharova,

Khodzhaeva 221). For example, a
photograph by Alexander Melkov (MAE
1351-132), taken in the Kyzylorda region in
1928, shows a woman wearing a kimeshek
with a high turban.

The Central State Museum of
Kazakhstan has a number of examples of
kimeshek from the Naiman (KP 18084;
KP 13033; KP 12725; KP 13233; KP
13246 etc.) and Argyn (KP 25822/3; KPD
271). An examination of some examples of
kimeshek showed that the face opening in
the headdresses of the Naiman clan is most
often made in the form of a narrow strip.
Hence the peculiarity of its artistic design.

Of those mentioned, the sample of
the Naiman-Karakerey clan (KP 13246)
is particularly attractive: the embroidery
is done with a tambour stitch and has a
floral character, the inner field of flowers
is embroidered with a chain stitch. Three
tumarsh patterns are embroidered on the
chest, connected by wavy lines. Four-
petalled flowers are embroidered on
both sides (Traditional Kazakh clothing
79). Another kimeshek of the Naiman-
Karakerey clan, KP 13253, is decorated
with a complex floral ornament, where, in
addition to the front part, there are three
separate ornamental parts in the form
of an elongated rhombus with ‘hanging’
elements. These parts resemble tumars
patterns with pendants, as on the kimeshek
of the Dulat and Suan clans. Examples
of these kimeshek were purchased from
residents of the Zhetysu region.

In this group, the decoration of the
kimeshek of the Kyzay clan, one of the
subdivisions of the Naiman tribe, stands
out as a special subgroup. Such examples
can be found in the collection of Tlek Sultan
and the funds of the Central State Museum
of the Republic of Kazakhstan (KP 13254;
KP 13975 etc.). In some samples, the
cutout for the face is shaped like a slit, and
the ‘tail’ is at a right angle. The ornamental
decoration is immediately recognisable
and quite specific: the delicate embroidery
pattern consists of various buds, which



can be open and completely filled, or with
an ‘empty’ inner field. This is the case, for
example, with another sample of kimeshek
from the Kyzay clan from the Central State
Museum of the Republic of Kazakhstan
(KP 13975). However, the embroidery
pattern is always complex and ornate.

Similar in ornamental design to
the headdress of the Qyzai clan is the
kimeshek of the Naiman-Matai clan
from the collections of the Central State
Museum of Kazakhstan (KP 13266). It
has a trapezoidal neckline, the upper part
of which is decorated with a geometric
ornament in the form of rhombuses, and
on the sides, floral motifs are combined
with geometric motifs in the form of a
zhuldyzsha pattern. The front part is
decorated with a heart-shaped petal, inside
which a three-leaf lotus is embroidered.
The central heart-shaped petal transitions
into a large lotus flower at the bottom,
the petals of which end in pink flowers
(Traditional Kazakh clothing 84). In this
sample, the area covered by the decoration
is impressive, covering almost the entire
front of the kimeshek. Products of this
kind are commonly distinguished in the
folk environment as: «Qyzai keste»,
«Qyzai kimeshek», «Qyzai syrmak»,
«Qyzai kalpak» and «Qyzai takia», which,
according to legend, is associated with the
craftsmanship of Qyzai ana (Kunimbike
Baidibekkyzy 1402-1480). Along with
exquisite floral and plant ornamentation,
the favourite colour palette of Kizai
products is characterised by all shades of
red: from pink to purple-violet.

The only kimeshek of the Argyn clan in
the Central State Museum of Kazakhstan
(KP 25822/3) is unique in its own way. The
item is from the Pavlodar region, and the
decoration consists of embroidery, beads
and metal sequins. The description of the
item notes that the front neckline is framed
by two strips of embroidery in yellow,
light green and blue threads, decorated
with beads and sequins. The front part is
embroidered with a stylised ram’s horn

pattern (Traditional Kazakh clothing 95).
Rather, the central decorative pattern
resembles a lyre-like figure similar to the
iconography of the Great Mother pattern
than to ram’s horn. The lower part of the
central figure clearly shows a figure in
the form of an inverted tree. According to
information recorded in the western regions
of the Akmola region by Irina Zakharova
and Rukia Khodzhaeva, representatives
of the Argyn clan wore orama kimeshek,
which is considered the most archaic
form (218).

The next group consists of kimeshek
samples from the tribes of the Junior
Zhuz. However, there are very few such
samples in the collections known to us. The
catalogue of the Central State Museum
of Kazakhstan lists two kimeshek from
the Berish clan (KP 19921/2 and KP
19921/1). The decorative design combines
braid, chain stitch, plaques and embroidery.
The neckline is decorated in the form of a
trapezoid, along which is a strip of floral
pattern embroidered with braid, and small
metal plaques are also sewn on (Traditional
Kazakh clothing 97). The decorative area
is small and forms an elongated, narrow
rectangle at the end.

The collection of Tlek Sultan contains
an example of a headdress worn by the
Junior Horde, commonly referred to as a
sulama. It is a cylindrical headdress similar
in shape to a saukele. According to Boris
Kuftin, married Kazakh women of the
Lesser Horde and part of the Middle Horde
wear a tall cylindrical headdress made
from a long piece of white muslin or calico
(jaulyk) wrapped around a cardboard crown;
a special white hood called a kimeshek is
usually worn underneath it (43).

The only decorative element on the
sample from Tlek Sultan’s collection is
braid (Kazakh «zer bastyru»). According
to Rustembek Shoibekov and Tattigul
Kartayeva, such a decorative element is
most often found in Western
Kazakhstan (270).
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Figure 1. Kimeshek of the Alban clan. Author: Tlek
Sultan. 2018. Computer processing of photo by
Zhanerke Shaygozova

Thus, a preliminary analysis of materials
on the tribal differences of the kimeshek
allows us to conclude that certain tribes
had their favourite decoration techniques,
which could vary within one ethnocultural
type and had similar elements. The clans of
the Senior Zhuz preferred rich polychrome
decoration, combining embroidery, beads
(coral, pearls) and figured metal plaques.
The decoration was usually formed closer
to the face: on the temporal part and
under the chin, while the rest of the head
was most often covered with a shatyrma
seam. The turbans of this group are most
often voluminous, tall and vary in shape,
depending on how they are tied.

The Kazakh women of the Middle Zhuz
preferred more restrained decoration,
but this group also has some interesting
examples in terms of artistic design,
especially the kimeshek of the Kyzay-
Naiman and Naiman-Matai clans. They

are characterised in most cases by ornate
embroidery in a floral style, as well as the
widespread use of yki (Kerey). Gold and
silver embroidery is often found in this
group. The Argyns of Central Kazakhstan
and the northern regions wore turbans
similar to those of the Uysin and Oiik
tribal groups, while some tribal groups of
the Naimans living in Eastern Kazakhstan
had differences in the way they tied their
turbans (Zakharova, Khojaeva 125), i.e.
differences within the same tribe.
Representatives of the Junior Zhuz
preferred decorative braid (usually without
any embroidery). But the main difference
between the Kazakh women of the Junior
Zhuz is their unique way of wearing the
jaulyq (veil/scarf), mainly without using
a «hood». A rich example of a jaulyq is
captured in the drawings of Vladimir
Plotnikov (Culture and Life of the Kazakhs
27). Some examples of Kazakh kimeshek
from the collection of Tlek Sultan are

shown in Figures 1 —4.

Figure 2. Kimeshek of the Dulat clan. Author: Tlek
Sultan. 2020. Computer processing of photo by
Zhanerke Shaygozova



Karakalpak kyimeshek. Searching
for clan markings in ornamentation and
design

In scientific works devoted to the study
of ornamental traditions, the hypothesis
has been repeatedly put forward that in
the past, large clans may have possessed a
unique set of ornamental motifs reflecting
their specific cultural and historical identity.
However, this hypothesis has not yet been
convincingly confirmed empirically due to
the limited availability of data and the lack
of a comprehensive analysis of existing
ornamental traditions. The authors of this
study do not set out to provide a definitive
answer to this question, but merely propose
to consider its individual aspects using the
example of kyimeshek ornamentation.

The Karakalpak kiymeshek is a
headdress with an opening for the face.
The front part, called aldy, is trapezoidal
in shape and descends to chest level. The

Figure 3. Kimeshek of the Suan clan from the
collection of Tlek Sultan. Zhetysu region, 1960.
Computer processing of photo by Zhanerke
Shaygozova.

N

Figure 4. Kimeshek and Shylaush of the Kyzay
clan (Naiman tribe). Author: Tlek Sultan. 2024.
Computer processing of photo by Zhanerke
Shaygozova

back part, kuyrik, is a large square piece of
silk or semi-silk fabric, trimmed with a strip
of black cloth around the perimeter. There
are two main types of kyimeshek: kyzyl
kyimeshek and aq kyimeshek

(Figure 5-7).

Two main techniques are used in
Karakalpak embroidery art: the tambour
stitch ilme and the cross stitch shyrs nagys
tigyv. It is noteworthy that the combination
of both techniques in kyimeshek
ornamentation is extremely rare, which
may indicate the existence of strict
traditions in the art of embroidery. This
limitation suggests that each technique has
a specific symbolic meaning, which may
vary depending on regional affiliation and
clan identity.

The idea that in the past each
Karakalpak clan had its own distinctive
‘set of symbols’ in the form of ornaments
was expressed by Tatyana Zhdanco (380).
Later, Aginbay Allamuratov attempted to
develop this idea in his research, noting
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Figure 5. Front view of the Kiymeshek. Savitsky Art
Museum, Nukus. Photo by Zemfira Kurbanova

Figure 6. Kiymeshek. Savitsky Art Museum,
Nukus. Photo by Zemfira Kurbanova

that in the 18th century, some Karakalpak
biis used clan tamgas instead of signatures
(Allamuratov 57). This indicates that

the tamga served as a visual marker
denoting clan affiliation and acting as a
means of identification and legitimisation
of authority. Nina Lobacheva, based on
field materials collected in the 1950s,

also notes that «... there were several
ornaments that were associated with
certain groups of Karakalpaks” (56). In the

Figure 7. Front view of the Ak Kiymeshek. Savitsky
Art Museum, Nukus. Photo by Zemfira Kurbanova

context of embroidery on kyimeshek, the
use of unique ornaments can be seen as a
continuation of this tradition, where each
pattern becomes a symbol of a particular

clan or tribe.

A study by Irina Bogoslovskaya,
covering more than 400 samples of qyzyl
kyimeshek and about 250 elements of
qyzyl kyimeshek aldy, led to the conclusion
that women from certain Karakalpak clans
used unique ornaments that functioned as
tribal markers. The embroidered pattern
on the bride’s wedding dress, in particular
on the kyimeshek, served as a symbolic
element demonstrating her belonging to a
specific clan, which is especially relevant
in the context of wedding ceremonies
involving the interaction of different clan
groups (187).

In support of the hypothesis about the
clan marking of ornaments on kyimiesheks,
an argument can be made based on
an analysis of exogamy, characteristic
of Karakalpak society, according to
which young men cannot marry girls
from their own clan. This tradition gives
special significance to the embroidery
on kyimeshek in the context of marriage



alliances. The need for visual identification
of clan affiliation becomes particularly
relevant on the wedding day, when the
bride displays the symbols of her clan to her
new relatives.

Art historians have identified several
stable ornamental combinations that
presumably served as tribal markers.
Aginbay Allamuratov classifies kyzyl
kyimeshek aldy into four groups according
to their composition and colour scheme: 1.
Orta gara is completely covered with muiz
curls connected by a complex interweaving.
The most typical for this group is a single
row of large rhombuses with curls inscribed
in them, extending from the corners and
walls; 2. Two or four rows of rhombuses
arranged in a checkerboard pattern, with
flowers inscribed in them, fill the entire
surface of the orta gara; 3. A chain of cross-
shaped rosettes of plant origin is located in
the centre of the strip, while the side spaces
are filled with koltyksha triangles; 4. The
ornamental strip on the ort gara consists
of squares with curls, the number of which
may vary (50 - 51).

Irina Bogoslovskaya identifies 12 stable
types of ornamentation on the ort qara:

1. Shubal nagys creeping ornament; 2.
Qatiasha or erik gtil cotton or apricot
flower; 3. Tokalak mtiiz chopped horn in

a diamond-shaped net; 4. Segiz or on eki
muiz eight or twelve horns; 5. Khorasani
muiz Khorasan horns; 6. Ayil nagys
ornament of a girth with elements of shtaq
blacha; 7. Orta kara with a ‘crawling
snake’ ornament; 8. Qalta gul pattern for
a pocket; 9. Iyt taban dog paw print; 10.
Tokalak muiz chopped horn with elements
of iyt taban; 11. Tuye taban camel footprint
- only one example is known so far; 12.
Koltysh muiz - angular, for the armpit (9).

According to research by Aginbay
Allamuratov, the ornamentation of
kyimesheks, which were common
among women living in coastal areas
(Muynak, Takhtakupyr and Kungrad), is
characterised by the use of plant motifs that
stylistically reproduce reed beds and various

floral compositions. These ornamental
elements not only reflect the specifics of the
local landscape, but are also presumably
associated with the traditional economic
activities of the population. The Muiten
tribe had a pattern known as Muiten Nagys
(57), which illustrates the specific aesthetic
preferences of this clan. In the Kegeyli
district, there is a marked preference for the
segiz muiz ornament and its variations. The
kuyurshak auyz ornament, associated with
the image of a bird, is characteristic of the
kyzyl kyimeshek found in the Muynak and
Kungrad districts.

Due to the mixed composition of the
population in the areas designated as
places of acquisition of kyimeshek, it is
difficult to establish a clear connection
between a specific example of kyimeshek
and its belonging to a particular clan. In
this regard, the study set out to identify
the affiliation of artefacts to larger tribal
associations — arys — based on an analysis
of the shape of the front strip of the
kyimeshek — orta qara.

Arys Konrat, in turn, was concentrated
in the northern part of the delta, on the
lands adjacent to the Aral Sea, as well as
on the left bank of the Amu Darya, in the
Kungrad and Chumikeev bekdoms of the
Khiva Khanate (Zhdanco 38).

Historically, the Chimbai and Kegeyli
districts have been predominantly
inhabited by representatives of the Qatai,
Qypshak, Mangyt and Keneges tribes.

The Muynak district is dominated by

the Qyat, Ashamayly and Muten tribes.
The population of the Kungrad district

is characterised by a mixed ethnic
composition, including Uzbeks, Kazakhs
and Karakalpaks belonging to the Kyat,
Ashamayly and Kandekli clans. The
Takhtakupyr district also has an ethnically
mixed population, due to the presence of
Kazakhs and Karakalpaks belonging to the
Muten, Bessary and Karamoyin clans.

The kitai (Chinese), kypshak, mangyt
and keneges clans belong to the On tort
ury clan. The clans of kiyat, ashamaily,
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myuiten, kandekly, bessary and garamoyin,
in turn, belong to the arys Konpipar. In

the district, this structure can be traced

as follows: in the Kegeili and Chimbai
districts, the tribes and clans belonging to
the On t'urt uru arys predominate, while

in the Takhtakupyr, Muynak and Kungrad
districts, the tribes and clans belonging to
the Konrat arys predominate.

Analysis of the shape of the ort qara
samples of kyimeshek aldy and kyimeshek
revealed variations in the shape of the
trapezoidal strip and horn-like branches
(pointed, rectangular, rounded), as well as
the width of the strip itself and the angle
of the horn-like elements. A preliminary
comparison demonstrates the absence of
a clear relationship between the identified
structural parameters (the shape of the
horn-like elements, the angle of their
location, the width of the band) and
belonging to the On tort uryy and Konyrat
arys. In particular, the presence of rounded
and rectangular horn-like elements, as
well as the variability of the width of the
strip, are found in representatives of both
arys, which makes it difficult to differentiate
based on these characteristics. However,
during the analysis, rare samples were
identified that deviated from the standard
form: a kyimeshek aldy with three horn-
shaped branches (two at the edge of the
trapezoid and one in the centre), acquired
in the Kungrad district, and a kyimeshek
aldy with two ort gara, acquired in the
Kegeyli district. Based on these findings,
we can hypothesise a potential connection
between the three-horned trapezoid
shape and arys Konrat, and the double
orta qara arys On tort ur'u. However, this
hypothesis requires further verification by
expanding the sample of specimens studied
and conducting an in-depth analysis of
contextual information, which opens up
prospects for further study of the role of the
structural features of orta qara identifying
tribal affiliation.

The results of the analysis, based on the
study of the collection of kyimeshek from

the Igor Savitsky State Museum of Art,
indicate the complexity of unambiguous
identification of clan affiliation based

on ornamentation. Nevertheless, the
identification of rare specimens with
deviations from the standard form allows
us to put forward preliminary hypotheses
about the potential connection between
specific variants of orta qara and a particular
arys, which requires further verification
on an expanded sample and taking into
account contextual information.

Basic Provisions

The headdress frames a woman’s face,
shaping her overall appearance and helping
to make the right impression on those
around her, thereby marking her high
position in society with the help of specific
decorative elements — distinctive markers
that we understand as a sign of identity

and belonging, and tribal solidarity, which
provides the wearer with protection for the
tribe. In this capacity, it occupied almost
the main position in the architecture of
traditional Kazakh and Karakalpak women’s
costume, and its decor, to some extent,
brings us closer to a visual representation
of social differentiation.

The appearance of tribal markers in
kimeshek is explained by the dominant role
of the woman-mother in a particular tribal
community, which, to paraphrase Abdesh
Toleubaev, can be expressed as follows: the
abundance of offspring, especially males
— future warriors, brothers and relatives
in general — guaranteed the high social
status of the tribe/clan (40). This elevated
women with many children (or the potential
for many children) to the rank of the most
respected members of society — of a
particular clan or tribe as a whole. Respect
and even a certain degree of worship of
women in Kazakh and Karakalpak culture
most likely dates back to the divine — the
Great Mother, who in this function acts as
the Guardian of the Clan.



Conclusion

During the study, it was established that
the traditional costume of the Kazakhs and
Karakalpaks serves not only a utilitarian
and aesthetic function but also acts as an
important carrier of clan and tribal identity.
Elements of headdresses — the kimeshek
among Kazakhs and the kiymeshek among
Karakalpaks — function as visual markers
that allow one to distinguish a woman’s
affiliation with a particular clan or sub-clan.

Analysis from the perspective of visual
semiotics showed that the features of
tailoring, decoration, wearing methods, and
technological techniques of these elements

Authors’ contribution:

form a complex system of signs conveying
social, age, and clan-related information.
Thus, the traditional costume can be
regarded as a kind of visual “passport” of
ethnic and clan identity, where every detail
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The study presented in this article
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costume elements, and clan identity within
the specified ethnocultural contexts.
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VISUALISATION OF TRIBAL IDENTITY IN TRADITIONAL KAZAKH AND KARAKALPAK COSTUMES

Llafiro3zoBa yKaHnepke

Kazaxckuii HalHOHa bHbI Meiaroruieckuii yuusepeuret umenn Adast (Anmatbl, Kasaxcran)

Kyp6anoBa 3emdpupa

KapakaJinakckuil HayuHo-HCcIeI0BaTe/IbCKHIT HHCTUTYT IyMaHHTapHbIX Hayk Kapakasnakckoro
otenenust Akanemun Hayk PecnyGiiku Ya6ekucran (Hykye, Y36ekucran)

BU3YANIU3ALUA POAONNEMEHHOMW UAEHTUYHOCTU B KASAXCKOM U
KAPAKAJIMAKCKOM TPAAULMUOHHOM KOCTIOME (HA MPUMEPE KUMELLEK/KUWMELLEK)

AHHOTauMA. AKmyanbHOCMb UCCNEN0BaHWS OnpeaenseTcs HeobXoAMMOCTbIO aHaIM3a Ka3aXCKOro
U KapaKannakCKoro TpaauLMOHHOIO KOCTHOMA C NO3WLMIA BU3YaNnbHOW CEMUMOTMKM Kak 3HaKOBOM
CUCTEMBI, MOCPELCTBOM KOTOPOI pENpe3eHTUPYETCs U TPAHCAUPYETCS POLOMIEMEHHAs UAEHTUYHOCTb B
UCTOPUKO-KYNbTYPHOM MpocTpaHcTBe. OCO3HaHHbIW BbIOOP OT/IMYMTENbHBIX MAaPKEPOB B OLEXAE MOXHO
paccMaTpMBaTh KakK CEMUOTUYECKM 3HAYMMBbIM aKT, TO €CTb Kak 3HaK, AEMOHCTPUPYHOLLMIA POLOBYIO
MPUHAANEXHOCTb TOFO UM MHOTO MHAMBKAA. OTCOAa, Uesb UCCIe008aHUS - BbISBNEHWE, ONUCaHWE
¥ aHanu3 poLonieMEHHbIX MapKePOB Kak 3HaKa MAEHTUYHOCTU U NMPUHAAIEXHOCTU KEHLMHbBI Ha
npUMepe Ka3axCcKoro Kumewek 1 KapakanmnakcKoro KuliMewek. B ctatbe MCnonb30BaH KOMMAEKC
MEXAMCUMNANHAPHBIX Memodos, 06beANHAIOLWMNX UCTOPUKO-ITHOrPadMUECKUI, MCKYCCTBOBELUYECKUIA
W KYNbTYPONOrMYeCKUi NOAXOAbI. Pe3ynemamsl: faHHble GONbKNOPa, MaTepPUasbl XyLOXKECTBEHHOM
NWUTEpaTypbl, STHOrpaduyecKne UCTOYHUKM U CBELEHUS MacTepPOB-U3roTOBUTENEN HAPOAHOTO KOCTIOMA
MO3BONAIOT YTBEPXKAATb, UTO BU3yaNibHO BOMBLUMHCTBO KAa3aXx0B MOM/M paHbLUe OTMYaTb OLHOI0
npencraBuTens poaa (BO3MOXHO MOLPOAA) OT APYroro no TEM UM UHbBIM AETaNsiM OLEXAbl. ITH,
YC/IOBHO Ha3bIBAaeMble HAMW POAONIEMEHHbIE MApKePbl BbIPAXKAKTCS B HEKOTOPbIX TEXHOMIOTMYECKMUX
0COBEHHOCTAX U3roTOBNEHMS, AEKOPATUBHbIX 3/IEMEHTAX FOOBHbIX YHOPOB, Cocobax HaBepTbIBAHUS
TIop6aHOB, KPOE U fleKope BEPXHEW OAEXAbI, a TAKXKE B BU3Ya/lbHO YNOBUMbIX AETANSX FOBENUPHbBIX
YKpaweHui. B 0603Ha4YeHHOM hDYHKLMKM KakK Ka3axCKUM, Tak M KapakannakCkMi TpaaULMOHHBIM KOCTIOM
MOXXHO paccMaTpMBaTb KaK CBOEOOPa3HbIN BU3YyabHbIM MACMOPT, LEMOHCTPUPYIOLLMIA TY UAU UHYIO
POLOMNEMEHHYH UAEHTUYHOCTb.

Kntouesbie cnoea: pononneMeHHas MAEHTUYHOCTb, BU3Yann3aLms, Kazaxu, Kapakanmaku, KOCTHoM,
rosI0BHOM yHOp, KMMeLleK/KMMMeLLEeK, MapKep, 3HAKOBas CMCTeMa, HeBepbanbHas KOMMYHUKaLMS

Ana uumuposarus: LLlairosoea, XaHepke, KypbaHoBa 3eMdupa. «Busyanusaumsa pogonieMeHHoOM
UOEHTUYHOCTM B Ka3aXCKOM M KapaKannakCKoM TPaAMLIMOHHOM KOCTHOME (Ha MpuMepe KuMmellek/
kunimelwwek)». Central Asian Journal of Art Studies, Vol. 11, No. 1, 2026, pp. 120 - 140, DOI: 10.47940/cajas.
v11i1.1146

bnazodapHocmu: cTaTbs NOArOTOB/IEHA B paMKax rpaHTa KomuTeTa Hayku MUHMCTEPCTBA HAyKK u
BblCLwero obpasoBaHuns Pecnybnmku KasaxcraH MPH AP23488164 «TpafuUMOHHOE U COBPEMEHHOE
nckycctBo KasaxcraHa B poKyce BU3yaNbHbIX MCCAeA0BaHWUI: MKOHOrpadus, CEMUOTUKA U GUCKYPCH.

Asmopesl npoyumanu u 0006puu OKOHYaMENbHbIL 8GPUAHM PYKONUCU U 3G58/15t0mM 06 omcymcmeuu
KOH@UKmMa uHmepecos.
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Llafirozosa yKanepke

Abaii arbinzarsl Kasak yITTbIK nejgarorukalbik ynusepenreri (Anvarni, Kazakerat)

Kyp6anosa 3emdupa

Osbekcran Pecriybavikace blibiv akanemusiceiibie, Kapakasnak 6estiMitecine kapactbl Kapakasinak ryMaHuTapiiblk
FBIILIMIAP FBUILIMU-3epTTey HHeTHTYTHI (Hokic, ©O36ekcTan)

KA3AK XXOHE KAPAKANIMAK O3CTYP/I KAIMIHAETI PY-TAANANDIK BIPETEMJIKTIH,
BU3YANOAHYbI (KUMEWEK/KUAMELUEK MbICAJIbIHAA)

Anpatna. 3epTTeyaiH 63eKTiNiri Kasak XaHe Kapakannak, A3CTYpAi KMiMaepiH BU3yanabl CEMUMOTHKA
TYPFbICbIHAH, SFHWU PONAIK-TYPMbICTbIK, MAEHTUYTINIKTI TAPUXU-MILEHUN KEHICTIKTE KOPCETETIH XaHe
TapaTyFa apHanfaH TaHdaNbIK Xyie peTiHae Tanaay KKeTTiniriMeH aHbikTanasbl. Kuimaeri epekwenikTi
6enrinepai caHanbl TaHAAYy CEMUOTUKANbIK, MaHblI3bl 6ap akT peTiHAe KapacTbIpblnybl MyMKIH, SFHM Oyn
Xeke TYNFaHbIH pyFa HeMece TyKbIMFa TUECININIriH kepceTeTiH 6enri 6onbin Tabbinaabl. OcbiFaH opan,
3epmmey0diH MaKkcamsl — Ka3aKTblH, KUMELLEri MEH KapaKannaKTblH, KMMMeLLeriH MbiCanfa ana oTbipbin,
aMen afaMHbIH MAEHTUYTINIM MEH TUECININIriH KepCeTeTiH py-TyKbIMAbIK 6enrinepai aHbiKTay, cunaTTay
XoHe Tangay. Makanana Tapuxm-3THOrpadUaNbIK, OHEPTAHYbIK KIHE MAEHUETTAHYbIK TCiNAepAI
BipikTipeTiH Kencananbl 3epmmey adicmepi KONJAHbINFAH. Homuxenep: GonbKNOp AepekTepi, KepkeM
aebunet MaTepmanaapsbl, STHOrPAdUANbIK AEPEKTEDP XKOHE XaNblK, KMiMiHiH, webepnepiHeH anbiHFaH
ManiMeTTep KepceTKeHAeN, OypblH KeMWinik kasakrap KMiMHiH 6enrini 6ip aetanbaapbl apKblibl

6ip pyAbiH (MYMKiIH py TapMarblHbIH) OKiliH eKiHLWiCiHEH BM3yanabl TYpAe axblpaTa anfaH. bisgix,
LIAPTTbl TYPAE «PY-TYKbIMAbIK 6enrinep» gen atanTblH OCbl MAapKepaep KMiM 31eMEHTTEpIH XKacay
TEXHOMOIMAChIHbIH, KeMbip epeklieniktepiHae, 6ac KMiMHIH AEKOPaTUBTIK aNeMeHTTepiHae, TpbaH opay
TaCinaepiHae, CblpTKbl KUIMHIH KMbLIbICY XXaHe be3eHaipyiHae, COHAaN-ak 3eprepnik awekennepaix,
BM3Yyanbl alKblH AeTanbAapbiHAA KepiHic Tabasbl. Ocbl hYHKLMA TYPFbICbIHAH Ka3aK, XaHe Kapakannak,
L9CTYPAi KMiMi ©3iHAIK BU3Yyanabl «MACnopT» peTiHAe KapacTblpbllybl MyMKiH, on 6enrini 6ip py-
TYKbIMAbIK, BiperennikTi kepceten,.

TyiiiH ce30ep: py-Tavinanbik b6iperennik, BU3yanaaHablpy, Kazakrap, Kapakannakrap, ASCTYpAi K1iMm,
6ac K1im, KuMeLek/KunmelLLek, Mapkep, TaHbanblK Xyie, Bepbanibl eMec KOMMYHUKaLMS.

Jaiiexces ywin: XXanepke, Llaiirososa xaHe KypbaHosa 3emdupa. “Kasak xoHe kapakannak,
[SCTYpNi KMiMiHAeri py-Tarnanbik GiperennikTiy, Bu3yanaaHybl (KUMeLeK/KMMMeLLIEK MblCanblHAA)".
Central Asian Journal of Art Studies,Vol. 11, No. 1, 2026, pp.120 - 140, DOI: 10.47940/cajas.v11i1.1146

AnFbic: Makana KasakctaH Pecnybnaunkachl FbiibiM XaHe ofapbl 6iniM MUHUCTPAIr FbinbiM
komuTeTiHiH XXKTH AP23488164 «Ka3akcTaHHbIH, A3CTYPAi XaHe 3aMaHayu eHepi BU3yanabl
3epTTeynepAiH Ha3apblHAA: MKOHOrpadus, CEMMOTUKA XKIHE AUCKYPC» rPaHTbl asgCbiHAA AANbIHAANAbI.

Asmopnap KomwazbaHbiH COHFbI HYCKACbIH 0KbIN, MAKY10a0bI aHe Myodesiep KaKmblfbICbl #OK eKeHiH
Manimoedol.
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