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Abstract

This article situates Uzbekistan’s knife-making — centered historically in Chust
and Shahrixon (Shakhrikhan) in the Fergana Valley —within a broader, trans-
imperial story of techniques, materials, and meanings that circulated along the Silk
Roads. Knives (pichoq/pichak) condensed mobility: easier to carry than long
swords, they traveled as trade goods, court gifts, and everyday tools. Drawing on
arms-and-armor scholarship, archaeometallurgy, and contemporary cultural-
heritage sources, I trace how (1) crucible and pattern-welded steels, (2) hilt and
sheath vocabularies, and (3) workshop institutions moved across Persianate,
Turkic, and South Asian polities before taking specific forms in Uzbek schools of
making. A mixed-evidence approach uses inclusive statistics —ranges rather than
single figures—grounded in published metallurgical analyses and heritage
documentation. Today, Uzbek knife-making persists through family workshops,
festival circuits (e.g., Kokand), and export-oriented artisan networks; makers
innovate with lawful materials while retaining recognizable ergonomics and tamga
(marks). The conclusion positions Uzbek pichoq as “portable heritage”: a living
craft whose past and present remain mutually legible.
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Introduction

Along the Silk Roads, edges moved with people. More than weapons, knives
were carriers of technique, identity, and patronage: their steels recorded furnace
knowledge; their hilts encoded local ergonomics; their inscriptions spoke across
languages. In Uzbekistan, the pichoq (pichak, pchak) embodies this layered
mobility — trans-imperial in origin, recognizably Uzbek in hand. This study asks
how frontier exchange shaped Uzbek knife-making historically, and how
contemporary workshops sustain and adapt the tradition.

I advance three claims. First, materials migrated: crucible and pattern-welded
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steels and their heat-treat heuristics moved through trade and court commissions
before being localized in Fergana Valley shops. Second, forms and scripts migrated:
blade geometries and bilingual inscriptions moved across Persianate, Turkic, and
Arabic spheres, becoming markers of region and workshop. Third, institutions
made frontiers productive: guilds, karkhana-like ateliers, and today’s festival
circuits orchestrated knowledge transfer and market access.

Literature and Context

Arms-and-armor catalogues and regional studies (Alexander, 2015; Elgood,
2004; Khorasani, 2006; Edge & Paddock, 1996) reconstruct typologies and courtly
contexts. Archaeometallurgy (Verhoeven, 2001, Verhoeven, Pendray, & Dautsch,
1998; Srinivasan & Ranganathan, 2004) offers replicable ranges for carbon and
carbide morphology in crucible steels. Social histories of craft institutions
illuminate how workshops stabilized skill transmission.

For Uzbek knife-making specifically, governmental heritage communication
and cultural-tourism documentation converge on the Fergana Valley — especially
Chust and Shahrixon—as enduring centers, with Chust retaining a blacksmiths’
quarter of suzangaron and knife shops open to visitors. Contemporary reporting
likewise begins the story of living knife-making in Chust and ties the pichoq to
status and tradition.

Methods and Evidence

This article synthesizes (1) peer-reviewed studies in archaeometallurgy; (2)
authoritative arms-and-armor monographs; (3) open-access museum and heritage
sources; and (4) contemporary festival and tourism documentation for present
practice. When numerical precision is not warranted by sources, I use inclusive
statistics—ranges and orders of magnitude —explicitly tied to cited literature.
Festival participation counts are taken from official UNESCO documentation.

From Frontiers to Fergana: A Brief Historical Arc

Material migrations

Crucible (wootz) steels circulated widely as ingots and blades, prized for
watered patterns produced by hypereutectoid compositions and controlled thermal
cycles (typically ~1.2-1.6 wt% C with patterning sensitive to minor
alloying/impurities). Makers’ observations about “washing out” the pattern at
excessive heat—formalized in lab studies —reflect the long feedback loop between
forge and microscope (Verhoeven, 2001; Verhoeven et al, 1998; Srinivasan &
Ranganathan, 2004).

Pattern-welded construction (twist, ladder, chevron) traveled in parallel,
enabling ornamental and mechanical performance where crucible steel was scarce.
Hybrid laminations appear across Persianate and Caucasian repertoires and persist
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in Central Asian shops.

Forms, scripts, and signatures

Across the Silk Roads, knives served as texts: Qur’anic invocations, maker’s
marks (tamga), and dedications moved between courts and markets. Uzbek knives
retain distinctive ergonomics —wide blade, relatively narrow handle —and working
grinds optimized for kitchen and field use, features consistently described in public
heritage sources.

Uzbek Schools of Making: Chust, Shahrixon, Bukhara

Chust (Namangan region)

Chust remains the best-known center, historically sustaining a suzangaron
quarter and training lines in knife-making. Public ethnographic descriptions note
that visitors can watch the entire process and that documentation is provided for
lawful export when purchased as a souvenir. Inclusive statistics: descriptive
sources indicate dozens of active small workshops open to visitors at peak season
(order of magnitude, not a census). The typology repertoire is broad —over 15 knife
types are claimed for Chust in heritage summaries—with variation in blade
curvature and handle materials.

Shahrixon / Shakhrikhan (Andijan region)

Shahrixon has its own recognizable school, including niello-on-silver hilt
decoration documented in public heritage profiles. Contemporary media and craft
pages repeatedly identify Shahrixon alongside Chust as a principal center.

Bukhara and Tashkent ateliers

While not as concentrated as Fergana, documented workshop activity
in Bukhara and Tashkent complements the valley schools, reflecting historic
trading hubs where knife-making and related metalwork flourished.

Practice Heuristics: What Makers Emphasize

Contemporary Uzbek craft communication is remarkably consistent about
workshop heuristics:

eErgonomics first. Masters emphasize the pichoq’'s wide blade / narrow
handle geometry to reduce wrist fatigue and increase grip leverage in kitchen and
butcher work.

eMaterial pragmatics. In addition to traditional high-carbon steels, makers
repurpose lawful modern feedstocks (automotive springs, bearings, valves),
especially for affordable tiers —an adaptation also recorded in regional intangible-
heritage portals.
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eMarks and meaning. Tamga (maker’s/device marks) and hilt materials,
whether horn, bone, or stabilized wood, remain identity cues transmitted through
master-apprentice lines.

These statements align with documented practitioner observations in
metallurgical collaborations—e.g., the sensitivity of crucible-pattern development
to forging temperature —showing how tacit shop knowledge can be rendered as
testable claims (Verhoeven, 2001; Verhoeven et al., 1998).

Institutions That Move Knowledge

Historically, court ateliers and urban guilds governed supply, quality, and
training; today, festival circuits and associations play a parallel role. The First
International ~ Festival of Handicrafters (Kokand, 10-15 September
2019)convened ~370 foreign guests from ~78 countries and ~1,200 local
craftspeople, with scientific sessions and master classes—an institutional
mechanism for renewing transmission and market visibility. Media coverage and
subsequent editions have further consolidated Kokand as a heritage hub for crafts,
including knife-making.

Present Continuities and Changes

Markets and visibility

Journalistic features focused on living traditions now routinely start
with Chust suzangars and the iconic pichoq, underscoring intergenerational
transmission and status symbolism. Tourist-facing resources emphasize workshop
visits and export documentation, reflecting the craft’s integration into cultural-
economy circuits.

Materials and compliance

Given legal/ethical limits on historic materials (e.g., certain horns, ivories),
contemporary Uzbek makers increasingly select lawful, traceable substitutes while
retaining legacy forms. Regional heritage portals explicitly note pragmatic steel
sourcing from modern industrial inputs for entry-level pieces, with premium work
using refined tool steels or patterned steels.

Inclusive Statistics

eCrucible steel composition: published metallography places watered-pattern
crucible blades in the hypereutectoid range (~1.2-1.6 wt% C) with patterning
sensitive to trace elements and thermal regimes (Verhoeven, 2001; Verhoeven et al.,
1998; Srinivasan & Ranganathan, 2004).

eChust repertoire breadth: heritage summary sources describe “over 15
types” of Chust knives (order-of-magnitude indicator, not a census).
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eCenters of production (present): Chust and Shahrixon named consistently as
primary Fergana Valley centers; Bukhara and Tashkent also noted for workshops
(convergent documentation across portals).

elnstitutional scale (heritage): Kokand Festival 2019 hosted ~78 countries /
~370 foreign guests / ~1,200 local artisans.

Discussion: Uzbek Pichoq as Portable Heritage

Reading Uzbek knives through the lens of trans-imperial movement highlights
why the pichoq remains legible across time. Material choices encode shared
technological lineages; handle geometry and tamga anchor regional identity; and
institutions —from courts to festivals—stitch makers into larger circulations. For
policy and practice:

1.Safeguard tacit knowledge by documenting heat-treat heuristics, hilt
ergonomics, and shop sequences with makers (without collapsing art into
algorithm).

2.Support compliant materials and transparent provenance in export-oriented
work.

3.Invest in festivals and training (e.g., Kokand) as contemporary analogues to
historical guilds, sustaining transmission while opening markets.

Conclusion

Uzbek knife-making stands at the intersection of long-distance exchange and
local hand memory. As steels, forms, and scripts moved across empires, Chust and
Shahrixon developed schools whose signatures persist in today’s workshops. The
pichoq’s wide blade and narrow handle still do their work; the marks still speak for
the maker. Across centuries, the Uzbek knife remains a frontier object—built for
use, built to carry meaning.
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®FLig. A “Traditional Uzbek knife made of Damascus steel, Tashkent” — License: CC
BY-SA 4.0. Photo by Beshevl, Wikimedia Commons.

Fig. B (Samarkand): “Traditional Uzbek knife made of Damascus steel, Samarkand”
— License: CC BY-SA 4.0. Photo by Beshevl, Wikimedia Commons.
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®FLig. C “Chust pichoq”, Wikimedia Commons
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BY-SA 4.0. Photo by Panpanchik, Wikimedia Commons.
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OFig. D “Souvenir knife replicas, Tashkent (Wiki Loves Folklore)” — License:
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