
 
The Journey From ‘Gup Shup- the ’ to ‘Ramadan Diaries’ 
 
Polly and Me - An Introduction  
Polly & Me is a social enterprise working with highly skilled female artisans in the villages of Chitral valley, a remote 
mountain region of northern Pakistan. P&M makes grassroots luxuries - accessories that are designed largely by 
professional textile designers and the women, and hand embroidered onto highly desirable handbags and wallets.  
Polly&Me was founded in 2006 by Cathy Braid- a textiles and fashion designer by training, and who has lived and 
worked in Chitral since 2003, and successfully ran the ‘Caravana’ label of high-end accessories and clothing till 2006. 
Since its inceptions, Polly&Me has successfully launched three collections of handbags, namely; ‘Sugar and Spice’, 
‘Gup Shup’, and ‘Peace of Cake’, which sold online and through networks of exclusive boutiques in Australia, Beirut, 
Dubai, Pakistan. 
 

 
 
“Gup Shup – the Domestic, the Narrative and Cups of Chai” - P&M's First Non-profit Project 
In March 2008, with a view to encouraging their latent creative talent P&M invited the artisans to participate in a 
series of creative workshops, where they were exposed to basic photography and drawing and coloring techniques. 
Their own daily lives, people, objects and anecdotes became the immediate source of inspiration.  Product 
packaging, food containers, pictures of younger siblings, daily chores, traditions and rituals, all formed part of these 
narratives.  The artisans produced sketches, drawings and collages, based on which a collection of 23 hand-
embroidered textiles, measuring anywhere between 100x70 c.m. to 150 x 250 c.m. were executed, for an exhibition 
entitled "Gup Shup: The Domestic, the Narrative and Cups of Chai".   
 
The ‘Gup Shup’ Exhibitions  
A series of five exhibitions of this body of work followed, with the launch on International Women's Day, 2009 at the 
National Art Gallery in Islamabad, which was inaugurated by H.E Sherry Rehman – Pakistan’s Ambassador to the 
United States (then, Information Minister in the federal cabinet).  They toured Pakistan, showing in Karachi at Indus 
Vally School of Arts and in Lahore at the National College of the Arts, where lively discussions and interactive 
workshops were held with the faculty and students of Textile Design.   
 
 



 
 
“Mantlepiece” by Shahnaz, Shahria and friends. 
 
The exhibition travelled abroad to be part of a Group Show of emerging artists from Pakistan at the Al-Bastakiya Art 
Fair in Dubai 2010, and finally an exhibition was held in Bradford University Museum under the auspices of the British 
Council and the British High Commission. 
   
Several Textiles from the Gup Shup collection were bought by Pakistani and non-Pakistani art enthusiasts, diplomats 
and art collectors, chief among them were the Ambassador of France to Pakistan and the British High Commissioner. 
Two pieces from the collection were short-listed for international prizes: "My Prayer is..."( a collective textile by 100 
women) was short-listed for the 59th Blake Prize for Religious Art, Australia, 2010. (The Blake Prize - administered by 
the Blake society, was established in 1949 as an incentive to raise the standard of religious art). 
 
 

 
“My Prayer is...........”, by 100 women in Chitral 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Religious_art


 
“Popeye” by Nigar and Qasida 
 
While another textile titled ‘Pophai’ (or Popeye) by Qaseeda and Nigar was short-listed for the Sovereign Asian Art 
Prize, Hong Kong, 2010.(The Sovereign Art Foundation, set up in 2003, is a charity registered in Hong Kong & the UK 
that raises money to help disadvantaged children using the arts as rehabilitation, education and therapy).  The textile 
was auctioned during their charity fund-raiser for AUS$ 7,500 while another one was bought by the Chairman of the 
Foundation for his private collection. 
 
The inputs of Cathy as creative resource person, Rolla as the community development expert and Fatma as curator of 
the exhibitions were all pro-bono.  All five exhibitions were non-commercial and sponsored by the British Hi 
Commission, Foundations and Pakistani philanthropists, while the sales proceeds of the derived handbags- the Gup 
Shup collection were used to subsidize expenses. Of the proceeds from the sales of the Gup Shup textiles 11 percent 
was set aside as a contribution towards a revolving community fund, 20 percent was paid to MOGH- a limited 
company in Chitral, where the women are shareholders, for management of the production process and related 
logistics, including the cost of travel of seven artisans and their chaperones to Islamabad for the exhibition at the 
National Art Gallery. 
 

   
 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hong_Kong
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom


Impact on the lives of women in Chitral 
Three of the artisans have invested their money in small local businesses which they own and operate.  One 
contributed significantly towards building a house, so the family no longer has to pay rent.  Another is paying for the 
higher education of her eldest son, while another paid for her brother's flight to Dubai to secure employment. There 
are many artisans who have saved the money in bank accounts, which they have opened for the first time, towards 
the cost of a wedding in the future; and smaller amounts have been consumed in the daily cost of living. All these are 
not common occurrences in a community where most women do not attend formal schools after the age of 12 and 
often lead entirely segregated and somewhat isolated lives, while the men folk travel to the plains in search of 
livelihood, for 10 months in the year. 
 
99 Names of Allah 
A number of art collectors showed keen interest in the ‘My Prayer is.......’ textile and based on this a series of three 
calligraphic textiles; using the Urdu/Persian/Arabic script, depicting the meaning and personal interpretation in Urdu; 
of the 99 names of the Almighty were produced.  These were commissioned by two leading art collectors, one each 
in Qatar and Dubai, while one was sold to a collector in Saudi Arabia. 
 

 
“99 Names of Allah” by 99 women in Chitral 
 
 
 



The conversation and collaboration continues......... in 2012 
 
"Ramadan: 14 Diaries, 30 Days" 
During the holy month of Ramazan. August/September 2010, 14 artisans kept a daily diary - record of events, 
activities, chores, thoughts and rituals, both in words and drawings. 
The diaries where read and translated, and from May-Aug 2011 Polly & Me ran creative workshops developed around 
themes and stories from the diaries in three embroidery centres.  
Using the diaries kept during Ramadan as inspiration, the artisans are presently creating a new collection of hand 
embroidered textiles for exhibition, which are in various stages of production in Chitral. Join us on facebook to see 
the textiles at every stage of production. Click our photo album "Ramadan Diaries work in progress"• 
http://www.facebook.com/pages/polly-me/112766648772688 to see all the images, as these works evolve. 
 
 

 
 
 “Sehri/Suhoor” 
 
‘Ramadan Diaries’ is a series of 28 textiles, about the customs and practices during the holy month of Ramadan, in 
Chitral. Ramadan is the ninth months of the Islamic Calendar, which is lunar and it is the auspicious month in which 
the Quran was revealed. It is also the month of fasting, in which participating Muslims refrain from eating, drinking, 
smoking etc. from sunrise (Suhoor or Sehri) to sunset (Iftar) and is intended to teach them about patience, spiritual 
reflection, humility and submissiveness to God. Muslims everywhere in the world follow their own local traditions in 
terms of the cuisine, the wake-up call before dawn, the prayers and rest routine during the day and preparations for 
breaking the fast at the end of the day. Special food items make an annual appearance on the daily family menus, 
during Ramadan, and in most instances the lady of household has to cater to each family member’s favorite dish, 
while continuing with her daily household chores.  Her responsibilities increase further towards the end of the 
month, in anticipation of Eid Al-Fitr, which marks the end of the fasting period, after another new moon has been 
sighted.  Special celebrations are made for Eid Al-Fitr, where food is donated to the less privileged; everyone puts on 
their best, usually new, clothes; and communal prayers are held in the early morning, followed by feasting and 
visiting relatives and friends. 
 
This body of work will travel in-part to be exhibited all over the world and in Pakistan, during the course of 2012.  
Three of the textiles will participate in the Fibre Show 2012- March 2-12, in Philadelphia in the United States 
(www.fiberphiladelphia.org), curated by the 12 Gates Art Gallery (www.twelvegatesart.org).  
 
 

http://www.facebook.com/pages/polly-me/112766648772688
http://www.twelvegatesart.org/


 
“Getting ready for Work” 
 
Narratives and Embroidery in Art  
The Italian artist Alighiero Boetti’s series ‘Mappe del mondo’ were textile works of conceptual art commissioned by 
him from the 1970s to the 1990s embroidered by Afghan women in Afghanistan and Pakistan. Their craft aesthetic 
and the use of fragments of Persian/Arabic/Urdu script made these ‘maps of the world’ seem like objects of global 
art no longer tied to the paradigms of Western art production: In the words of Nicola Mullerschon who has 
documented Boetti’s works in a case study “the totality of the depiction of the world on the map corresponds to the 
incorporation of the techniques and the creative achievement of the women who embroidered the maps. In contrast 
to the studio production of works of art common in Europe and the United States, Boetti’s textiles of world maps and 
others refer explicitly to their collaborative origins; nevertheless, one can hardly speak of emancipating the Afghan 
production of art, since the embroiderers remained anonymous, even when the works were sold (at extraordinary 
prices) and thus a clear hierarchy of the author and producers of the work is maintained”. 
 
In contrast to this approach the Ramadan Diaries as a body of work has not been executed by anonymous producers, 
instead artisans have not only taken the lead in decisions about choosing colours and composition but have taken full 
ownership of the creative design process.  They have elected to express and characterize themselves more 
specifically through sketches and images of their daily lives and private spaces and communicate the same through 
embroidered narratives. Moreover the women have deliberately chosen to sign their own names in English as proof 
of ‘ownership’ and in order for both Eastern and Western art-goers to be able to access it. The works represented 
here are accessible to a variety of viewers, not just those who can read the Persian/Arabic/Urdu script or understand 
the customs and practices during Ramadan. Those interested in their stories can rely on a simple translation of their 
narratives.  Thus this body of work is at best collaborative to the extent of offering exposure to a range of art media 
and techniques, while still being proudly owned by the female artisans of Chitral as art directors of the process.  
 



 
Polly & Me’s mission remains – To create a space for the women of Chitral to share their life experience and thoughts 
through a creative journey; in turn encouraging new ideas and the making of new textile work, market-friendly, 
income generating products and encouraging the artisans to take increasing ownership of the creative art and design 
process. And to use the platform of national and international exhibitions to share their life stories as communicated 
through their textiles, to global audiences.    
 
 
The proceeds from the sale of the artwork will go to the artisans (including minimal fee for curatorial and 
exhibition purposes). 


