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In a remote valley in Pakistan dozens of Kalash
minority women dance to celebrate spring’s
arrival-but as a gaggle of men scramble to catch

them on camera, the community warns an influx of
domestic tourists is threatening their unique tradi-
tions. Every year the Kalash-a group of less than
4,000 people confined to a handful of villages in the
north-greet the new season with animal sacrifices,
baptisms, and weddings at a festival known as
“Joshi”. As celebrations kick off, tourists with phones
jostle to get close to Kalash women, whose vibrant
clothing and headdresses contrast starkly with the
more modest attire worn by many in the conservative
Islamic republic.

“Some people are using their cameras as if they
were in a zoo,” said local tourist guide Iqbal Shah.
Known for their pale skin and light-coloured eyes,
the Kalash have long claimed ancestral links to
Alexander the Great’s army-who conquered the
region in the fourth century BC. They worship many
gods, drinking alcohol is a tradition and marriages of
choice are the norm-unlike in the rest of Pakistan
where unions are often arranged.

However, the community is far from a liberal bea-
con. Members of the community often wed in their
teens, with women poorly educated and expected to
perform traditional roles in the home. Stories about
the Kalash are nonetheless frequently fabricated, and
this has been amplified in recent years by the prolif-
eration of smartphones and social media.

‘Defaming the community’ 
One video viewed 1.3 million times on YouTube,

proclaims the Kalash “openly have sex” with part-

ners of their choosing “in the presence of their hus-
bands”. Another calls them “beautiful infidels”, say-
ing “anyone can go and marry any girl there”. “How
could that be true?” asks Luke Rehmat, a Kalash
journalist.   “People are systematically trying to
defame the community. They are fabricating stories...
when a tourist comes with such a mindset, he will try
to experience [it].”

In the main Kalash village of Bumburate a hotel
manager estimates that about 70 percent of Pakistani
tourists visiting his establishment are young men,
who often inquire about where to “find girls”.
According to tourists who spoke to AFP-most of
whom were men travelling in groups-their primary

interest in exploring the Kalash Valley was to learn
about a new culture. “We want to be part of this fes-
tival but it doesn’t mean that we want to mix up with
girls,” says tourist Sikander Nawaz Khan Niazi from
Lahore.  But friction has been increasing in recent
years.

In Bumburate, posters now call on visitors to seek
permission from villagers before photographing and
signs warn tourists not to harass women. “If they
don’t respect us, we don’t need tourists,” says Yasir
Kalash, the vice president of the local hotel associa-
tion. “If they respect... our culture and traditions, we
must welcome [them].” Regulating tourism is a cum-
bersome but vital task for the Kalash, with money
from the industry increasingly providing an important
source of revenue for the community.

‘We are going to die’ 
The Kalash-who once inhabited a vast territory

stretching from the Himalayas in Kashmir to northern

Afghanistan-are now one of the smallest religious
minorities in Pakistan, according to Akram Hussain,
the director of a local museum.  A recent survey put
their number at just 3,872, living in three remote val-
leys. “We are going to die if we are not supported,”
says Hussain. Kalash traditions, Hussain argues, can
be expensive. Weddings and funerals require families
to kill dozens of animals for the festivities, driving
them into debt, forcing them to sell off land and leave
their ancestral homes.

Cases of forced conversions to Islam of Kalash
women have also been reported, while the increase in
tourism has pushed some in the community to shun
traditions like Joshi, according to several residents

who spoke to AFP. Others have begun wearing veils
to hide their faces from the prying eyes of outsiders.
“We don’t wear veils as it is not our custom, but some
wear them because people take pictures of them
from all sides and it makes them feel ashamed,” says
Musarrat Ali, a high school student.

The ongoing erosion of the culture at the hands of
outside forces is tragic, says Sayed Gul, an archaeol-
ogist from Bumburate. “They don’t want to partici-
pate just because of these cameras and this insensi-
tivity,” says Gul. “If these things are continuously
happening ... maybe in a few years, there are only
tourists, there are no more Kalashis to participate
and dance in the festivals.”— AFP

Paintings by two of the “Three Musketeers” of Chinese
art, Chu Teh-Chun and Zao Wou-Ki, have set new
records, going for nearly 10 million euros ($11.2 mil-

lion) at a Paris auction. The abstract work “Synthese hiver-
nale C” by Chu went for more than 5.17 million euros-five
times its estimate in an Artcurial sale late Wednesday. The
Chinese-born painter, who like his fellow modernist master
Zao spent most of his life in France, was the first ethnic
Chinese member of the French academy of fine arts. He
died in Paris aged 93 in 2014. With Wu Guanzhong, the

pair are known as the “Three Musketeers” of Chinese art.
Zao’s work “24.1.61/62” went under the hammer for

more than 4.6 million euros in the same Artcurial auction-
four times what it was expected to sell for. Both paintings
went for record prices for the artists outside Asia.

A triptych by Zao-”Juin-Octobre 1985”-went for $65
million at Sotheby’s Hong Kong in September. The other
headliners at the Paris sale were 15 watercolors by the
Spanish surrealist master Salvador Dali, which went for 1.2
million euros. They are valued individually between

20,000 and 100,000 euros ($22,300 and $112,000). The
works, created between 1959 and 1976 for the Spanish
pharmaceutical company Hoechst Iberica, were for New
Year’s greeting cards sent out to clients. In addition to
painting the cards, Dali penned exuberant holiday wishes
and put his signature to them.  The works were displayed
for two decades at the Dali Foundation in Figueras in his
native Catalonia. — AFP

In this file photo French-Chinese painter Zao Wou-Ki (cen-
ter), gestures during his induction ceremony in the paint-
ing section of the Academy of Fine Arts (Academie des
Beaux-Arts), part of the five academies of the Institut de
France in Paris. — AFP

In this picture Kalash women wearing traditional dresses dance as they celebrate ‘Joshi’, a festival to welcome the
arrival of spring, at Bumburate village in the mountainous valleys in northern Pakistan. — AFP photos

A Kalash woman wearing a traditional
dress holding her children poses for pho-
tographs as she comes to dance to cele-
brate ‘Joshi’.

A Kalash women wearing a traditional
dress looks on as she celebrates ‘Joshi’.

Kalash women wearing traditional dresses celebrate ‘Joshi’. Kalash women wearing traditional dresses dance to celebrate ‘Joshi’. Kalash men and women wearing traditional clothes dance as they celebrate
‘Joshi’.

A Kalash woman wearing a traditional dress takes a selfie with her friends during a break as they celebrate ‘Joshi’.

A Kalash woman wearing a traditional dress smiles
as she celebrates ‘Joshi’.

A Kalash woman wearing a traditional dress knits
clothes outside her house after celebrating ‘Joshi’.

Kalash women wearing
traditional dresses dance
as they celebrate ‘Joshi’.


