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Save our South lndi‘anthandlooms ‘

before the dwindling demand
leadss to the loss of
an ancient heritage

CREATIONS
Nanditha Knishna

ENEATAGIRI, Pochampalli, te
and dye, Kanchi cotton._the Hst
oovers both intricate and bril-
liantly coloured varleties. So
what then explaing their grad-

sl disappearance from e market?
South India fs undoubtedly a textiles
paradise. Cofton, the oldest fabric, was
woven gver 5,000 years ago, probably
during the time of the Indan civilisation
Ftzell. This ks proven by the ancient term
for sacred texts—Sutra=which means
spun thread, and Sutradhara (Supreme
Being), which tramsiates as the manipu-
lator of the thread. By 2000 BC the
Sanskrit word for cotton, kavpass, had
entered the Roman vocabulary as cor
dersing, Roman women were crificised

for their expenaive preferencs for Indian
muslin.

The - Greek Periplus of the
Erythrean Sea mentons the south:
ern Indian town of Uraiyur.
Apparently a hub of the cotton trade,
thiz was where Greek and Boman
irdirs came i buy cotton and silk fab-
rics, particlarly cotton calicoss. Since
the Romans paid for their porchases in
gold, thelr preoccupation with Indian
ervilin s said to have contribubed to the
economic decline of the Roman Empire.
Indian fabrics were in greai demand in
the anclent warld, which imcluded the
Assyrians, Persions, Hebrows, Groeks,
and Romans. Even today you can find
Indian muslin in museums around the
Mediterranean. Mo doubt its importance
a5 an ke of trade continses to this day,
with India’s WTO talks at Doha

Both then and now, South Indla and
Gujarat led the textile trade. -
Kautilya's Arthashasira describes
Madural &= a prominest centne of cotion
weaving, while the Maohebharofa men-
thors Thanjavur musline There are sey-
eral references io silk and cotton weav-
ing in Tamil Sangam Hierstuse, sspecial-
ly the epic Silappadikaram, which
describes the WRAVETS of
Haveripattinam, ;
The texiile trade was 8o Emportant to
South India that the capitals of all the
kingdoms were situated near cotton
ta). Kanchipuram, the Pallava capital,
Madurad, the Pandyan capital, and the
Cofmbabore region (Kongu Madul, where
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made with contrasting borders on
elther side, and a beomd patta,

Since the saris of the South are
more famops for their bright

in gold or colowred thread,
Some of the designs are
geometric; the rudraksham
(o), vanki (armlet)
of horizontal parallel Vs, kuy
ilkan (eve of the cuckoao), may-
ilkan {eye of the peacock),

derived from nature; the
kamalam (lotus), hamsa
{mythical swan},
mallimoggu  (jasmine
buds), kodimalar (fower
ing creeper) and masnga
{mango). Other designs are
derived from common objects such
a8 the salangal (anklet) and kodi
visirl (fan creeper). In recent times,
sasris have been developed along
- themes: famous flims, the danoe of
Shiva amd S0 o,
Being a native - of
Kanchipuram myself, 1

mother, grandmother and great
grandmother would spend hours with

and beauty. The cholis were also
designed with care, with different

still noted for thelr tertiles, rulberty plant, it imported, togeth-  colours for the body and sleeves. The
Silk made its entry. thanks to the  er with the silk worms, by some enter- . sarl was never the same colour as the
fourishing trade between the Indiam  prising traders. choli, While some were of cotton, rmost
subcontinent and Chind. The old Tamdl Weavers were an honoured and privic  were of of silk. Attemnpts were made io
word for silk. sinam. means both  leged class; those in Kanchipuram could  recreate a few of the damaged saris
Chinese and silk. Poffc, its prosent sub- actually use the sangu (conch) to  belonging to their peers, but it was often
ftute, actually means a fold or folded  announce thelr arrival, and a palanquin oo late. By the second half of the 20th
cloth. This was derived from the ancient  for travel. Earller, Kumbakortam was  century, many of the earlier weaves
practice of honouring a person with a  the centre of silk weaving. In the 18th  were lost. Even Kalakshetra, which did
foded cloth (now replaced by a shawl or  cemtury, Tipu Sultan captured  much to revive lost designs and weaves,
ponmaadaf). With referances to this cus- and brought weavers from . could not replicate many of them.

toen dating back to the 1lth century it is  Benares to develop the Kanchipuram Despite the fondness for silk, the
obwicws that mmg’m poo-  silk sari. In recent times, most weavers  inherent cruelty in the silk-making
ple with a silk folded — formerly  belong to Telugu-peaking conmunities. process — which involves boiling baby
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worms in hot water, even as they are
sruggled up in thelr cocoons, to make
them release the slender silk threads
they hold firmly — resulted in older
wormien shunning silk for coiton. This
has resulted in a search for ‘ahimsa’
sill, which has vet 1o be perfected,
Another danger posed by the conting-
ing market for silk saris is the gradoal
decline of handloom cottons. The
Venkataglri, with its soft fabrbe and deli-
cate borders and pallu, was once a
Tawourite in the Chernal market, Mow, it
has become rane and consequently,
expensive. Kanchi cottons have become
li=% visible than the expensive Hanchi
silk, and while a few “speclalist™ shops
still produce the Madurai tie-and-dye
(shungudi), it i no longer “tied’ and
‘dyed”. The dots are now obtained by
printing the background in a differeni
colour. Mot many are aware that this
was an ancient skill from Saurashira (in
Gujarat), introduced to the South by the
members of the Saurashira comsmumily
(the Pattunoolkaaraas) when they fod
Muslin persecution in thelr homeland,
Contrasting borders were added to cater
to South Indian preferences. for the
same. Thus, the the-and-dyed horderhess
bandhini Gujarati sarl iransformed into
the Madurai shungudi, with contrsting
‘borders, zari designs et al. Another vari-
ety with an that weave, the Pochampalll,
seems to be more popular among for-
edpners than Indlans, today, Similadly,
even the Chettinad sari is suffering from
declining sales, despite all efforts of the
enterprising Chedtiars.,
“Dripand-dry”and "“wash-and-wear"
saris are definitely preferable to the
modem working woman. However, an
alternative io possible, with cottons now
belng mixed with 30 per cent palyester
o produce ‘polycol’  saris  in
tons, they repeesent 8 practical approach
to handiooms. More importantly, they
will prevent our weaving traditions from

dissppearing.

Besutiful designs and 8 unbque sense
of colodr have always s&t South Indian
handlooms apart; a heritage which

weathered the destructive efforts of —

Britlsh colonialists. Howewver, present
dangers include the general lackadaisi-
cal attitode to weaving traditions in the
South., Take the mcent mass suicide of
cotton farmers in Andhra Pradesh.
Cottons and silks have been dismissed
s textibes for the rich alone, maindy due
to the maintenance of one and the pro-
hibitive price of the other. This 15 defi
nitely not sustainable, so unbess the mid-
die class decides to step in, we will 50600
lose & great heritage.

The auther & Director, The C P
R b e codins 8 :




