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Abstract
The history of Indian Textile art unravels a breath-taking variety that reflects the diverse and intense
moods of the Indian culture and heritage. Timeless pieces of Indian Textiles have held the eye, captive
by the fascinating colors and designs. Today these bear a reflection of the glorious Indian craft
traditions. For centuries, these have been distinguished for their great aesthetic and functional value
and can be said to be an amalgamation of a number of influences that have embedded their stamp
historically and geographically. Beginning from the Indus Valley Civilization to the present times, the
cultural scene has seen major and subtle incorporations, adaptations and adoptions of peculiar
cultural and artistic traits. The Textile Handicraft of India is an important part of the culture connecting
to the past and shaping the future. This is particularly true as skill is given a significant place especially
in rural and tribal communities. Rajasthan is known for fabric colouration and embellishment in the
form of Lehariya-tie and dye and block printing; Kashmir is recognized for its Pashmina shawls
and Kashida embroidery. Punjab for Phulkari; West Bengal for Kantha; Uttarpradesh for Chikankari,
the list is endless. A majority of the crafts are related to the geographical location reflecting the
regional distinctiveness, therefore contemporary designers are constantly embedding traditional
crafts into their designs. The diversity of India's textile art skills makes it a treasure of inspiration for
designers. This paper discusses the designer’s role in preserving and promoting heritage and
traditions through innovation, design interventions and solutions.
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Historical Perspective on Textile Art in India
The history of textile art in India dates back almost 5000 years. The first surviving written
references in the Indian subcontinent were uncovered in the excavations of the Indus Valley
Civilization (3000-1700 BC), as in the example of The Yogi or the Priest. With the discovery of
bronze needles at the site of Mohenjo-Daro (2500 to 1700 BC.), it is evident that there was
knowledge of needlecraft even several centuries ago. Proceeding through the Buddhist period,
there were innumerable examples of embossed embroidery motifs on the costumes of the
sculptured figures; throughout the Ajanta period beautiful dresses are shown embodied in many
designs; elaborate descriptions in the wonderful paintings in the classical Sanskrit dramatic
plays where mention is made of rich and gorgeous embroidered fabrics. Through the succeeding
years until present times, this particular craft of the needle appears on garments and decorative
pieces of all kinds, found throughout the country.

The history of Indian Textile art unravels a breath taking variety that is reflective of the diverse and
intense moods of various times, spatial dimensions, ethnic diversities and rich flora and fauna of the
Indian culture and heritage. The Yogi or the Priest from Indus Valley is seen wearing a trefoil
patterned shawl, probably the first evidence of any textile from the Indian subcontinent. Timeless
pieces of Indian Textiles have held the eye captive with their fascinating colours and designs. Ancient
India had marvellous artisans and craftsmen, skilled in producing and weaving textile products that
served multifarious purposes and yet were items of utility having an element of art and ornamentation.
Man always has craved and wanted to embellish and decorate objects surrounding him
(Chattopadhyay1975).For centuries, these have been distinguished for their great aesthetic and
functional value and can be said to be an amalgamation of a number of influences that have
embedded their stamp historically and geographically.
Beginning from the Indus Valley Civilization to the present times, the cultural scene has witnessed
numerous major and even subtle incorporations, adoptions and adaptations of peculiar cultural and
artistic traits. The history of India is marked by conquests and invasions from various parts of the
globe. Starting from Alexander in 326 BC up to the advent of the British and their departure. Indian
Independence in 1947 was marked by one of the greatest exodus known to mankind. Millions were
devastated as entire populations of towns shifted from across one part of the subcontinent to the
other. This massive movement resulted in the shifting and displacement of a number of crafts people.
Their dislocation crippled them in many ways but there were some fragments of their workmanship
that survived and these continued through a few more generations in several parts of the country.
Despite this major debilitating impact the crafts survived and there is no reason why they cannot be
revived and made to flourish once again.
The Map of India gives the origin of various spun and woven crafts of the Indian sub-continent.
Every region of India seems to have a unique craft form ranging from the Kashida, Phulkari and
Chambarumal in the North to the Gadwal and Kanjivaram of the South. This is particularly true as
skill and workmanship is given a significant place especially in rural and tribal Indian communities.
The diversity of India’s textile art skills makes it a treasure trove of inspiration for designers. The
majority of the Indian textile crafts are related to the geographical location of their origin reflecting
the regional distinctiveness (table 1). Therefore, in the present times contemporary designers are
constantly innovating and embedding the traditional crafts into their designs. Just as Rajasthan is
known for fabric colouration and embellishment in the form of Lehariya – tie and dye and block
printing, Kashmir is recognized for its Pashmina shawls and Kashida embroidery; Punjab is renowned
for its vibrant Phulkari; West Bengal is famous for its intricate Kantha; and Uttar Pradesh for delicate
is exquisitely Chikankari.
Sr. No.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Hand Crafted
State
Chikankari
Uttar Pradesh
Kantha
West Bengal
Phulkari
Punjab
Lehariya
Rajasthan
Bandini
Rajasthan
Kashida
Kashmir
Table 1: Some of the Traditional Textiles of India.
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In India, the term textile art is used for those products that are made or woven completely by hand or
by using simple tools only. The artisans of textile produced objects of utility and decoration using a
wide range of creative and design activities including work with textiles, recycled fibres, mixed yarns
and even several fusion innovations. The history of textile art in India is ancient, dating back almost
5000 years. The excavated artefacts from various ages are a reflection of the wide-ranging and intense
moods of our culture and heritage. These pieces of handicrafts are distinguished for their great
functional and aesthetic value through the creative usage of fascinating colours, motifs, patterns and
designs and are a reflection of the glorious Indian traditions and culture.
Embroidery Skill as an Integral Part of Handicrafts
The Indian crafts people excel in delicate hand embroidery on cotton, silk, wool and velvet. The
workmanship of the Indian Crafts persons has fascinated connoisseurs the world over. The work of
these crafts people is seen in the Kashmir; Kashida embroidery, the Punjab Phulkari, the Patna
Kantha, the Hyderabad Silks worked in gold and silver threads, the Lucknow Mukhmals (velvets) with
gold embroidery and the shadow work Chikankari. Embroidery is an ancient textile art which uses
strands of embroidery floss or wool or vegetable dyed threads to create a picture in thread on canvas,
linen or other cloth. Embroidery uses various stitches and combinations of stitches to create a
kaleidoscope of colours and motifs. Each embroidery stitch has a special name in every language to
help identify it. Indians use all the embroidery stitches known to the rest of world but with local
variations and innovations. In India, embroidered fabrics still retain the old social values for they are
amongst the treasure given to a bride at the marriage or handed down over generations.

Fashion designers today are influenced by diverse cultures from all over the world. They dexterously
create and present their collections and clothes ranges which have oftentaken inspiration from the
Indian crafts but have been treated and presented in a way that is viable to global fashion demands
and requirements. The paper discusses the role of modern designers in preserving and promoting this
rich cultural heritage and its craft traditions through innovation, design interventions and present-day
solutions. Manish Malhotra, who is among the most well-known Fashion Designers in the Indian
fashion market, spoke about the resurgence of the breath-taking handicrafts of Punjab – the
resplendent Phulkari embroidery, at the Philadelphia Museum of Art in the United States. He focused
on how the graphic prints and patterns are being used as accessories in traditional and indo western
wear. Ace designers Abu Jani and Sandeep Khosla have turned the traditional heritage handicraft of
Uttar Pradesh that is Chikankari, into timeless art pieces adorned around the globe. The duo have
kept the exquisite tradition alive by collecting and using the age old motifs and Kaarigiri alive by not
only preserving them but also juxtaposing them on a wide collection of fabrics and textiles along with
a large variety of sophisticated additions.
Undying Workmanship: Exclusive Craftsmanship
It is essential to ensure that selective and exclusive documentation is completed to preserve
these crafts for posterity. A glimpse at some of the salient features of Indian crafts are given
below:

Chikankari: The Shadow work Embroidery of Awadh (Lucknow)
The only commercial embroidery still being created that has an aristocratic history is the
Chikankari embroidery of Lucknow, Uttar Pradesh (Figure 1). Handed down from royalty during
the Mughal times it is now commonly made for export and commercial sale in many major
eastern Indian towns including Patna and Kolkata. This all-cotton, tone-on-tone embroidery is
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also, however declining these days. The embroidery involves about forty different stitches, with
six basic ones on which the other are built. Each stitch has an individual name, involves a specific
number of threads and has a specific use. Finely detailed, dense floral patterns with knots, pulled
network and other textural elements are characteristic of this work.

Figure 1: Chikankari embroidery from Lucknow (photograph by the author).
Kantha: The Running Stitch Motifs of Bengal and Bihar
The traditional folk stitch craft of Bengal is famous as Kantha which means ‘Patched Cloth’ and
the special significance of Kantha is the quilting technique. The Dacca muslin saris of gray, black
or white colour, are some of the most artistic and beautiful specimens of Indian handloom
textiles. Kantha (Figure 2) was considered very valuable and was treasured by the women folk
of Bengal. The size and thickness of Kantha varied according to its type. The layers of pieces are
sewn together. There are two types of embroideries, in the first type, the old and the discarded
cotton saris or dhotis were piled up on the top of each other, quilted and embroidered. And the
other type was quilted by using the discarded cotton bed spreads and the pictorial embroidery
was done with Tussar silk thread. It is a treasured art of the Bengali ladies irrespective of their
caste, class and socio-economic status. The embroidery not only depicts the stitches employed
but it also expresses the outflow of their creative, resourceful, imaginary, patient craftsmanship.

Figure 2: Kantha from West Bengal (photograph by the author).
Phulkari: The Vibrantly Colorful Embroidery of Punjab
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Punjab, the agriculturally rich state of India, has a very strong cultural heritage. The Phulkari and
Bagh are the traditional embroidered shawls of Punjab. Phulkari literally means ‘flower work’ or
‘embroidery of flowers’ (Gupta and Mehta, 2014). Phulkari and Baghs are invariably embroidered
on homespun, locally woven and dyed Khadi which was used because it is strong, long lasting
and easy to embroider on and also has embroidery that involved counting of the threads. In the
villages of Punjab, Khadi was woven in small widths and later two or several pieces were joined
together to obtain the desired width which was then embroidered upon by the girls and women
of Punjab (Figure 3a,3b).

Figure 3a: Phulkari (photograph by the author).

Figure 3b: Phulkari collection by a Fashion Design student NIIFT, Mohali, India
(photograph by the author).

Lehariya, Bandhini, Gota Patti, Block Printing – Eye catching Crafts of Rajasthan
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Rajasthan is a vibrant and colourful state in Northern India. The culture of this desert state is
well known for its ethnicity and vividness throughout the world. Every year Rajasthan is attracting
huge numbers of tourists and visitors. The process of printing patterns on textiles, usually of
linen, cotton or silk, by means of incised wooden blocks (Figure 4) and printing dyes or inks. It is
the earliest, simplest and slowest of all methods of textile printing.
Block printing by hand is a slow process. It is, however, capable of yielding highly artistic results,
some of which are unobtainable by any other method. Hand-block printing is an inseparable part
of the cultural heritage of Rajasthan (Figure 5). There are two types of block printing famous in
the state of Rajasthan namely Sanganeri – that which is printed on white and off-white
backgrounds and then there is Bagru – where the motifs are printed on black and red
backgrounds.

Figure 4: Block used for block printing (photograph by the author).

Figure 5: Block Printing by an artisan from a Village in Rajasthan (photograph by the author).
The Gota Patti
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The Gota Patti (Figure 6a, 6b) craftsmanship is a unique piece of work involving the fashioning
of gold lace or Gota into intricate motifs using golden leaves and florets. Many a royal dress had
been worked upon in this golden lace or Gotta. The trend is making a comeback as this Gotta
Patti work is being done on dresses for formal occasions such as weddings. Another vibrant
traditional textile is the age old lehariya; the most well-known dyeing technique in multi colours
in different patterns (Figure 7).

Figure 6a:Details of Gota patti work (photograph by the author).

Figure 6b:Details of Gota patti work (photograph by the author).
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Figure 7: Lehariya and Bandhani from Rajasthan (photograph by Anu H. Gupta).
The Way Ahead
Contemporary fashion designers are constantly embedding traditional crafts into their designs and
creations (Figure 8). The geographical diversity of India's craft skills makes it an unmitigated source
of inspiration for several Indian designers. Many designers have attempted to blend the traditional
Indian crafts with modern silhouettes bringing about the fusion of entirely new and diverse styles into
the world of global fashion. Despite the resurrection of these crafts through various avenues there are
major recurrent problems faced by the artisans as well as the agencies promoting them. The main
drawback has been that the products were being similarly repeated. The greatest value of handcrafted goods is their individuality but most of the artisans had fallen into the rut of producing ‘more
of the same’. There were no variations in form, colour or design. Gradually, customers were getting
bored of monitoring their production.

To get out of this monotonous form of production which the artisans found was restricting their sales
and satisfaction, the government took up several skill building, capacity enhancement and thorough
training programmes. The government programmes initiated by agencies like the National Bank for
Agriculture and Rural Development (NABARD) and the Khadi and Village Industries Commission (KVIC)
or the Handicrafts Department of India’s Textiles Department were all focused on upgrading the skills
of the artisans. The concern was for producing world class products of very high quality. There were a
number of issues with the quality of the Indian products that were being talked about in world markets.
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Figure 8: Creation in Chikankari from Lucknow (photograph by the author).
The lacunae were further compounded when the consumers realized the low quality of the artefacts
which looked attractive being sold at cheap rates. The middle men benefitted the most with this
arrangement.
Presently, new global connections have introduced new artistic ideas for reviving the traditional textile
art of India and this has resulted in a demand for textile crafts with a difference. The artisans and the
craftspeople are drawing inspiration from across cultural encounters and are thus producing much
more marketable and saleable textile craft and this paper explores the various elements of this
continuous change.
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Process of Innovation
Indian fashion garments are continually showing indications of going back to their classical Indian
roots by incorporating some of the country’s rich textile art in their designs and collections. It is being
increasingly recognised that this is one of the best ways of popularizing Indian antiquity in terms of
textiles and garments whether they are embellished or not. The heritage crafts described in the current
research are being represented in the works of many of the country’s young designers. This is a most
innovative way of conservation for the rich, culturally ordained textile heritage as well as promoting
fashion technology and encouraging the imagination of young designers.

The dynamics of adequate exposure to the newly emerging innovation in textiles and design is also an
essential step towards showcasing the textile art of India all over the world. The government initiative
ensured that this exposition of Indian crafts was done through the organizing of melas and exhibitions
in India and abroad. The rapid advancement in communication and information technology has
provided several opportunities to the artisans to create a niche for themselves. This is being done by
world renowned designs like Sabyasachi, Anita Dongre, Ritu Kumar, Manish Malhotra, Abu Jani,
Sandeep Khosla and Gaurang.
Revival, Renewal, Restoration
Global markets are attempting to explore fresh new start-ups that are based on the premise of
being:
•
Environmentally friendly
•
Refurbishing nature
•
Non-exploitative of natural resources.

The world of fashion is increasingly encouraging young designers to consider their responsibility
towards preserving the fast depleting natural resources of the world and also paying heed to and
respecting the cultural heritage of nations.
Many Indian designers are attempting to revive the age-old stitch craft traditions of Kantha,
Kashida, Chickankari, Phulkari, Gotta Patti, Bandhej and Lehriya. Several levels of
experimentation are being done to create fusion fashion. Prints and embroideries are being
looked at in tandem by designers and clientele alike. The objective of the exercise is to approach
the bottom of the pyramid rather than being only exclusive. However, despite their best efforts
the crafts are dwindling.
Obstacles Faced by Artisans
Most artisans of the country are facing several obstacles related to the lack of education, unavailability
of capital, new skills, improved tools, global markets, infrastructure and the recurrent problem of
middle men. The major constraints being perceived by most crafts persons can be broadly categorized
as shown in Figure 9.
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Figure 9: Constraints faced by artisans.
Action Plan to Overcome Constraints:
It is proposed that the main areas of strategic interventions shall be:
•
•
•
•
•

Skill up-gradation
Developing new designs
Establishing common facility centre
Tapping the export potential
Creating new markets

Revival, Renewal, Restoration: Exploring New Markets for Making a Global Presence
Most of the Indian craftspeople have subsisted on their own talents, skills and traditional markets.
They have developed various types of inherent marketing channelled at their own level individually or
collectively. Burdened with a poor socioeconomic status they are unable to get satisfactory wages let
alone a justified price for their artefacts. They are not highly educated and are totally dependent on
exploitative traders and middlemen for marketing purposes. There are several technical constraints
experienced by the artisans. They are not highly qualified. Most have studied up to high school level
only. The majority of the artisans are women, who also have to complete their daily household work
and care for their children. Most work in their leisure or extra time. Thus, while the crafts are many
and varied there is a great demand for the preservation, conservation and propagation of these
signature crafts of the country.

11

After having experimented with all forms of machine made, artificially based textiles and garments,
the world markets are ready to go back to the rich traditions of yore. The beauty and aesthetics of
heritage crafts have witnessed a comeback in several countries, therefore it is the right time for Indian
artisans to make a comeback as well. While several established designers have taken up the challenge
there is a rising need for government and corporate sponsored non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) conducted interventions with weavers, embroidery experts and designers. The revival and
resurrection of the heritage and traditional crafts and textiles can be attempted through the
implementation of some of these approaches.
The questions that prompted this research and lines of enquiry are:
•
•
•
•
•
•

How are these textiles of being preserved?
Are craft and textile mela, exhibitions and fairs enough exposure?
How efficiently are the state emporiums marketing these products?
What is the status of these crafts persons and artisans?
What is the role of designers in preserving the traditional textiles?
What is the way ahead for these exquisite handcrafted textiles of India?

Conclusion
The traditional textiles sector is totally unorganized as most of its working is not systematic. It lacks
a structured policy for work and does not have access to good marketing avenues. It has no formal
type of dealings. The unorganized sector largely comprises low income groups and most of their
transactions are of an informal nature. There is a great need for overcoming these hindrances and
organizing the various artisans under one umbrella to help them avail themselves of the various
domestic and international as well as newly evolved global opportunities in a structured and
constructive manner.

The past two decades have seen several efforts through Government, NGO and designers’
interventions to give a new lease of life to Indian crafts. Several investigations have been conducted
to see the progress attained in restoring traditional crafts and to what extent the lives of the artisans
and weavers have been affected with this revival. The main thrust of such efforts has resulted in
upgradation of:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Skills
Quality upgradation
Design development
Training
Procurement of raw materials
Prototype production
Adaptation of trendy colour palettes etc.

Many innovative and unique products are generated from the existing craft and weaving techniques
by the multifaceted process of communication, design and product development between designers,
weavers and craftsmen. The revival and rejuvenation of the traditional textiles is largely dependent
on the function of the well-being and prosperity of the artisans. It is essential that the weavers and
textile crafts people be given substantial support and handholding to enable them to give flight to
12

their creativity as well as imagination for making unique, beautiful and much coveted works of textile
art. The progress and dissemination of the textile crafts depends upon the concentrated efforts of
the Government, NGOs, corporates, designers and the doyens of the fashion industry. The products
supplied by the Cottage Industry thus face risk of extinction if they do not receive enough financial or
other form of support from the government (Joy and Kani 2013).
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