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Textiles are an integral part of our everyday lives, Textiles are an integral part of interiors and play a 

significant role in attributing warmth and personality to an interior space, and in doing so also reflect some 

of their own character. 

My talk is based on my experience of designing and developing Textiles in the Tribal region of Bastar, M.P. 

However, the focus is on Textiles and a perceived need for consciously defining a sense of aesthetics 

that is rooted in our traditional ethos. 

I was commissioned by The Ministry of Textiles to revive and develop the languishing art of the Bastar 

saree. The project was very unusual, for it involved a sensitivity to a people, who were the producers - the 

veritable machines of a languishing industry; the region they lived in; the technology available to them, 

and then develop a product that would not only provide them with a market to sell to, but revitalize their 

zeal to create again. For the first time, as a designer, I was afraid of the power that I had been given to play’ 

God. I was suddenly aware, that I was not just designing a product, but how I went about it, would be 

tantamount to 'designing' their lives. I wanted to share this experience, even though the context is not 

entirely specific to interiors, because I felt that it would give you some understanding of the implications 

of designing textiles in India and by extension, the implications of the use of these textiles in interiors. 

I have had the opportunity of working with craftsmen throughout my career, including weavers and 

printers, but virtually all my work has been market driven, based on trends; or designer labels and one of a 

kind exclusive products, some so advent grade, that perhaps the only thing 'Indian' about them was the fact 

that my passport said, that I was. For me, as a designer, the 'producers' were people, but their lives, their 

identity, their ethos, had never been of much relevance, beyond perhaps cursing their ineptitude to 

translate my ideas. If there was a traditional bias in any of my work, it was based on a market need or 

client specification. 

In Bastar, so much changed that I have to show you, as much as this forum allows, what it was that I saw 

- the contrast - a very strong, stark contrast that it provided to the kind of life that I, and many of us here, 

lead — The questions it raised about the criteria for designing, about the tremendous focus on the 

market that had brought us to a point that people with a rich heritage like those in Bastar, who couldn't 

access and assimilate the market needs, despite satellite TV and its ilk, had become almost afraid to 

create. One of the thoughts that did cross my mind in the process of working on this project was, that if we 

continued to negate tradition, the past, the 'ethnic', then why would someone what to live in this region? If 

their heritage, their culture their visual language no longer had any relevance, then they could live 

anywhere, do any kind of work, why Bastar, why not New Delhi? and add more and more people to 

already overpopulated cities with inadequate systems to cater for their basic needs. 

Despite satellite T.V., some of the villages do not even have electricity. The land is arid, dry as hell for 9 

months in the year, suddenly turning into a veritable English countryside during the monsoons, when 

they tend to the paddy fields. Rice is their staple food, but they have to survive solely on the 

benevolence of the rain gods, they have no systems to irrigate their land and it rains only that one time in 



the year. The paddy too is far from Basmati, but that is what they eat, often not even eating the rice 

but fermenting it and drinking the sour water. I have been to Kerala, I have worked with the weavers in the 

Ikat belt & the block printers of Machlipatnam, in Andhra Pradesh, the Kutch region and even Orissa, but I 

had never seen this kind of life. It took me some six months before I put pencil to paper to even dare to 

sketch an idea. I was moved beyond compare. It changed the way I thought about handloom, about 

design and about craft. 

I want to take you through a visual journey to let you sample a little of my experience. I will begin with some 

slides of my own work and some contemporary textiles that are being designed internationally, to define 

the context of contemporary design - the Milieu that I as a designer come from, and then move onto Bastar 

to explain, why I think there should be a more conscious and concerted effort towards defining a sense 

of aesthetics that is rooted in our traditional ethos. I am not propagating the reproduction of the old 

designs and motifs or even fabric texture etc. I think that we can and should create a contemporary design 

vocabulary that has a distinctive character that is definitive as 'Indian' not for its quaint ethnicity or the 

nostalgic memories it evokes of the past, of Shah Jehan, Jehangir or the British Raj and all their 

implications in social history, but distinctive in the sense that can only come from a perceptive look or vision 

that goes back to the past, considers the implications of the present and envisages a future that goes 

beyond technology, beyond export market share and the usual jargon that is familiar today, a vision that also 

takes into account the idea that without a regional identity; which in the case of textiles can be defined 

through design, the future would not only be aesthetically sterile but could also spell social chaos, albeit 

in a larger perspective, but one, that in the present context should be an integral part of the design brief. 

To sum it up their in the words of Iqbal 

 

"Vatan ki fikr kar nadaan 

Musibat aane wali hai 

Teri barbadiyon ke mashvarein hain aasmanon mein   

Na samjhoge to mit jaooge ai Hindustan Walon 

Tumhari daastan tak bhi na hogi daastanon mein” 

 

"O unheedful, 

Think of your country, 

Calamity stares you in the face 

The signs of your destruction resound in the skies. 

O people of Hindustan! 

Understand, for if you do not, 

You will cease to be. 

In the annals of history there will be you not even a trace.” 

                     


