A HIDDEN JEWEL OF TWILL TAPESTRY  by Peter Harris

The accompanying photo shows the latest of two samplers I have woven in recent years, of motifs copied from antique Kashmir shawl fabrics.  My modern-day process involves transferring the motif to the grid of a computer program (Stitch Painter), preparing line-by-line design instructions (like a knitting pattern) which specify each weft colour and the width it travels, and weaving in a 2/2 twill structure on a four-shaft loom.  The result is tapestry ornament in a soft handwoven fabric.  An earlier project of this kind, "Poppy Shawl" just finished touring in the "American Tapestry Biennial 6" exhibition.  

The tapestry-shawl-weaving tradition in Kashmir survives to this day because of its enormous popularity in earlier centuries, great national pride in this celebrated history, and the carry-over of the line-by-line instruction method to the making of knotted carpets, which continues to employ many Kashmiris since the 19th century.  These tapestry shawls were what made "cashmere" or more recently and accurately "pashmina" the byword for luxury in fibre.  Very few shawls or fragments survive from the 18th century or earlier because of their fragility, but those that did are often illustrated in lavish picture-books.  I have a personal fondness for these earliest examples that often show very naturalistic, identifiable flowers, or the earliest stages of creative stylisation that eventually developed into the "paisley" design.

The sampler in the photo is woven in one six-foot length, about 9 inches wide, using a portable, non-traditional rigid-heddle loom I built so I could demonstrate the twill-tapestry technique.  All the motifs are from early Kashmir shawls, but the centerpiece, a graceful three-dimensional sprig of white roses, has its own surprising and significant history.  In February 08 I have been invited to report on my CAD methods to recreate designs from antique fabrics, at a conference in Delhi (see www.samvedanatrust.com) for an audience of Kashmir shawl makers and patrons; I'm planning to use this charming motif as my model.

This shawl fragment had been lost to view for at least 170 years, until it was discovered during conservation at the Victoria and Albert Museum around 1970.  As a fragment, it had been recycled to form part of the padding in a quilted garment, known as the Rich War Jacket of Tipu Sultan.  Tipu Sahib, the Sultan of Mysore, a wealthy kingdom in southern India, led a stubborn resistence to the expanding British conquest of South Asia, culminating in a succession of wars in the 1790's.  He was finally defeated and killed in battle in 1799, and some of his personal posessions were plundered by the British, later presented to King George III in 1800, and entered the royal collections.  Today the restored jacket is on public view at Windsor Castle.

The significance of the fragment is that for a rare early shawl fragment, it can definitely be dated to before 1799.  How much earlier, is fascinating to speculate.  As a fragment, it was saved from the disintegration of an earlier garment, a shawl or perhaps a "patka", a long narrow shawl-like piece with decorated end-borders, that was worn wrapped around the waist of an Indian nobleman.  Miniature paintings from the time of the Mughal ruler Akbar the Great (reigned 1556-1605), show assembled courtiers each wearing a richly decorated patka.  Akbar is credited with the large-scale development of the shawl-weaving industry in Kashmir.  His successor Jehangir (1605-1627) had a special fondness for Kashmir and for naturalistic depiction of plants and flowers.  But the earliest known surviving shawl fragment, is dated to only 1680, fifty years after Jehangir, and by which time the Mughal empire was breaking up.  So actual evidence is extremely scanty and hard to pin down.  Who owned the shawl from which this fragment and my design came?  Was it one of Tipu's own favourite posessions?  How many years did it serve and endure, before it was given up for salvaging?  Was there some talismanic significance to the flowers depicted on the fragments enclosed within the Rich War Jacket, in addition to their featherlight warmth and aura of luxury?  
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