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Digital Images in Kashmir Shawl Weaving  by Peter Harris

I should begin with a note about my methods.  I don’t claim to be a competent art historian – I don’t have the wide background, the mind for names and dates, nor the eye to correctly identify styles or details.  My preparation for this study is as a tapestry weaver.  When I first came across painterly designs tapestry-woven, and a sample of line-by-line instructions written in shorthand, the challenge to me was, How did they do that? How do they get from the one to the other?  I set about reconstructing from these artifacts how they would have been made, through a process well described as “reverse engineering”, that involved decoding the shorthand, weaving samples, time spent in various libraries, peering at antique fabrics with a 10x lens, and uncovering side-bar topics I haven’t had time to follow up thoroughly.  My opportunities to learn from present-day Kashmir shawl weavers have been limited, and late in coming.  The connections I draw are therefore the speculative musings of an enthusiast, not authoritative judgements.  From the beginning, what has drawn me is sheer admiration for this technologically-sophisticated development in my craft that was already at the top if its form 300 years ago.

Weavers take credit for inventing the computer, tracing it back to the Jacquard mechanism at the beginning of the 19th century.  I like to think that the Jacquard itself was developed in order to simulate the tapestry imagery of Kashmir shawls which were the height of fashion at the time.  But today I want to talk about a different, separate, and much more direct analogy between shawlweaving and the computer, represented by the talim.

The talim records the design for the shawl’s tapestry images in a precise text of row-by-row, step-by-step instructions, prepared through a process of scanning the original artist’s drawing, in a format that matches the twill cloth structure, where the scale and resolution of the image are key considerations, where pattern repeats will be tiled together to cover the fabric, and where if you reach the end of a pick of weaving with steps left over, you know you have performed an illegal operation.  

The characteristics of Kashmir shawl weaving are the use of tapestry wefts and double-interlock joining, in a 2/2 twill fabric of fine pashmina yarns, and similar shawls were said to be produced in Persia, particularly Kerman.  The technique may have been brought by Persian weavers to Kashmir under the sponsorship of Zain-ul-Abidin, its 15th century ruler, but the talim was apparently not used in Persia.  Since the decline of shawlweaving in the 1870’s, the talim has continued to be used today in the knotted-carpet industries of Kashmir and Punjab.  I have seen one claim, a caption in a traveller’s journal along with a sample of shawl talim collected from a “farmer” (himself competent as a weaver and tarah guru) at Gandarbal in the Kashmir valley in 1933: “These symbols, which indicate the numbers and colours of threads, were invented in the 18th century by Phormá~§ Kasába” (translated from French).

I think it is logical that the use of the talim arose by the time of the well-established shawlweaving industry observed by Westerners such as William Moorcroft in the 1820’s.  Jon Thompson, in his approach to classifying oriental carpets by the economic relationship under which they are made – tribal, cottage industry, or commercial workshops – finds the use of complete design cartoons, and talims (for knotted carpets) typical of the workshop category, which expanded greatly toward the end of the 19th century.  Dr. Thompson favours the view that the use of talim was only taken up by the carpet industry at that time when the market for shawls was declining.

Kashmir shawls were always considered expensive, luxury goods, developed under the sponsorship of the local raja or the Mughal emperor.  The subject of a large and wide-ranging export trade, styles were distinguished for various tastes among the royal houses of India and countries of Europe.  The shawl trade had a long history of being demand-driven: new designs were constantly being taken up for this year’s fashions, combinations of designs and colours were made-to-order, and the pressure was on to supply more product, delivered sooner.  This kaleidoscope of designs in circulation, made necessary a convenient means of archiving patterns in such a way that they could be retrieved on demand, versatile in use, and readily followed by the weavers first-time-out. 

From a practical standpoint, these patterns were never based on the natural progressions of weaving – the stripes, blocks and diagonals of flat-woven carpets – but on the favourite objects of beauty of the patron – flowers, bouquets, and sinuous profusion – with no regard for the challenge they posed.  The royal patron’s prerogative was to insist upon the finest workmanship possible, to the limit of the weavers’ eyesight.  The use of twill weave, while it yields a softer, more drapeable fabric, brings major challenges for controlling the tapestry imagery.  To someone used to thinking in a straight grid, the cycle of four wefts in each weave-unit seems cumbersome and coarse, and the constant diagonal shift tends to dislocate and twist freestyle imagery.  The double-interlock technique of joining the tapestry wefts sets up a front side with smooth, clear outlines, and a back side, uppermost on the loom where all the work is done, obscured by the thickness of the interlocks, small floats and tag ends, and the bobbins in use.  All these are factors arguing as well for a systematic method of rendering any design, locating it precisely, in a way that didn’t depend primarily on visual inspection.  Once the conceptual leap is made, of representing the 4 picks of the twill weave-unit by a brick grid of two rows, the location of the design can be much more finely calculated, both because of doubling the resolution in the warp-wise direction, and by taking the diagonal shift as an opportunity to tweak design lines and boundaries more sensitively.  When it comes to writing the talim, the brick grid is expressed by marking the ends of every second line with a “half” unit to indicate the shift.

In boom times, the shawlweaving industry employed tens of thousands, specializing in the many steps of production, from cleaning and sorting the imported pashmina fleece, to washing and blocking the finished shawls.  Similarly, preparing the design involved several specialties.  First, drawings were commissioned from artists (naqqash), who were considered elevated, highly-paid professionals.  The drawing might just be on plain paper, or with guide lines – too early at this stage to prejudge, by using graph-paper, the scale at which the image will be woven.  The artwork is taken in hand by the weaving workshop, and laid out for a specific, inaugural shawl.  A colour palette is chosen, and the drawing is placed under an arrangement of warp threads that represents the number of warps to be used in the weaving.  The job of the “colour-caller” (tarah guru) demanded consistent fine judgement, honed by long experience of how much detail can be captured in the weaving, subject to the rule that the total tally of each line must be the same.  For each two picks of the weaving, he reads across the design measuring the width in weave-units (nals) spanned by each tapestry weft, in the assigned colours.  These numbers and colours are called out aloud, and in the setting described in G. W. Leitner’s manuscript of the 1870’s, are worked on the fly by weavers at adjacent looms, as well as taken down by a clerk (talim nawi) in shorthand known as the “shawl alphabet”.  It seems to me very likely that many small adjustments would be needed before the talim was perfected enough to be worth repeating by rote.  The clerk probably spent most of his time carefully handcopying the more popular talims with indispensable accuracy – mistakes remain hidden until the weaver so to speak stumbles across them.  Only the talim clerk and the reader directing subsequent weavings, needed to have a sufficient degree of literacy.  The weavers, on whose backs the whole enterprise was carried, were low-paid, interchangeable journeymen (the literature contains many graphic examples of their exploitation and suffering) who measured the passes of their tapestry wefts by the numbers called out, not prompted to inspect their work unless a problem in counting showed up at the end of the pick.

The talim is a wonderfully clever system, having as its main feature the precise, step-by-step specification of every stitch of the design.  It’s like listening to a piano roll from a performance of Gershwin, by Gershwin, that captures his exact timing – the perpetuation of the design doesn’t depend on memorization, or interpretation of a drawing.  The designs are somewhat adaptable, in that colours can be substituted for those nominally associated with the symbols, by including a colour card.  With the dextrous use of patterns in repeat, elaborate shawls can by woven from 3 or 4 components, and stored patterns appropriate to the different parts of a shawl’s layout – the field, length- and width-wise borders, major and minor – can be chosen in old and new combinations.

The talim also has the unhelpful blankness of looking at a piano roll without a player-piano to hear it on.  The design cannot be identified at a glance at the talim, except by someone who recognizes the sequences from having worked on them before.  I don’t know how much the secret nature of this information was valued, by the workshop knowing the uses of its own collection, by the individual to whom a hand copy was entrusted, by a competitor tempted to forge a copy, if only he could be sure what he was getting.  A set of numbered pages photocopied for me by a weaver accidentally included “page two” from a completely different design.  The commitment to making a copy is exacting – a handful of mistakes in 100 lines of text can make a design unusable.  Like many discarded technologies, over time even the ability to read and apply the information can be lost, along with the physical skills and interpretative pointers that can only be taught by example.  

There is a problem seemingly unresolved in the shawl talim, of not being able to take up weaving at a point midway across the width of the design.  Each line of text contains a varying number of steps and lengths required by the design – only the overall width of the section is constant.  The desired midpoint of each line must be located by counting from the beginning.  A weaver working from a design on graphpaper can simply fold the design and start from there.  Again, the talim does not encourage the weaver to plan ahead a few steps or to the next line, to anticipate where a weft will be dropped or shifted to another detail of the design nearby.  In contemporary Pakistan, where talim is commonly used for knotted carpet, more liberal manufacturers express reservations about the rigidity of the talim system, which treats weavers as if they were machines.

Aside from their continuing use for carpet, talim occasionally pop up as antiquities associated with the shawlweaving history, usually dog-eared single pages misrepresented as complete designs, or deservedly cast-off copies full of scratch-outs and mistakes.  Because of the hidden nature of the design, the seller may think he can claim whatever he likes about it.  The ultimate put-down, of not only the talim but also the listener’s ability to tell the difference, is that “it’s only a carpet talim”.  Ironic then, that I’ve come to the conclusion the talim pictured in John Irwin’s The Kashmir Shawl and many other books, that I cut my teeth on while learning to draft talim designs, is only a carpet talim – it lacks those half-units that force the lines into a brick grid arrangement.

I think there is a double-sided significance to the parallels between talim and digital images.  I stated my admiration for this craft tradition at the outset – how clever it seems to be, might be because it appeals to our present-day familiarity with digital images.  Perhaps being a child of the television age prepared me to see the image-making possibilities in this medieval craft, or indeed tapestry weaving generally.  

When a friend showed me that a program like Stitch Painter could  present designs in a brick grid that corresponds exactly to the framework of the talim, I realized it would be a wonderful tool for drafting old designs and creating new ones.  What I mainly valued was that, unlike coloured markers on graph-paper, corrections and adjustments could be done and redone as needed.  On the computer, instead of first drawing the design freehand and then establishing the scale afterward, the designer would work on a grid that corresponds to each weave-unit of the talim, an exact plan of all the space available for details.   Stitch Painter even has a subroutine that provides a row by row reading of numbers and colours of grid-units, exactly like the talim.  Current-day shawl weavers still work at a thread count of 80 to the inch, but the designs they work from are much-simplified compared with antique shawls.  A CAD approach could speed the development of new designs, and make possible easier fine-tuning of the details.  The designer still needs to be guided by his or her knowledge of what is possible and efficient to implement with tapestry wefts, and by the creative tension between tradition and modernity that justifies new work in a dauntingly anachronistic craft.

This article was first read as part of a presentation at the Historic Weaving Manuscripts Conference, American Handweaving Museum, Clayton, NY, on 18 May 2002.

