Kashmir Shawl Survival by Peter Harris
For more than 200 years, Kashmir has been closely identified worldwide with the Kashmir or “paisley” shawl, which combined pashmina (“cashmere”) or fine wool fabric and elaborate, flowing designs.  Kashmiris are rightfully proud of this association and knowledgeable about it, so much so that the talim, pages of obscure shorthand text giving “instructions” about the design to the weaver, is immediately recognized, particularly by anyone with a working acquaintance with the knotted carpet industry in Kashmir and Punjab, where the talim is still widely used. 

My first step in the study of shawl weaving was being able to decipher a page of talim that was published in John Irwin’s book, The Kashmir Shawl.  As a tapestry weaver, it led me to wonder how these instructions would apply to tapestry imagery floating over the changing treadlings of a twill fabric.  I looked at antique fabrics, a few bits of documentary material, and non-technical descriptions by European observers.  Taking a hands-on approach, I have designed and woven samples that worked for me, and written before now about my appreciation for this clever and refined technique.  Most recently, in February 2001, thanks to the Crafts Museum in Delhi, I was able to observe a demonstration of  shawl weaving by a traditional weaver.

I am told there are still about 300 tapestry shawl weavers in Budgam District on the western outskirts of the Kashmir Valley, carrying on the tradition with varying degrees of commercial and government support, isolated by recent decades of political turmoil and the collapse of tourism.  They are all that remain of an industry that developed under the patronage of Zain-ul-Abidin (reigned 1459 – 1470) and the Mughal emperor Akbar (1556 - 1605).  The prestige and revenue of the shawl industry made Kashmir a prized feudatory for Mughal, Afghan and Sikh regional powers.  To try to meet the demands of being the international fashion phenomenon of the 19th century, it employed over 48,000 weavers.  Simulating just the appearance of tapestry shawls spun off whole other industries in embroidered shawls in Kashmir, and Jacquard-woven shawls in the West.

The talim appears to be a Kashmiri innovation, the link in a division of labour where the designer prepared a line drawing, someone else arranged the design on a grid to the desired scale of the weaving and chose the colours to be used, a clerk wrote down the step-by-step recitation of these numbers and colours, and the record was read or called out aloud by legions of low-paid, interchangeable weavers.   Only the talim clerk and one weaver in every group needed to be literate.  The talim is probably evidence of a successful, diversified , and rapidly-evolving commercial enterprise where designs are archived and available to be re-used, even when they have been superceded by next year’s fashions – too elaborate and having too short a shelf-life to be memorized like the traditional designs of a family or locality.  Though Central Asian craft traditions had been brought to Kashmir earlier, and there are some comparable Persian twill-tapestry fabrics, apparently talim wasn’t used, and there is a claim that the talim system was invented as late as the18th century. 

Components of a complete shawl design, such as side borders, end borders or field repeats, were each represented by their own talim of a single pattern repeat, and could be mixed and matched to suit the client or market the shawl was intended for.  The talim colour symbols had commonly understood meanings, but substitutions and particular shades could be specified using a colour card.  

The combinations  of  number and colour in each line of talim directed the weaver to pass each tapestry weft of the expected colour under so many pairs of raised warps in the twill treadling, interlock with the next weft, and continue across the width of the fabric.    Each talim row is worked in two picks of weaving, at the end of which each weft is more or less back to its starting point.  Because of the diagonal displacement of 2/2 twill, the preferred visual representation of the shawl talim would be on a brick grid, while a carpet talim would be based on a square grid.  This kind of digital analysis, a row-by-row, step-by-step measurement of a fluid visual design, lends itself to CAD applications with easily-available software such as Stitch Painter.  Like a knitting pattern, the information in a talim is hidden – it needs to be reassembled in a visual form to verify its completeness and accuracy.  The computer can be used to draft and correct errors that have crept into talim which were hand-copied multiple times, before the advent of photocopiers.  

This connection between computers and shawl weaving might be seen as a reprise of a two-hundred-year-old relationship.  The Jacquard came into wide use to compete with the tapestry shawl weaver by substituting a different, loom-controlled weave structure.  Weavers are fond of citing the Jacquard mechanism as the precursor of the modern computer.  Soon European designs, in styles influenced by the capabilities of the Jacquard loom,  were sent to Kashmiri tapestry shawl weavers.  Now the computer has the potential to assist or replace the designers and transcribers, the elite workers of the shawl industry.  Ironically, there is still no mechanical replacement for the complex manipulations of the tapestry weaver’s fingers.  

The future holds the possibility of revival of old shawl designs, and development of new ones.  Any design, good or bad, requires an extraordinary level of commitment from the weavers, in the face of declining respect for craftmanship worldwide.  It’s amazing that even today Kashmir shawl weavers customarily work at a density of 80 threads per inch, a count typical of the work in its heyday.  Most of the modern streamlining has taken place in the simplification of designs, elimination of details, and use of just one pattern throughout the whole shawl.  New designs can be developed with the computer, but they also need a designer who knows the efficient movements and limitations of tapestry wefts; otherwise, poorly-thought-out details add daunting and unnecessary multiplicities of wefts.  

Fortunately or unfortunately, there is a wealth of antique shawls still in circulation, that current efforts can’t hope to match.  Is the market for the Kashmir shawl so traditional that antique pieces must inevitably be preferred, or is there scope for new work that can highlight the historical elegance of this craft tradition, and at the same time keep it alive with features and styles that appeal once again to the current tastes of the time?

Peter Harris welcomes comments at tapadesi@hotmail.com 

