READING BETWEEN THE LINES - CATALOGUE OF TALIM
1. "Irwin" talim. (see also Colour Plate 1)

Published as a black & white photographic plate, opposite page 11 of The Kashmir Shawl by John Irwin (London: Her Majesty's Stationery Office, 1973), from the collections of the Victoria & Albert Museum (I.M. 33-1924), and the V&A Picture Library (negative no. M-279).

The text consists of one page, twelve lines complete from a drawn margin on the left, written in a careful, uniform hand, with a few unclear (smudged) figures.  The page heading has a number (777) in the top left corner, and a small written inscription in the top right corner.  The numerical value total of each line is 168 units/nals, exact in 7 rows, plus-or-minus one in others.  The symbol (     ) is used for the value 8. Half-units are not used.

The design shown on square-grid graph paper is a small portion of a design that probably requires many more lines of talim above and below to be a complete section of weaving.  It is possible that the left-hand end is the margin of the design, but there is no indication of completeness on the right. or of the use of the design in repeat.  The design appears representational and floral in character, with motifs ranging in size from 3 by 3 units to 20 by 20 units and larger, joined by stems of varying thickness, and with larger motifs showing single and double outlines.  Some of the motifs suggest a small degree of vertical (warp-wise) elongation in the design as displayed in this format.

In the V&A Picture Library photograph, this talim carries a caption "(B) A Shawl-weaver's "Tallim", or cipher of the colours and pattern of a design.  Obtained at Srinagar, Kashmir, in 1881."  Together with material from the study by G. W. Leitner (see 2. "Leitner" talim following) the whole group is identified in a printed label as "The "Ta’lim" of the Kashmir Shawl-Weavers." and "Given by C. Stanley Clarke, Esq. IM 33-1924." Association with the Leitner material tends to suggest that this talim was collected by someone knowledgeable in the subject.  The condition of the paper suggests that the talim was in actual use at some point.

This talim is the only one in the catalogue which does not conform to Leitner's nomenclature about "Inside" and "Outside" Notation (for the formation of number symbols over the value 10) with their alternative symbols for the value 8 (      and       respectively).  "Irwin" uses (     ) and "Outside”; "Leitner" uses (     ) and "Inside"; all others use (     ) and "Outside".

2. "Leitner" talim. (Plate 4)

Published in Linguistic Fragments ... followed by An Account of Shawl Weaving (Lahore: Punjab Government Civil Secretariat Press, 1882) by G. W. Leitner; there are copies at the New York Public Library and the India Office Library, London; parts of the talim, drawings, and a table of colour symbols appear in the V&A Picture Library's negative no.  M-279 along with the Irwin talim.

The talim text extends to four pages, the centerpiece of a study that includes four pages of commentary, and 18 pages of design drawings, tables translating number and colour symbols, and three pages of swatches of dyed fabric representing the named colours.  The text appears to be hand-copied for the purposes of the study with a main sequence of 85 lines and a mean length of 81 units plus or minus up to 10 units.  Pages are numbered consecutively (in shawl numerals): /1/, /2/, /3/, //4// at the top left of pages, with script notations at top center and right.  The first page is headed "Sketch and Talam of the outer big border TAUSAMA at the bottom of the margin (ZANJIR)", followed first by a narrow band of polychrome design showing a repeat pattern of flowers and leaves.  At the bottom of this page is inset a smaller talim text (13 Iines by 27 units) labeled "Talam of inner small border "TAUSAMA" below the margin ("ZANJIR")".  On the fourth page the main sequence ends with a section labeled "Talam of third or upper Tausama" (11 lines by 27 units followed by a design drawing labeled "DRAWING OF ZANJIR {MARGIN}".  It may be noted that three repeats of 27 equals 81 units.  The symbol (     ) is used for the value 8. Half-units are used at both ends of every second line.  The text appears clear and complete except for minor damage at the bottom of the second page (NYPL copy).

The design produced from this talim is highly instructive but also presents some puzzling problems.  It was not until I had completed a transcription of the text onto graph paper that I realized it corresponded to Leitner's design drawings on the fourth talim page and on page one of the document set.  Taking into account the use of half-units, I altered the grid so that units overlapped from one row to the next, appearing like brickwork.  This led me to discover the value of representing narrow vertical lines by single units in alternate rows only, a method of achieving a degree of detail comparable to fresh instructions for every two picks of weaving, subdividing the twill weave unit.

The neatness of the talim text belies the accuracy of its instructions, illustrating the problem of copying by rote an opaque mass of data.  On page xxviii of Leitner's commentary he gives a translation of the first four talim lines that corresponds better in line length and design to my graphed version than the text itself does, suggesting that the published talim text was a subsequent copy.  Accumulated errors in line length make it difficult to judge whether the talim provides a complete pattern repeat.  On the left side the edge appears to bisect perfectly a symmetrical motif, but on the right it is not clear whether the pattern joins the left in straight repeat, or continues in some other orientation.  "Zanjir", it was explained to me, means "chain", though apart from suggesting a repeating pattern, the exact way in which the repeats interlink is not clear.  There is no break in the graphed design corresponding to the inconsistent page-numbering mentioned above.

The relationship of the design produced by my graphed transcription to the two drawings Leitner provides of the same design, is provocative.  Compared with my draft, the drawing on the fourth talim page is upside-down and not mirror-image, in spite of the fact that the drawing is clearly labeled showing the "outer big Tausama" illustrated at the beginning of the text, and the "inner small Tausama" inset on the first page, that are intended to precede the main design, and the "upper Tausama" which follows it.  The drawing on page one of the document set, on the other hand, shows the design right-side-up (as labeled "beginning" and "top", without including Tausamas), but mirror-reversed.  All of these variations in the use of the talim text are possible (though I would have thought the relationship with the order of Tausamas would be fixed), but the inconsistency and absence of comment from Leitner is disconcerting.

The style of Leitner's drawings is smooth and fluid, unaffected by the rigid structure of either a graphed or woven transcription of the talim, and shows matching motifs but with more detail.  This suggests the drawings are copies of the original design (naksha), before the degree of detail was reduced to what could be captured by the talim for weaving at a given scale.  Comparing the number of lines and units in the talim with the ratio of height to width of the drawings, provides an indication of relative thread density of 80 wefts per 100 warps.

In his The Kashmir Shawl, Frank Ames describes Leitner as "the English linguist and cryptologist" who was no doubt fascinated by the system of encoded instructions represented by the talim.  He is clear about the application of the talim information to the weaving of the visual design, but he was evidently not a weaver, and could not describe the manipulations of the wefts in response to these instructions, or the implications of the twill fabric structure.  He gives no explanation for the use of half-units, though their presence must have been an obvious and puzzling feature.  It was the Leitner talim,when I showed it to Indians familiar with the shawl and carpet trades, that was quickly identified as being for shawl, not carpet, for reasons not given.  Page 18 of the document provides 4-Iine samples of "Wool Carpet notation" with no half-units, and "silk thread notation" with half-units at the ends of every line.  Still, his study is by far the most thorough description ever published of the Kashmir shawl technique.

______________

         “ ... the Leitner ta’lim appears in a set of designs by a French shawl designer called George Haite who supposedly died in 1875 - this would mean that they appeared here before Leitner's book of 1882.  I wonder where he got it from?  These are in the V&A, number E-552-1993 ... In your caption to the Leitner ta’lim, you seemed unsure about the inscriptions at the top of the pages: they are in Persian, and read kagaz ta’lim (paper ta’lim) at top right of all 4 pages; fard-i avval, fard-i dovom, fard-i sevom, fard-i chaharom (1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th pages at the top centre, and additionally tausama zanjir on the 2nd line of the first page." (comments by Rosemary Crill from a letter dated 12 June 1997.

3. "Ahad" talim. (Plate 2a)

Published in Kashmir to Frankfurt: A Study of Arts and Crafts by Dr. Abdul Ahad (New Delhi: Rima Publishing House, 1987), this sample of talim appears as the third of four colour plates between pages 128-129, captioned "Talim or coded pattern guide." with no other information, reference, or photo credit given.

The text shows 8 lines of figures of approximately 150 units in length on a wide scroll of paper, apparently placed on work-in-progress on a shawl loom.  Weft bobbins ("kani") are shown lying under the talim paper, where they would be resting on previously woven fabric.  The talim figures, however, are upsidedown, leading to the conclusion that the paper was deliberately posed upside-down for the photograph.  The photograph is somewhat out-of-focus, but the figures are readable.  The left margin of the text is visible (on the right), but the right side disappears into the binding of the book, so all lines are incomplete.  Half-units are not used.

Because of the absence of half-units, the design was graphed on square-grid paper, and it shows a short, wide fragment of a much larger design that includes areas of multicoloured detail as well as wide, plain areas in two different colours.  Not enough of the design is shown to say much about style, though it may be floral.  A small portion of design at the left margin shares the same colours and degree of detail as a larger portion at the center-right.  The design is probably for a field area of weaving, rather than a narrow vertical or horizontal border.

Ahad's book provides a refreshingly nationalistic social history of the Kashmir shawl industry, and one which describes it as surviving into the twentieth century, unlike the lost-world perspective of nineteenth-century European travellers, or modern connoisseurs of antique textiles who rightly lament the inevitable decline in quality of workmanship.

It is too tempting to speculate that the photograph showing the talim and the following colour plate overleaf, captioned "Master craftsman operating a Kani-shawl loom" are from the same workshop.  The array of coloured bobbins, and the alternation in the weaving of detailed and plain design areas, appear similar.  Judging from the coarseness of the weaving in progress, it's possible that each talim line is being woven in four picks, helping to explain the lack of half-units in the talim.  Are these fellows smiling at their private joke of displaying the talim upside-down for the photographer?

4. "Wani" talim. (Plate 5b),

 
Published in Jammawar: Kani shawl weaving in Kashmir by Mohammed Ashraf Wani (Kashmir: self-published, 1995), a 56-page paperback with four pages of colour plates, and other illustrations.

The talim text, 66 lines of 50 units in length, is presented as a demonstration of the use of talim, with text in shawl number and colour symbols, in English translation, and corresponding to a graph-paper drawing of a typical simple boteh motif.  All were probably drawn up specifically for this purpose.  The shawl symbols used are crude approximations of earlier examples, though the talim text appears to have been written by someone more familiar with them than the writer of the explanatory table of meanings.  Half-units are not used.

Correspondence of the talim text to the illustration provided is taken for granted, though the illustration appears upside-down (not mirror-image) compared with the order of the talim text as it would be woven.  The author's commentary describes it as a "MOTIFE of 50 ends repeat.  Which require 66 picks for one complete repeat." [sic]  The design has two components, the boteh motif and a cross-shaped motif located between the bases of successive boteh repeats, that is unequally bisected by the margins of the talim.  Placing a motif at the margins of the design seems to be a traditional way of helping to identify the location and spacing of repeated talim readings.

Describing the scale of the design as 50 ends by 66 picks implies that the author is familiar with weaving terminology, the only person so qualified to describe shawl weaving that I have so far encountered.  Unfortunately, 50 "ends" cannot be enough width to produce the design given, as in a 2/2 twill fabric structure it would provide only twelve-and-a-half distinct units of colour ("nals").  But if what is meant is 50 nals, then 66 weft picks would render the design in a very compressed form, whereas the proportions of the illustration suggest 66 cycles of four picks.  So, it is difficult to draw any conclusions about the absence of half-units, or to compare earlier with later methods.

Personal correspondence with the author suggests that he is both an enterprising young journalist and employee of a weaving mill in Srinagar, Kashmir, explaining both why he would undertake a description of shawl-weaving technique, and its shortcomings compared with the knowledge of a historical, or even present-day practitioner.

5. Unpublished shawl talim collection. (Plates 2b, 3, 5a, 6, 7)

A group of ten examples of separately-named designs of "kani jamawar shawl", each consisting of one or more pages of talim manuscript and a rough-cut swatch of shawl fabric.  The group was recently offered for purchase to the Crafts Museum, New Delhi, and I was asked in consultation on behalf of the prospective purchaser to provide visual reconstructions of the talim texts to help assess the value and usefulness of the collection.

The first example here is titled "3.  Imli Badam", and consists of a piece of shawl fabric about 41/2  inches wide by 3 inches long showing two boteh shapes separated by an in-fill floral vine design, and one page of talim text, 23 lines by 100 units (plus or minus 4 units).  Half-units are present at the ends of every second row, so that the text begins and ends with a row without half-units.  The symbol (     ) is used for the value 8. The page carries a heading in shawl numbers, 88888888888883//.  The text is complete and fairly clear, written in a uniform hand.

Because of the use of half-units, the design was drawn in brickwork arrangement on graph paper which had been divided by horizontal lines to approximate units 2 picks by 4 warps.  The design shows flower and leaf motifs connected by narrow lines (one unit in thickness) on a background consistently one colour.

By itself, the example talim shows a small fragment of the overall design, with a width more than 8 times its height, and about which few observations could be made.  But in the course of working my way through the entire collection., I realized that six examples were in fact part of the same talim sequence, having in common handwriting style, general format of text and design, connecting design details, and sequential page numbering.

Design Sequence as Woven from First Line of Talim.

Sample number and. name:          Page heading in shawl numbers:

3. Imli Badam                              88888888888883//

4. Dachi Posh                               //2// 2// 2//       (partly omitted)

6. Rezakar (first page)                  //3// 3// 3//                                                                                                  (second page)                              (omitted in photocopy)

7. Posh Kar (first page)                (partly omitted)

                   (second page)            //6//    //6//       (partly omitted)

9. Guli Annar                                //7//  //7//  //7//

1. Char Badam                              8//    //8//

Looking at the visual reconstruction of all six assembled samples, one continuous design is evident, extending to 190 lines by 100 units.  It appears to be incomplete at the top and bottom in that some elements of the floral sprigs extend beyond the edge, and the bottom edge does not appear to continue the design from the top.  But there is a suggestion of almost-completeness in the large motif bisected at the left and right sides, which is complete from top to toe; it's an elaborate symmetrical design suggesting use of the talim in a lateral repeat arrangement.  By contrast, the central portion of the talim design is an assymetrical, sinuous floral sprig with narrow, delicately-curving connecting stems, a recognizeable style of shawl design.  These stems show the skilled use of the twill-displacement effect described by half-units, and intermittent lines produced by a single unit in every second talim line, to modulate these curved lines more subtly than a square grid structure allows.

None of the fabric swatches given with these six samples of talim shows any part of the graphed design, nor is even stylistically similar.  Lending a further ironic twist, by chance I discovered in Crafts of Jammu, Kashmir and Ladakh edited by Jaya Jaitly (Ahmadabad: Mapin, 1987) a snippet of the talim of sample 3. Imli Badam reproduced from the same manuscript page, presented together with a different fabric from this collection, 2. Booti Kew Posh, and given a new design name "Cheet Misri".  There seems to be an irresistible urge at work here, to recreate the identity of the inscrutable talim at every opportunity.

Of the four other talims in the collection, two more form one continuous large-scale design; they are identified as 5. Qasaba Sheer and 10.  Zarda Badam.  Altogether they consist of four long scrolls of paper, worn, damaged, without page headings and, in my photocopies additionally creased and incomplete, but in a clear and consistent handwriting style.  The total number of lines, approximate because of missing text, is about 172 and the line length is very consistently 94 units - fewer than 25 lines deviate, a relatively accurate talim copy.  Half-units are used at the ends of every second talim line, and the symbol (     ) is used for the value 8.

The design shows an arrangement of four stylized boteh (badam) motifs, connected with stems one unit in thickness and other smaller motifs in a square-grid trellis pattern, on a background of one continuous colour.  This design is a particularly good illustration of the use of talim in repeat, as the design continues both from side to side and from top to bottom, from one repeat to the next.  Even more interesting, the portions of the design at the left and right sides are not always symmetrical, but connect alternately like a shoelace from one side to the other.  This is probably an example of a design that could be used to cover a large central shawl field with many repeats of talim reading.  Though this set of talim contains about as much information as the previous one, under 200 lines by 100 units, and shares the same general structure of motifs connected by narrow stems, its appearance is quite different, bolder and less sophisticated, with the four boteh motifs predominating.

The two remaining talims in this collection are for much smaller designs, 2. Booti Kew Posh which shows one spot motif on a plain background, and 8. Kew Posh Kinari: a single page with two columns (with headings of //1//1//1//1// and //2//2//2//2//2//) 44 rows by 16 units (half-units are used), with an inscription translated for me as "Hashia Kew Posh Kinari".  "Hashia" means a narrow vertical side border of a shawl, and indeed the graphed design shows a full repeat of a vertical border design, with small motifs alternating on the left and right separated by an undulating line, enclosed by borders of different widths.  This is a small self-contained design, probably no more than 1 by 1 1/4 inches of weaving, meant to be repeated line-over-line.

6. Crafts Museum Carpet Talim. (Plates 10, 11,12)

This group of unpublished talim was obtained from a young Kashmiri demonstrating carpet weaving at the Crafts Museum, New Delhi, in trade at his suggestion for photocopies of the Leitner shawl talim.  It struck me at the time as a gratifying example of sharing uncopyrighted intellectual property, at the small cost of using the office copier instead of laborious hand copying.  The talim were always represented as being for knotted-pile carpet, and are included here for comparative purposes.

Judging from the formats and handwriting of the texts, the talims represent three designs.  The clarity of the texts ranges from good to poor, with corrections, changes, and accidental obliterations evident.  The symbol (     ) is used for the value 8. Half-units are not used, except at the ends of every talim line of the third design.  All three talims include figures (     ) in each line dividing it in consistent intervals, most often 20 units in length.  This frequently requires two numbers instead of one to represent a row of knots of one colour.  I have not previously seen this device used in shawl talim, though it would seem a possible way to identify a starting-point part way across the width of the design.

The first set of talim consists of 5 parts with the following headings in shawl numbers: //1// //1//, //2// ///2///, //3// //3//, //4// //4//, //5// //5//.  Although //2// ///2/// appears to be in the same form and handwriting, it quickly proved to be part of a different design - an easy mistake to make.  There remain three pages with 20 lines each, by 28 (20 + 8)units, and a last make-up page, //5// //5//, with only five lines, ending with the notation //1// /1/1/, pointing to the fact that the design repeats.  On squared graph paper, it appears to show a repeating vertical border pattern of two main botehs facing left and right, separated by an undulating vine and other small motifs.  The missing portion, another 20 or so lines, could be reconstructed from the portion showing the alternate transit of the undulating vine.

The next set of talim is in similar handwriting but a different format , two pages with a total of 28 lines by 88 units (1 + 20 + 20 + 20 + 20 + 7), showing a repeating horizontal border pattern similar to the first design - some details are different and not all of these may be easily reconciled - that nevertheless suggests the principle of using coordinated talim designs to provide borders and other components of an overall design for carpet or shawl.  In addition to the marks (     ) dividing the lines into 20-unit sections, one exact design repeat is given by the portion of lines between double marks (     ), 87 units in length.

The third set of talim is an example of problems involved in recycling a design in different combinations: the three pages, headed //1// //1//, //2// //2//, and 3 3, totalling 53 lines by 42 units (17 1/2 + 16 + 8 1/2), appear in two handwriting styles, different again from the copy of the second page that was mistakenly included with the vertical border design.  The third page contains enough alterations and scratch-outs to make the design especially difficult to reconstruct.  Half-units are used at the ends of every talim line on all of these pages, a use not seen before, requiring further conjecture.  The design recreated, from this talim is complex: on the right there is a large boteh and a portion of meandering vine somewhat like the other designs in this group; on the left, a series of smaller, detailed figures in a variety of colours, all on a continuous background colour different from the border designs.  Though at the bottom of talim page 3 3, there is a notation //1// //1// suggesting that the design is complete or proceeds to repeat in some way, it is not clear how the motifs connect from bottom to top or side to side.  The meandering vine, a band of white black-striped and edged with purple, offers an interpretation of the particular use of half-units at the ends of every talirn line: part of the motif which follows the right-hand edge of the design shows exactly half its width, right down to the half-unit of black stripe.  If the design continued in mirror-repeat, the vine motif would show its usual form for its vertical passage, branching above and below.  Perhaps the half-unit indicates a mirror-repeat arrangement, symmetrical about a single column (not repeated) of knots in the colours given.  It's easy to give this hypothesis too much credence, as a mirror-repeat of anything gives it the appearance of added intentionality.

In summary, it would be interesting to study how, presented with selections from a stock of familiar talims, the weaver can build a coherent overall design.  Some adjustments would be easier than others.  Individual colour symbols can be consistently reinterpreted according to a specific colour card, or changes can be made intermittently by someone who knows the design.  Numerical changes could be much more troublesome, and if scribbled into the talim text, could risk making it illegible altogether.

These designs seem rather simple and stilted., meant for a more coarse, large-scale rendering than shawl designs.  Small spot motifs, especially in the border designs, and single-unit accents of colour, are more suited to a technique of individual knots, than of the passage of wefts from one pick to the next.  The innovation of marking subdivisions within talim lines, might also be helpful in shawl weaving at times when less than the full width of the talim design is needed.  The continued use of the same general technique for making knotted-pile carpets, of transcribing the design in the form of a talim text, has helped to maintain the recognition and, to a degree, the understanding of the use of talim for shawl weaving; the differences between them probably have less to say about a feature missing in shawl talim, because the former has adapted and survived better than the latter, for various reasons.

7. Talim for a 17th-century Boteh. (Plates 8, 9)

This talim was written by the author from a design on prepared graph paper, based on the cover illustration of John Irwin’s The Kashmir Shawl (London: H. M. S. O., 1973 edition) showing motifs from a shawl pallau in the collections of the Victoria and Albert Museum, London (Inv. No. I.S. 70-1954, Neg. No. G.B. 1964) and the Calico Museum of Textiles, Ahmedabad.  In fact, a woven sample was made by reading directly from the graph-paper design the same step-by-step numerical data for each pick recorded in the talim text.  The talim was written subsequently in an effort to test the transcription process by preparing the rote instructions for another weaver to work from, a project still awaiting fulfilment. My point in describing the talim here, in the company of artifacts of the traditional technology, is to discuss the transcription process in terms of its abilities to express the original design.

The talim presents 186 lines of text with a line length of 50 units.  The overall size is a reflection of the constraints of the yarns available and the projected size of the woven sample.  My version, 200 warps by 372 picks with a final thread count of about 25 e.p.i. is about 13 1/2 inches long; the original motif is about 4 5/8 inches at 96 e.p.i., roughly 444 picks.  Early copies of the design on square-grid graph paper, each unit 4 warps by 4 picks, showed the need for the greatest degree of detail possible - narrow contrasting leaf outlines, structure of the main flowerhead.  Subdividing grid squares into upper and lower halves is the visual equivalent of a new talim line for each two picks of weaving instead of four.  Because of the diagonal displacement effect of twill fabric structure, each upper half should be visualized as off-set sideways 50% in relation to adjacent lower halves.  This way, a narrow vertical line represented by a column of upper half units, will appear to align exactly with the break between adjacent background colours that sit next to each other in the lower halves.  Thus the seemingly fundamental unit of  2/2 twill structure, four by four threads, can be subdivided both vertically and horizontally to show smaller details and more subtle placements.  The only error discovered in graphing the design involved a misreading of the off-set effect of twill displacement, trapping a spot of background colour on the wrong side of a leaf outline.

Because the woven sample consisted of an isolated motif on plain background, and only one repeat was woven, there was a specific problem of locating the design on the fabric.  Normally, repeated designs follow each other in a continuous sequence of main motifs and intervening details, or units of plain background are counted exactly between details of adjacent motifs. In this case marking threads were temporarily installed along with warps of the first and last units of the talim width, as reference points to check the accuracy of talim line counts.

The design showed a lack of experience working back and forth from what could be expressed in unit-to-unit decisions, and minor details that required the addition of extra wefts to weave.  This clumsiness points to the need for familiarity with the fabric structure and the weavers' requirements for efficiency and stylistic compatibility, on the part of anyone attempting to contribute to shawl design, whether computer-assisted or not.
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