READING BETWEEN THE LINES  by Peter Harris

This study arose from a confluence of abiding interests, coincidental encounters, and alignments of the planets.  I had travelled to India twice, before discovering, near the start of a third visit in 1985 in Srinagar, weavers working in a tapestry technique according to the instructions contained in a text of strange figures.  This I could recognize because I had lately taken up the craft of tapestry myself, with a degree of aptitude and commitment I could not account for in my life previously.  Returning home from that same trip I found John Irwin’s book The Kashmir Shawl while browsing in the bookshop of the Victoria and Albert Museum in London and realized first, this was what I had witnessed in the making, and second, the fascinating and important part it played in the history of 19th century industrialization and trade.  Searching the literature, I could find no accounts describing the weaving technique or the correlation with those lines of written figures none of the observers of the shawl industry in its heyday was a weaver himself, and since then it was popularly reckoned to be a lost art, the work too exacting and slow to offer bright career prospects.  Tapestry weavers are familiar with these accusations of anachronism, although I often encounter the word tapestry used metaphorically, to mean a panorama or narrative made up of many colourful or engaging parts.

So with the same desire to experience and enliven the meaning of the textile tradition which Western countries appropriated under the name “paisley”, I set out to try to make sense of the technique with its characteristic use of twill structure, double-interlocked tapestry wefts, and transcribed pattern guide known as talim.  In “The Kashmir Shawl: lessons in history and studies in technology” (Ars Textrina 16/December 1991, p. 105-127) and “The Weaving of Kashmir Shawls” (Shuttle Spindle & Dyepot 110/Spring 1997, p. 36-39) I have also written about the history of the shawl industry, weaving, and other steps in the making of shawls.  But it is the talim which emerges as a unique opportunity to relate an artifact of the process - the designer’s instructions to the journeyman weaver – to the finished product, to discover what the talim specifies, and the resourceful and efficient ways it can be used.  Along the way I have been reminded of the many ways that information encoded or abstracted from its original form can be damaged or lost.

Finding that I could decipher the number symbols and recreate a visual design from the photograph of a talim page which appears opposite page 11 of John Irwin’s book, was the first step encouraging me to think I could fill a gap in the description of this historic technology.  It’s ironic, then, for me to have come round to seeing that talim’s shortcomings as a textbook example.  During my survey of many other books on the subject, this same illustration of talim turned up again and again, the visual equivalent of the universally cited account of the shawl industry by William Moorcroft
.  In one book , presumably to provide a more impressive block of text, the same twelve lines are repeated
.

I have said I am “somewhat doubtful” that the Irwin talim is actually a shawl talim rather than one for carpet weaving, as a measured way of saying, without any disrespect to Mr. Irwin, that the trusted opinion of someone with working knowledge of both types of talim, is hard to find.  In my scant experience I have met with several instances where the owner of the talim clearly (but mistakenly) assumed he could represent it to be whatever he wished, without fear of contradiction.  What follows is not only a field guide to examples of talim I have come across, but also a docket of the frauds, jokes, and anecdotes associated with their discovery.

There are two reasons for my doubt about the Irwin talim.  The first is that the text lacks a distinctive feature of at least some shawl talim, a way of meeting the problem of locating the tapestry design in the diagonally-shifting twill fabric structure.  The second involves comparative judgements about the scale and appearance of the corresponding visual designs of different talim.  Thus I have to admit my concerns are inconclusive and circumstantial, but by discussing the sort of information about the visual design and its use in weaving that can be retrieved from the talim text, I hope to open up the field to further discoveries and study.

The key characteristic of talim for either shawl or carpet is that the design is not visible on quick inspection, even to someone familiar with the symbols, though all the necessary information is present in a useful form.  To know what the design looks like, you have to work it out carefully line-by-line, or recognize the text from having done it before.  Before the advent of photocopiers, the painstakingly hand-copied talim would have had limited circulation; this may have amounted to a kind of copyright ownership, at least of the latest fashions in the evolving shawl design style.  The same number and colour symbols are used in both shawl and carpet talim, as I found when I showed a copy of the Leitner talim to carpet-weavers I met; at the same time they quickly recognized that it was different, suggesting there is something immediately apparent about the format of the text - no explanation was given.

The second big step in my study was acquiring a photocopy of Linguistic Fragments ... followed by An Account of Shawl Weaving by G. W.  Leitner (Lahore: 1882), a trove of information including 4 pages of talim, drawings, tables of symbols, etc., and my introduction to the use of “half-units” (one unit or nal is a pair of raised warp threads; a half-unit is therefore a single warp).  I suppose these half-units could be used (with some added difficulty for the weaver) anywhere in the talim to indicate an extra bit of microscopic detail, or fine gradations of line, but in fact I have seen half-units used only at the beginning and end of talim lines.  In the Leitner talim (which I am most confident is a shawl talim, because it is part of a scholarly study of then-contemporary materials), half-units appear at the beginning and end of every second line of the talim.  The total number of units in each line remains the same, so you get the image of a design laid out on graph paper, not on a square grid, but one in which the rows overlap like brickwork.

Looking at it from the weaver’s point of view, the fabric is a 2/2 twill, which means that in each successive treadling in a cycle of four, a weft passes under two and over two warps, advancing one warp to the right each treadling.  Following the talim instructions,

starting from the left, each weft(of the tapestry design) moves in the same direction in succession until the pick is complete.  For the next treadling, the same talim line is read in reverse for each weft moving from right to left.  This way, each weft returns to its starting point ready for the next talim line, except each starting point is now displaced two warps from the previous line by the twill treadling sequence.  Stitches in the next two picks will continue in this diagonal line, leading to ragged outlines and a further problem, namely, confusion in the placement of the tapestry image.  In the shawl talim, every second line begins and ends with a half-unit, to show its displacement in relation to the previous line
.

There would seem to be no need or scope for the same use of half-units in talims for knotted-pile carpets - each knot of one row is tied onto the same two warps as in the previous row.  I do have an example represented to me as carpet talim, which shows half-units at the beginning and end of every talim line; I will address the possible use of this arrangement in my comments on the specific talim.

My conclusion here is that it only makes sense to find half-units in every second line of a shawl talim, assuming that each line was followed for two treadlings, or picks of weaving.  It could be true that shawls of lower quality or a different period might be woven four picks to each talim line, in which case there would be no need for this arrangement of half-units.  In other words, it should be considered a sufficient, but perhaps not a necessary, indication that a given talim is for shawl weaving.

Other aspects of format in the way that the text itself appears, common to both shawl and carpet talim, include: rows of figures are aligned only at the left margin; because the design calls for varying numbers of colour changes, the number of figures in a row varies although the total of units (nals) is constant.  In my examples of carpet talim, rows are divided into sections of a fixed number of units; otherwise it would be difficult to locate the text relevant to only a portion of the design’s width.

Each page of talim generally shows only a limited number of rows of text, probably for the convenience of handling and reading at the loom.  Page headings use a numbering system that shows both the set of pages and their consecutive order.  For example, in the following set of pages marked //1//, ///2///, //3//, //4//, //5// in the upper right corner, ///2/// was part of a completely different design.  Accidents do happen.

As to the visual designs themselves, my greatest success has been in transcribing the raw numerical information of the talim symbols onto graph paper.  I don’t have the background in art history or pattern design, or the access to comparative study material, to be able to comment on the style or period of the designs that resulted.  Most were either isolated fragments, or took the form of a selfcontained pattern unit meant to be used in repeat to produce a vertical or horizontal border design.

Clearly the use for which talim recommends itself, is in its detailed specification of a small patch of weaving - perhaps only a few square inches - which can simply be repeated as required to cover the length and breadth of a fabric, by reading the rows of text top-to-bottom, bottom-to-top, left-to-right, right-to-left, and in all the possible combinations.  Only this way could an entire shawl, millions of stitches, be described on a manageable number of scrolls of paper. (When the word zanjir was translated for me as “chain”, my interlocutor gestured with thumb and index finger of each hand to form two joined links.) Working to this sort of a routine, I would not be surprised if a talim of several hundred figures could soon be largely memorized by the weavers.

In terms of distinguishing talim designs for shawl and carpet by their appearance, the following suggestions should be considered highly tentative.  Because of the larger scale of knotted-pile carpet weaving (i.e., fewer knots per inch), on the same size of graph paper a carpet talim should seem smaller in scale than a shawl talim design, and show a higher proportion of small individual motifs.  Knots of a given colour can be placed singly in the design with no great loss of working efficiency, but shawl wefts, interpolated and linked with their neighbours, are more efficiently used especially to span several nals horizontally, but also to continue from one pick to the next.  Designs appropriate for shawl would tend to show more lines and interconnected areas of colour, while carpet designs could be composed more of spots.  If each row of a shawl talim is woven in two picks, then one unit describes a space two picks vertically by four warps horizontally, and drawn on square grid graph paper, the shawl design may appear elongated vertically.  Composing designs for best effect with the least number of wefts in shawl weaving would be more constrained and difficult, and it is more likely that shawl designs might be adapted for carpet weaving than vice versa.  A general shortage of shawl talim is cited as a factor holding back present-day shawl weaving in Kashmir (this assumes workers can still be attracted and trained to almost extinct standards of craftmanship), while carpet talims are commonplace.

Hence the most frequently-used disparaging remark to be found in discussions of the authenticity or antique value of a talim: “It’s only a carpet talim”.  This remark is so conclusive that it presupposes the speaker can distinguish one from the other, and the listener cannot.  I admit it is greatly amusing to be too easily mistaken for the credulous listener, when just a little depth-of-study has helped me to uncover misrepresentations.  The definitive trait of the talim, that it conceals its useful information in a coded matrix, becomes more and more problematic with the passage of time.  Any additional information about provenance, context, or corresponding visual material becomes increasingly important.

Because of the assumption on the part of the talim seller that he knows more about it than the prospective buyer, especially one from outside the shawl weaving trade, there is a great danger of willful misrepresentation.  Apart from this, it is too easy to make a mistake collecting together a number of pages, or to build in simple unnoticed errors in re-copying a talim, that can seriously disrupt the whole pattern.  These invisible but effective disruptors bear a striking resemblance to present-day computer “viruses”, and only by maintaining the ability to “de-bug” a talim by actual use, will it retain any intrinsic value.  Attempting to graph out a talim where just a few alterations had obviously been scribbled in for some reason, I found the difficulty in assembling a recognizable design was compounded by every unclear interpolation.  If the talim had been recopied in uniform handwriting, it would have been nearly impossible.  In this way, the working value of a talim is best known to its experienced owner, and extends even to the wrinkles and scratch-outs of the particular copy of a common design that repeats every 72 nals instead of 86, for example.

In most cases the talim designs that I have graphed are “first drafts” including all the built-in errors except those I could most easily spot as I went along (for example, choice of number value for an unclear symbol).  In order to reflect the talim text and not my “improvements” to it, I have not proceeded further - the next step would likely be to work through the lines from right-to-left, to get a clearer image of the right-hand side of designs.  The assignment of colours to the colour symbols was mostly arbitrary, informed by clues gleaned from Leitner about conventional colour references, and by a principle of showing the design clearly by using a wide range of colours.

An excellent application for the modern personal computer, with the right graphic software, would be to complete the “de-bugging” of existing talim by graphing them onto a grid pattern in which individual rows can be altered (units of colour changed or interpolated, rows shortened or lengthened as needed) until the design is perfectly aligned, clear and useable.     

One step beyond that would be to produce fresh designs; consultation with weavers would be necessary to find out what works to best effect.  I have seen some recently-made shawls for which it was claimed computer-assisted designs were used, dissappointing in both design and general level of workmanship, but encouraging that at least the twill-tapestry weaving technique is still practiced.  If a shortage of useful talim needs to be met by designers, emphasis should be put on its facility for generating repeat patterns, and the ways in which it needs to be different from carpet talim to make the most of the weaving technique.  It is notoriously difficult to analyse and describe in words the complex movements of tapestry wefts.  As artifacts of a systematic approach to the weaving process, talim should be regarded as an opportunity to learn more about a sophisticated technology that had great historical importance.
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