THE WEAVING OF KASHMIR SHAWLS  by Peter Harris

The design style known as "paisley," so familiar it has become a cliche, owes its origins to a very sophisticated central Asian craft, which produced the tapestry-woven shawls of Kashmir.  Following its early development in the sixteenth century under the patronage of India's Mughal emperors, the shawl industry expanded internationally through the nineteenth century, when these colourful, intricate shawls became the quintessential fashionable garment in Europe.  Paisley, a town near Glasgow, Scotland, was one of the weaving centers to prosper by producing loom-woven shawls in this style.  The fascinating story of their popularity has many instructive aspects including the transformation of a craft by the Industrial Revolution, the workings of economic and cultural imperialism, and the boom-and-bust cycle of fashion.

I first observed shawl weaving completely by chance in Srinagar, Kashmir, in 1985, before I had learned anything about its background and importance.  As a tapestry weaver, I recognized that here was an example of extremely fine, patterned tapestry weaving.  Only after this visit did I realise I had witnessed the making of a Kashmir shawl in its original technique, which has never been adequately described, in English at least, from a weaver's point of view.  In spite of recent antiquarian interest in the shawls and their stylistic development, the technique is little-known and endangered, although not quite extinct.  What follows is a practical understanding of the process, reconstructed from documentary material, and a weaver's grasp of the requirements and potentialities of the technique.

In the historical practice of the Kashmir shawl craft, there was an elaborate division of labor, and this was also true of creating and transferring the designs to weaving.  The most highly-paid specialists drew out designs, and interpreted them in the form of line-by-line instructions for each row of weaving.  This produced a distinctive artifact of the process, a text of coded figures called a talim (diagram 1), which contains the design information in non-visual form but which can be read aloud for weavers working at the same or different looms; the reader would say, for example, 'one red, five blue, one red, three yellow....... this method is still widely used in Kashmir for making knotted-pile carpets.  The great advantage for the weaver is that it is more simple and precise for controlling the design than purely visual inspection.

Two characteristics of tapestry-woven Kashmir shawls are their 2/2 twill weave structure and the use of double interlock for joining wefts (diagram 2).  It follows that they must be woven on a loom, traditionally a four-harness counterbalance type, and reverse-side-up, in order to handle the interlocking weft bobbins.  Two advantages of double interlock are that it provides a smooth surface and clear image on the front side of the fabric, and wefts are joined not only within each pick, but also from one pick to the next.

The use of twill structure in tapestry weaving is a technical nightmare that could only have been adopted to please the patron who wanted a delicate, gracefully draping garment which also featured the wonderfully soft, warm fibre called pashm (and known in the West simply as “cashmere").  The first problem is that the appearance of the "twill line" on the fabric tends to interfere with the clarity of the tapestry image, yet another reason why shawls were traditionally woven so fine.  Because the warp was frequently sett in the range of 100 ends per inch (epi), the weaving must have challenged the weaver's eyesight to the absolute limit.  Fortunately on the loom a 2/2 twill will show warps raised in pairs, which are easier to count than single alternating warps.  It is these pairs, called nals, which are counted in the talim; thus in the example above, a red weft is passed under one nal, exchanged with a blue weft which is then passed under five nals, exchanged with a red weft, and so on. (A weft passing under one nal produces on the front of the fabric what I call one "stitch" of colour.)

The movements involved in the exchange of wefts are the same at each join.  Starting from the left, each weft 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 that 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” nal, to show its displacement in relation to the previous line.  This displacement characteristic actually offers a design advantage which was used in planning the woven sample of the plant motif: a narrow vertical line or contrasting outline in the design may be indicated in traditional talims by one nal of a certain color only in every second line.  This results in a specific placement of two stitches, alternating above and below with two stitches of neighboring weft colors.  The observer's eye readily "connects the dots” - all kinds of digital images, ancient and modern, depend on this optical effect - and perceives a fainter, more subtly shifting line, than one in which every stitch is placed side by side.  In these ways (?), what we might think of as a weave unit of four by four ends, can be subdivided both vertically and horizontally to show smaller design details.

Because the talim is a strict system of transcribing the design into weaving, every line in a block of weaving has the same total number of nals, although the colors and combinations are different.  At the completion of every pick, it will usually be obvious if there is an error in counting, which can be corrected before continuing.  The clear, precise, step-by-step instructions help the weaving proceed simply and steadily, but to work well, the system requires the weaver to pay constant attention (unlike image-making in conventional tapestry, which can be inspected by the weaver in a more relaxed, intermittent manner).  An advantage for the employer is that low-paid weavers can be hired interchangeably to duplicate the same design.

Many shawls feature elaborate borders with rows and columns of repeating designs.  This is just the logical extension of talims containing whole pattern units which may be recycled line-over-line for vertical borders, or strung together for horizontal ones in straight or mirror repeats.  To speed production, some later shawls have been assembled of separately woven identical pieces.  So while it may require several pages of talim to describe a couple of square inches of weaving, as building blocks of design they may be used very efficiently.  It is not difficult to imagine a shawl, commissioned by the customer as many have been, designed by assembling a group of appropriate talims along with the customer's color preferences.

Beyond the basic operations that form the shawl weaver's earliest apprenticeship, and the talim's step-by-step instructions, there is no doubt a repertoire of tricks-of-the-trade, impossible to document, which the apprentice has learned by sitting at the elbow of a master weaver.  In weeks and months of weaving pattern repeats, memorization must play a part in speeding the working even of large designs, and perfecting the last detail of small ones.

It is doubly ironic that the talim, a document that conceals a visual design in a text of coded notations, should in the end reveal so much about not only the workings of this particular craft, but also the spirit of technological invention centuries earlier in a remote land, which has left its imprint in the style universally known as “paisley," a name that really represents the values and methods of the Industrial Age.

DESIGNING AND WEAVING A SAMPLE

As a simple demonstration of the technique used to weave the Kashmir shawls, a likeness was woven of a very naturalistic flowering plant image typical of the earliest surviving shawl fragments, from the seventeenth century (photograph P. 36).  Portions of this shawl are in the collections of the Victoria and Albert Museum, London, and the Calico Museum of Textiles, Ahmedabad, India.  The typical paisley "teardrop" silhouette was the eventual result of a step-by-step abstraction from accurate, painterly renderings of single plants, followed by bouquets of assorted flowers.  Along the way, the weaving technique itself had more influence on pattern design, but from the beginning weavers were expected to capture sinuous and detailed images by working as fine as possible.  The original motif is about 4 5/8 inches in height and is woven on a warp sett at 96 epi; although the sample version is three times the height, it contains at best only about half the detail.

Start with yarns in a range of colors and an appropriate sett for a balanced 2/2 twill.  Traditionally very fine handspun pashmina (from pashm) was used, two-ply for warp, and slightly thicker singles for weft; the warp and weft in the sample are the same gauge of wool singles, with the warp sett at 20 epi.  Because the fabric is not a true weft-faced tapestry, the warp color is partly visible throughout.  The sett determines the scale of the tapestry design: calculate the size of the project, and thread and tie up the loom so the twill line rises to the right.

Plan the design on ordinary squared graph paper, having each square represent one weave unit of four by four threads.  Prepare the final design, a mirror image of what you want to appear on the front of the fabric, on graph paper refined by dividing each square into upper and lower halves.  This provides greater scope for design detail, with fresh instructions for each two picks of weaving.  The upper half of each square, when treadled as follows, should be understood as appearing partly to the left of the lower-half-units below and above it.

To determine the placement of the design on the warp, you may thread a contrasting color of sewing thread along with warp 1 of the first square at the left of the graph paper, doing similarly with warp I (same shaft) of the last square at the right, and any other column convenient for checking the accurate placement of wefts. The sewing threads are slipped out when weaving is completed.  In this instance the sample was woven on a jack loom, and the named shafts are raised by treadling.  To interpret the design numerically, the first treadling of a lower-half-unit raises shafts 2 and 3, and the raised pair of warps to the right of the first thread is the first nal The same instructions are repeated for the 3-4 treadling.  In the 1-4 treadling, the first nal on the left includes the sewing thread (theoretically, if it were at the selvedge, the one raised warp would correspond to the "half” nal at the beginning of alternate talim lines); similarly for the 1-2 treadling.  To relieve the long duration of each treadling, a shed stick can be used.

For each pick of weaving, the first weft (which may be a continuation of the surrounding background weft) is passed under the number of pairs of raised warps corresponding to units of the graphed design, and is exchanged with the next weft in turn until the pick is complete (diagram 2).  The accuracy of the count is checked, the beater applied, the next treadling selected, and wefts inserted in reverse order and direction.  Try to adjust the tension at each exchange of wefts so that it is compatible with the basic twill fabric.

Because of the way wefts are interlocked one-to-the-next within each pick, a separate weft is needed at each color change, even if only a few different colors are used (it would be timely to think of this at the design stage).  Individual wefts can be added or dropped at any point in the weaving; this does not disrupt the double-interlock routine, and free ends are simply cut as short as you dare during finishing.  A continuing weft may be carried to a nearby point of insertion; short floats and weft ends on the back of the fabric are accepted.  In some cases, to reduce the number of wefts needed, one may be used at several adjacent points, but the thickness of floats builds up rapidly and may affect the tension and smoothness of the fabric. Gradually, as you become more familiar with the routine and work your way through the easier and more complicated patches of your design, you may get a glimpse of not only the possibilities of this technique, but also what it would be like to face a lifetime of work in the craft. 
PeterHarris of Ayton, Ontario, Canada, is a tapestry weaver and Indiaphile.  A more extensive account of his studies of the Kasbmir shawl appeared in the December 1991 issue of Ars Textrina.
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