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1 Introduction

Studies on craft under colonial rule initially sought to define the extent, nature of
‘deindustrialization’, where the rise of the textile industry in Britain and later in India was
seen as cause of large scale displacement of handloom workers unable to compete with cheap
products manufactured in the mills, forcing many of them to subsist on agricultural labor-
global developments outside having a negative impact on the small producer. Although there
was decline in artisanal work at different times and different regions since 1800, economic
historians after 1960s, held that considerable number of artisans persisted with their work and
made a contribution to economic development. However, they did not contest the binary of a

dynamic modern industry and a stagnating ‘traditional’ industry.

Since mid-1980s, studies began to focus on structures of production, distribution,
consumption and how these were transformed as artisans reorganized production in the
context of changing markets as well as the diverse experiences of artisans. Roy and Haynes
argued that studies must focus on specific local experiences to see how artisans responded to
a changing economy and that there were many trajectories of artisanal experiences not only
across states but also within a state, critiquing the use categories which homogenize artisan
experiences. A significant study suggests that the construction of craft difference involved a
series of interventions in late 19th and early 20th centuries- by varied actors including
government officials, local and provincial bodies, missionaries, artisans, nationalists,
reformers, industrialists-informing the category of craft as opposed to modern industry. The
idea of craft difference had little impact on artisanal strategies or choices as they struggled to
meet the challenges of new technologies and markets. Mahatma Gandhi, through his khadi
campaigns, turned craft difference as national mobilization as well as bringing it (khadi) into

the public stage.

Economic ideas in nationalist politics had identified the status of crafts- declining crafts as a
metaphor for the state of the national body with Naoroji, Ranade RC Dutt, etc highlighting
the role of the colonial state in this decline. Studies also looked at knowledge construction
and power since artisanal design and technologies in India are located within kin and caste

networks and have known to have kept this knowledge to themselves. A Guijarati journal in



1876 carried an article pointing to the artisans’ fear of competition. However, studies suggest
that in the late 19th century, Gujarati block printers who catered to South East Asian markets,
did keep paper copies of some of their designs for merchants but they remained personal

documents.

The colonial state played a predominant role in collecting, codifying and creating ‘public
knowledge’ through two types of documentation-gazetteers, monographs and secondly,
design publications and exhibits about crafts. However, women’s work in artisanal
production processes was ignored, influnced by the discourse on domesticity that
predominated. Varied interests presented and controlled public information on crafts through
surveys, exhibitions, articles, Studies point to craft as a key trope in the reconfiguration of
labour and capital in the world economy as British attempted to make India productive in
imperial terms. The linking of culture and economics made crafts the centre of debates on
India and its future and on tradition, heritage, progress and the market- what elements would

constitute a national, economic and cultural modernity.

A wide range of actors involved in craft included English design reformers, government art
institutions, nationalist organizations, economic nationalists, technical experts, private
entrepreneurs, industrial reformers, shop owners with their own agendas, even as the crafts
offered the Indian elites a way of negotiating their interest with both the state and poorer
sections. Scholars stressed the need to look the diversity in crafts, local experiences of
artisans in a changing context and differentiation among artisans, movements across castes-
such as Khatri caste dyers in 1908 extending their work into silk, cotton weaving, etc can be
seen from the gazetteers themselves. Studies have suggested that communities/castes
determined innovation in their craft according to its own assessment of control, the impact on

existing division of labor and household resources.

Even as craft was linked with national debates on the present and past, varied interventions in
craft carried a local history. Gujarat, for example, at the time combined industrial growth
with vibrant traditional artisanal production and had witnessed a unique engagement on craft
since 1850s and Gujarati elites drawing their political activism from Indian leadership in
industry. Craft became an area of negotiation on the nature of modernization. Gujarati
journals, including women’s journals of 1870-1890s focused on not only the need for a public

debate but also for individual interventions in practice so as to ‘increase the production of



native goods.” Varied definitions in practice emerged in western India. JJ School of Arts in
Bombay set up in 1857 and up to 1990s, stressed on crafts which had historical roots in the
western region. The Clifford Commission set up by the colonial government in 1903 called
for a wider definition and suggested that industrial schools take up crafts to give employment
to larger sections of the people- crafts being defined as small scale, un-mechanized, hand
labor outside formal industrial production.

The Census of 1961, redefined crafts and artisanal labor with its Gujarat census selected
thirty one local crafts from 103 centers and included wares from small industries- utilitarian
as well as artistic objects made by hand by hereditary households. Women’s work was almost
outside these definitions, their work being perceived as part of domestic and hence invisible.
The definitions encompass artistic goods, hand labor, traditional processes in a ratio of capital
to labor- each carrying different notions of Indian society and economy and with its own
politics. While these definitions played a role in structuring interventions in crafts, large
sections of artisans were not influenced by these in artisanal choices or strategies and
struggled with the challenges posed by the changing market and new technologies, since
artisans themselves were outside these debates. Industrial schools and technological support,
including state support, suggested that change was to be initiated by interests other than the
artisans themselves even as the artisans themselves carried the responsibility of facing the

changing market structures.

The public significance to crafts was given by Mahatma Gandhi’s khadi campaigns from the
1920s (khadi was not only cloth, it was ‘an idea”) which was linked with his vision of village
reconstruction movement to revitalize rural communities, a cultural alternative to the
industrial west, while it also served as a tool to subvert British rule and colonial economic
domination. In the post-independence period, institutional interventions built on these ideas
and became part of development agendas, with handicraft boards being set up at state and
national levels, with individual experts and designers heading the same. Artisans themselves
remained outside this process, having individual autonomy only within institutions such as
co-operatives which attempted to face market challenges. The Calico Museum of Textiles,
inaugurated by Jawaharlal Nehru and set up in Ahmedabad in 1949 by the Sarabhai family
and the All India Handicrafts Board set up in 1952 and the National Handicrafts and
Handlooms Museum in 1956 were the early development initiates in craft in independent

India, as part of the ‘nation building’ agenda with a focus on design development and



marketing. Not all government initiatives worked owing to the contradiction between craft
revival and the larger policy emphasis on industrialization, manufacturing in particular,
leading to marginalization of artisans. While outlets such as Gujarat State Handicrafts and
Handlooms Corporation (GSH&HDC, also known by the barnd name Garvi Gujari) opened
in different parts of the country, with government control of sale and costs of textile products,
artisans often found it more profitable to sell the raw cotton than the marketable products.
Regional skills, products, from and of specific villages and communities found a place in
urban settings, taking on a pan-Indian, be-Indian, buy Indian form promoted by government
agencies in 1950s and 1960s, the Nehruvian modernity combining with aspects of Gandhian
philosophy- part of the national mood and ethos. However, government outlets such as
KVIC, among the world’s largest retail chain- brought along with it a bureaucracy with its
red tape and stagnation, along with controls on sale and price of textile products, making it
more profitable to sell raw cotton rather than a marketable product..

On the other hand, this also paved the way in 1970s and 1980s for NGOs, designers and
companies to enter the field and from the 1970s, the focus was ‘cthnic’, ‘tradition’.
‘authentic’ which also brought the buyer closer to the producer through village visits and
stories, images of the ‘ethnic other’, a kind of tourist-crafts person relationship. The ‘ethnic’
also becomes a part of the fashion market, with the concept of ‘fashion’ entering the minds of
artisans. Studies have termed this is as being similar to the ‘indigenous- colonial’ relationship
as well as the need for the Indian middle classes and elite for identity and hence ‘ethnic’
remains crucial for marketing and branding. Globally recognized retail chains-selling
handloom textiles and textile based garments and International festivals of India highlighted
‘India’s relevance to specific global cultural strengths’ Craft Fairs since late 1990s have been
discussed to reflect on the meaning of ‘exposition, preservation, promotion and development

of traditional crafts’ nationally.

Studies have looked into the 20th century understanding of traditional crafts and in that
context cited the works of Ananda Coomaraswamy, Stella Kramrisch, Soetsu Yanagi for their
notion of crafts as an aspect of tradition and how these have shaped present understanding of
traditional craftsperson. According to Kawlra, all three used religious principles in explaining
the continued existence of crafts in India and Japan. They were nostalgic about the handicraft
mode of production that had perished in the west, and sought to promote the idea of the

traditional craftsman (along the lines of the medieval guilds) as an exemplary alternative to



the industrial factory hand. Their idealism opposed the growing moral and material
degradation of the Occident and therefore encouraged pride in a national culture re-classified
on the basis of an overall unity of principles or oriental philosophy and wisdom.

Coomaraswamy projected arts and hence tradition as a synthesis of cultures- Buddhist,
Hindu, medieval Christian, Islamic- whose conceptions of truth were basically similar even if
expressed differently. Kramisch sought to understand Indian art and craft through its literary
traditions of myth and philosophy-where the craftsman is a practitioner of tradition, one who
is a link between the divine principle and the worshipper or patron. However, in later years of
their lives, all three sought refuge in the modern institution of the Museum rather than the
Indian, traditional, unknown craftsman they sought to understand. To locate craft within a
tradition/modern clash meant that both concepts were viewed as static. The study stressed the
need to look at the changing situation of craftsmen and the emerging role of the designer.

Studies on craft communities are varied and those focusing on household based cloth
production, covers a wide range of ethnic groups whose weaving patterns, styles and motifs
reflect their caste and identity. In Manipur, for example, Meitei surnames were classified
according to specific weaves and dyes produced with the types of cloth used in sacred rituals
assigned 31 surnames. These were not hierarchical divisions but had more to do with
addressing the issue of overlap of tasks and patterns. These have now changed and women
now weave any type of cloth. Vijay Ramaswamy’s pioneering study ‘Textiles and Weavers in
Medieval South India’ (OUP, 1985)focusing on socio-economic world of weaving
communities, using oral and folk narratives, critiqued the sole reliance on ‘uninformed’
colonial records as historical sources and that traditional modes of textile history writing

touched the lives of weavers only peripherally.

Historical studies have also sought to look at the social world of artisans, the gendered
production processes in artisanal households, highlighting patterns in the interactions
between women of craft castes, their families, communities and the state. They examine the
role of caste councils /assemblies impacting the day to day lives of artisans and the nature of
power play between the community and the state. Other studies have sought to examine the
conceptualization of ‘community’ through study of ‘traditional craft industry’ using
ethnographic data and argue that varied models of community ignore individual agency as

well as the tension within a group of people termed as ‘craft community’ bound together by



locality, kinship, shared occupation, but pursuing their own individual goals in response to

development interventions in particular.

Textile historians, John Irwin, PR Schwatz, curatorial studies- Ruth Barnes, John Guy,
Rosemary Crill- provide some insights into history of Kachchh within wider regional setting
of Gujarat as well as the history of textiles in western and eastern Indian Ocean world and to
Europe, while Eiluned Edwards has studied artisans, textile crafts and production processes
and their historical context. Few studies also focus on the region’s role in larger trade

networks as well as on aspects of cultural anthropology.

Recent studies of the late colonial and nationalist periods have found not just a survival of
craft economies, but also a resurgence of small producer capitalism in the interstices of
colonial constraints and economic underdevelopment. Tirthankar Roy’s study (1999) states
that artisan industry “has not just survived, but shaped the character of industrialization, both
in colonial and post-colonial India.” Douglas Haynes study of Western India and Gujarat of
the cycles of the craft economy over long period charts not the great decline of the textile
economy but a resurgence of small producer manufacture. He makes a case for the rise of
“weaver capitalism” in small manufacturing centres and that the cycles of small producer
capitalism he charts over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries have historical roots in a
wide Indian Ocean and global trade, and that there were versions of the mixed workshop and
family economy embedded in networks of middlemen and sub-contractors in eighteenth-
century Surat and other textile towns of Gujarat. Haynes’s investigation of the industrial
cycles and recent economic development of the textile manufacture of Western India relies

on many local gazetteers, reports, and industrial surveys.

There are no reports on Kachchh but the 1901 and 1911 censuses data on Baroda give some
information on occupational and industrial structures, with the 1911 census providing
detailed occupational statistics about those working in factories and photographs of
individuals from a wide range of caste and occupational groups. These special reports were
commissioned on craft and small-scale industry in Gujarat for the 1961 census. This arose out
of a study of household industry as a part of India’s first Five-Year Plan. Kachchh’s
industries were given more detailed coverage in The Gazetteer of India: Gujarat State Kutch
District (1971).



The Census Reports and the Gazetteer provide data and information on the handicrafts and
small scale industries in Kachchh and other parts of Gujarat over parts of the twentieth
century, but more fundamentally, they give an idea of the government’s attitude towards this
kind of manufacture and its artisan groups. The continued significant place of the craft
industries in face of large-scale factory development connects with Haynes’s analysis of the
textile industry across western India. Haynes’ study points to the significance of oral
testimonies, about artisans’ perceptions of their skills and training, its transmission across
generations, and how craft and small producers of Kachchh relate to the new globalised
world and craft production.

These are some of the debates and sources that our study draws on in some way or the other.
Our study ” Craft traditions, local natural resources and changing market: Study of two craft
communities, the Lohar metal bell makers and Khatri Ajrakh Block printers in Kachch
(Kutch), Gujarat”, focusing on the following: (a) how changes in the market impact a
complex space, contestation as well as co-operation among craft communities, assertion of
identities, gender roles and (b) environmental challenges facing craft communities in terms of
accessing and sustaining local natural resources used in the production processes. The
coverage included the Khatri (Muslim) Ajrakh Block Printers in Dhamadka and Ajrakhpur

villages and Lohar (Muslim) Metal bell makers in Zura and Nirona villages in Kachchh.

The study addressed specific research questions including:

. History of the craft community and memories of their own history

. What were the local natural resources used traditionally for craft production and how
they were acquired

. What was the traditional form of exchange, did they have a settled clientele and if so,

who were these communities

. What were the symbolic meanings underlying their craft designs and are these
changing

. What role did different members of craft household, women in particular, play in craft
production

. What are the environmental challenges for management of local natural resources for

use in the production processes of the crafts



. Are new technologies used to harvest, conserve, treat and recycle water so as to make
craft environmentally sustainable
. Are any part of the raw material used acquired/purchased from an institution (state,

non-state, community based)

. What are the challenges of a changing market and what are the channels of marketing
. Are craft communities part of the discourse on fair trade
. What is the value attached within the household to women’s work input in craft

production and what are the changing roles of women in the household.

Using an interdisciplinary approach, data collection included historical sources, including the
ethnographic, oral testimonies, focus group discussions, field observation of phase of
production, interviews with a range of development actors, institutions, and more

significantly, the artisans themselves, women and men.



2 Kachchh: Diverse Communities and Crafts

Kachchh, also called Kutch, is the largest district in India, extends over an area of 45, 612 km
located in an arid ecological zone with low rainfall, large tracts of uncultivable land, saline
deserts-the Ranns. “Historically the Rann and its environs were outside the jurisdiction of
either Kutch or Sindh.

Pakistan

j?' S -

'E? India i\?\)“

v’

Great Rann

nuna .
Arabian Sea

Little Rann

Guf of Kachchh

Saurashtra Region

Figure 1. Kachchh district, Gujarat, India

The British characterized it as lawless and claimed it was peopled with tribes of bandits,
nomadic herdsmen, "huntsmen™ and other outcastes. Living precariously along the Rann's
fringes they were blamed for stealing or destroying British property and assisting invading
armies in crossing the Rann. Certainly before the Rann divided nation states it served as a
sort of liminal byway—crossed by traders, shepherds, and migrants of various descriptions.
Some landed in Banni—a region along the northern fringes of Kutch and surrounded on three
sides by the Rann. During the summer monsoon Banni could be cut off from the surrounding
area until the waters receded and the mud dried. The area offered rich grasslands as well
relative seclusion. Encouraged by a Kutchi Rao (king) anxious to settle his troublesome

frontier, Banni was gifted to various Muslim clans to practice herding in. Known as Maldhari



(herders) they eventually settled and built the villages that continue to exist today. Other
immigrants to Banni include the Meghawal—Ilow caste Hindu leatherworkers who developed
close productive ties to the Maldhari. More recent immigrants include the Sodhas, Hindus
who fled Pakistan following the 1971 war as well as a variety of other migrants: security
personnel, factory workers, tourists and tour guides, textile dealers, students, and designers

who stay for varying periods.”

With its fragile desert economy with low levels of productivity, Kachchh is earthquake,
drought and cyclone prone. Kachchh literally means something which intermittently becomes
wet and dry, a large part of it known as Rann of Kachchh- a shallow wetland that submerges
in water during rainy season and becomes dry during other seasons. The same word is also
used in languages of Sanskrit origin for a tortoise and garments to be worn while having a
bath. Located in a border region- adjoining Sind and Karachi in neighboring Pakistan, the
unique feature of Kachchh is its composition, a mosaic of several religions, sects, ethnic
groups and castes-the diverse communities having historical linkages with different regions
and cultures (Afghanistan, Pakistan, Central and West Asia, northern India, northern and east
Africa)®>. The syncretic traditions and shared spaces of worship, mainly Sufi traditions,
combined with forms of Goddess worship convey an inclusive religiosity while its multiple
identities- caste, sub- caste, religion and other forms of identities finds expression as a self-
esteem- expressed in the Kachchhi word- Khamir (instrinsic pride) and Kachchhiyat, the
sense of the larger community- where lives and livelihoods are inter-linked in an uncertain
environment and scarce natural resources-an area prone to earthquakes, droughts, cyclones.
Artisans interviewed maintain that “Kachchh has a peaceful soul” or “in Kachchh, we are a

people of mohabbat- love”.

! Michele A. Hardy (2012) Embroidered Relations in Kutch: Women, Stitching and the Third Space Textile
Society of America Symposium Proceedings Textile Society of America, 9-1-2012 University of Calgary,
University of Nebraska - Lincoln DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln

2 Hindu, Buddhist, Jain, Islamic influences have been a dominant feature of the history of Kachchh.. The main
communities of Kachchh, apart from their many sub castes, are the pastoral and nomadic- Sodhas, Meghwars,
Rabaris, Muthwas and several Rabari subdivisions, communities for whom embroidery in intrinsic part of
their lives- 24 Muslim groups including Jatts who are in turn subdivided into 17 clans. Craft communities
include Wankars (weavers), Khatris (block printers), Kumbhar (potters), Sonis (gold and silver smiths),
Chudgars (bracelet makers), Salat (stone workers), Ods (labourers), Meghwals (leather workers), Kansaras
(copper smiths), Lohars (black smiths), Wadas(lacquer workers), Vanjas (silk and mashru weavers), Suthars
(carpenters) while Bhata and Charans are bards and genealogists.
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2.1 Craft Communities

The diverse communities are also craft communities in some form or the other- giving
Kachchh its unique history. With a rich craft heritage, each community having its distinct
design and style, crafts are used in day to day life and for local use. Craft is also the common
link between communities. Communities produced for and purchased from each other. Craft
produced and exchanged, informed each other’s community identity and even gender roles.
For example, the Khatri (Muslim)3.Ajrakh? (a form of block printed cloth using natural dyes)
block printers traditionally printed cloth for men of pastoral communities- Maldharis- and for
women of these communities, they printed cloth that symbolized women’s social and marital
status. Their traditional customers were Maldharis (pastoral) Muslim clans including Mutva,
Jat, Node herders from Banni grasslands and Hindu herders, camel breeders-the Rabaris and
also the royal court. The Lohar caste (Muslim) copper bell makers who came to Kachchh
from Sind in Pakistan, for example, make these metal bells for the livestock of pastoral
communities (Hindu and Muslim)- their bells adorning the necks of cattle, camel, sheep, goat
which graze in Kachchh’s arid plains, with each bell signifying the status of the animal within
the herd. Each bell has a separate sound, enabling the herder to identify each animal in the

herd as well as the location of their grazing.

Lacking a script (Kutchi is a spoken language), almost all local knowledge and history is oral
and being lost. Craft is thus the expression of the “written language” in which they as a
community express themselves Craft forms the basis of cultural mobility and cultural
exchange between communities, where design, art, labor, craft are integrated as part of the
local social system. As a study put it, “ethnic groups do not have this differentiation between
craft and art. Moreover they consider their work as a craft related to the aesthetic expression
of their respective society according to order and necessity. It is the aesthetic of life in
culture, which represents the personality of people in certain surroundings with social
context. With the more or less skillful craft of an individual, it is the conscious expression of
the life of a group represented in colors, graphic pattern or plastic forms, delegated more and

more to skilful specialists, who have to carry out the social desire as well as the common

® Khatri-A hereditary caste involved in dyeing and printing, with a bifurcation- (Muslim —Sufi and
Hindu).within the lineage of the community

* Ajrakh: Persian-Arabic word meaning blue, an ancient craft form using a traditional process of mordant
dyeing with natural dyes .
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feeling, belief, and dignity with respect to the material from nature, their interacting living
space™. Ajrakh block printing is a three thousand year old craft practiced by Khatri printers
using a traditional process of mordant dyeing with natural dyes. A time consuming and
difficult process, Ajrakh block printing depends on natural resources and the production
process involves use of over fifty plants including spices and fruit and also minerals, these
include indigo, madder, tamarind seed, alum, jaggery, myrobalam, wood powder, cow dung,
gum, etc. High quality mineral free water is the key to quality block-printing.

HANDICRAFT SITES IN KACHCHH
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Figure 2: Distribution of various handicrafts across Kachchh district

Livelihood systems linked with handicrafts and embroidery in particular by women, inform
the social, economic, political lives of the people, inter-relationships between communities
and the manner in which people relate to nature and scarce natural resources. Textiles remain
the backbone of Kachchh’s fragile desert economy where regular droughts have made
farming an unreliable livelihood source and with grazing lands destroyed, many communities

seek other forms of livelihood. The rich and colorful embroideries of women signify and give

® Schawlbe, Lydia Icke (2001) The art of craft for social and cultural identity in ethnic groups in India, paper
presented at the ICME sessions, ICOM Triennial Conference, Barcelona, 2-4 July, 2001
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color to rural lives in Kachchh®. Every piece tells a story, a different one, of inter-weaving of
livelihoods and lives. Changes in environment lead to newer interpretations. Women’s
embroidery is linked with ceremonies such as marriages, apart from its day to day use, is

recognized as wealth and having value.
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Figure 3: Distribution of various types of textile-related crafts in Kachchh

For women of the pastoral Rabari communities, embroidery was, “a social obligation, an
exchange of wealth during marriage, and equally a material expression of culture...cach
stitch, pattern, motif signify how they were made, when they were worn and how each
group’s handiwork differed from the other. The motifs of camel, royal fans and elephants

point to their origins as camel herders among royalty just as scorpions, acacia and women

® According to KHAMIR, Craft Resource Centre, Kachchh, there are 18 forms of embroideries, each
representing Kachchh’s diverse cultures, communities and unique landscapes. Color and craftsmanship are not
limited to Kachchh’s embroideries, there are over twenty other textile and non textile crafts which is the
artisan’s primary source of livelihood. These include Arakh block printing, leather craft, lac turned wood,
metal bell, pottery, silver jewellery, handloom weaving.
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carrying water emphasized the harsh reality of life in the desert.”’

Women’s embroidery used
in daily wear communicates status, personality, identity, and differences in style signify
community identity, sub community, status within community, the movement of the

community and have evolved over time.

Women from different religious communities share colour, fabric, motif, techniques. For
example, the upper caste Sodha Rajput farmers (they were herders before moving to Kachchh
during partition of India and Pakistan and after the 1971 India- Pakistan war.) using non-
figurative designs on interacting with women of neighboring Muslim pastoral communities.
Khatri women’s bandhini (tie and dye) use flattened silver thread from Mochi (shoe makers),
Meghwal (low caste) communities- both formerly ‘untouchable’ communities. Transnational
(Mughal, Chinese) influence are also seen in Mochi community women’s embroidery (style

and motifs of flowers) on leather jutis (shoes) and ari (hook) used for the chain stitch on silk.

“In Kutch, the desert district of Gujarat, people don't often have to inquire about identity.
Dress proclaims it all. In this virtual cultural island, distinct traditions have been maintained
remarkably over generations. In traditional South Asian society, a person first belongs to a
region, then to a caste, a family, and finally exists as an individual. In Kutch, people read the
cut and colour of garments, and especially the printed or embroidered embellishment, to
identify the wearer's caste and, within that, his or her age and marital status, and sometimes

even more. The stitches, colours, motifs and patterns of an embroidery styles thus eloquently

" Frater, Judy (1996) Threads of identity, Embroidery and Adornment of Nomadic Rabaris, Mapin Books
(Ahmedabad, Gujarat) in association with Timeless Books (New Delhi), 1996
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express this cultural identity. Embroidery is more than simply technique. It is a historical
document and a social marker.”® Other studies of women’s embroidery in Kachchh have
challenged notions of embroidery as emblematic in favor of embroidery as an enunciation—
made and given meaning in response to a political landscape that includes local rivals, global
competitors, Islamic ideals and pastoral-seeking tourists, amongst others.’
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Figure 4: Distribution of various non-textile crafts in Kachchh

2.2 Earthquake of 2001 and Livelihood Restoration

Since the 1970s, following a series of successive droughts, efforts were made by the state,
civil society organizations and individuals to promote handicrafts as an alternative livelihood

option. By 1990s, crafts from Kachchh came to be identified as “authentic Indian tradition”

& Nina Sabnani, Judy Frater, Art as Identity: Social mobility through traditional textiles in Kutch, Industrial
Design Centre, IIT Bombay, Powai, Mumbai, India; Kala Raksha Trust, Bhuj, India

° Michele A. Hardy (2012) Embroidered Relations in Kutch: Women, Stitching and the Third Space. Textile
Society of America Symposium Proceedings, 9-1-2012 University of Calgary, University of Nebraska -
Lincoln DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska — Lincoln.
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among its upper middle class and elite customers, both nationally and internationally .For
many of the civil society organizations working among craft communities, the attempt was to
create a unique blend of livelihood which though steeped in tradition, was ready to look at

new opportunities.

The devastating earthquake (2001) led to massive destruction of craft livelihoods, lives, work
sheds, tools, local market. Increasing industrialization of the coast, a buoyant national
economy and increased access to information posed not only environmental, political and
market challenges but also threatened cultural identities including what was considered as
Kachchh’s Khamir (intrinsic pride) and Kachchhiyat (sense of the large community). Post
2001 earthquake also saw a spurt in the range of interventions by non state organizations,
individuals, professionals (local, national, bilateral, multilateral) and a break down of local
governance structures and institutions. With relocation orders given to entire villages by the
Gujarat state government, rebuilding lives and livelihoods in effect meant spatial and social

relocation, creation of new social spaces and borders.

The process of relocation and restoration of livelihoods involved varied actors and
conversations. It was also a complex process. Sometimes a craft community would take its
own decisions. As the river had dried up at Dhamadka and the iron content in the river water
was high and having lost a third of its community in the earthquake, the Khatri (Muslim)
Ajrakh block printers searched for land with access to ground water and negotiated the
purchase of land from Ahir (Hindu) caste farmers. According to Ismailbhai Khatri, ‘we told
them about our cultural practices, that we are meat eaters, etc. The Ahir landowners in turn
told us that they know that Khatri Ajrakh Block printers are a peaceful community”. Payment
for land purchased was made through community contributions and a loan from an
international agency - Maiwa, Canada, a loan which was paid back in a year. The land was
purchased collectively and then parcelled out to household units of Ajrakh printers, with
individual land titles. Thus Ajrakhpur village was set up. An informal organization of Ajrakh
printers mediated this process. The resettlement in a new location was also supported by
different religious organizations such as Jamaat e Hind and Vivekanand Society who built

houses for artisans through Kachchh Nav Nirman Abhiyan'®. Abhiyan had initiated

19 Abhhiyan, a platform of civil society orgnizations set up post 2001 earthquake, promoted a cell for
rehabilitation of artisans. Surveys were conducted across Kutch, short term (providing work sheds) and long
term strategies for design, marketing, etc were worked out It was in this context that the Kutch Mahila Vikas
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interventions and processes for relief, rehabilitation and restoring livelihoods post earthquake.
Assessments were made and surveys conducted. Abhiyan entered into tripartite negotiations
(state government, industry and artisans) for building work sheds for the 115 households of
Khatri Ajrakh block printers who were identified through the survey, with the state
government making a 75% contribution (payment of Rs.50,000/ per artisan unit by state
government and 25% by Abhiyan) and land purchased with support from Nehru Foundation
for Development (Sarabhais), as part of the contribution of the Confederation of Indian

Industries.

On the other hand, a women’s organization, the Kutch Mahila Vikas Sangathan (KMVS)
which had since 1990s, along with four other civil society organizations facilitated the setting
up of producer groups- women embroiders- and set up a common facility, QASAB", then
facilitated the setting up of a handicraft cell within Abhiyan network. Abhiyan also set up
SETU (Bridge), area level institutions for building data bases- thereby signifying the shift
from rehabilitation to development. K- Link (initially supported by UNDP) was set up as a
database unit within Abhiyan and linking the SETUs in the different regions of Kachchh. The
KMVS also initiated the setting up of a common resource centre in 2004 — Khamir- Craft
Resource Centre (CRC), * initially a cross- sector collaboration between artisans supported
by Abhiyan, industry, state government but has now evolved into a platform for artisans. The
aim was to make craft revival ‘participatory, self driven and ensure that ownership of

activities remained with the artisans.’, according to Pankaj Shah (Craft Resource Centre).

Sangathan(KMVYS), a grassroots based women’s organization, sponsored the setting up of the Common
Resource Centre in 2003 which is now Khamir - Craft Resource Centre (CRC).

1 QASAB (craft skill) is a collective enterprise of 1200 rural craftswomen women from 10 ethnic communities
of 42 villages in Kachchh, initiating a dialogue with community elders on recreating some of their designs for
modern retail market.

12 Khamir Craft Resource Centre (CRC) Bhuj was set up in 2003 to “integrate regional and external resouirces
to revitalize and reposition craft for the region’s 60, 000 artisan households.In the drought prone region, craft
is a way of life, a creative and key to sustainable livelihoods. In every home you will find a glimpse of the
region’s vibrant heritage-rich craft, music traditions and unique ecology as they are a source of local strength,
identity, pride. Each is an integral part of the local culture and landscape. Appropriately, Khamir means
‘intrinsic pride’ in Kachchhi.
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2.3 Changing Market and Varied Conversations

A state institution, the Gujarat State Handicrafts and Handloom Development Corporation set
up in 1970s following continuous drought in Kachchh. Its support to artisans did lead to
Ajrakh block printers being introduced to new designs and product range while maintaining
their traditional designs (1973-1981). It provided an impetus to artisans to sell their
traditional crafts, using local natural resources. However, since 1990s, GSH&HDC was
steeped in corruption, with much of the artisans’ products being rejected, leading to losses for
artisans. The National Institute of Design (NID) was also set up in Ahmedabad (Gujarat), its
staff and students from urban, elite sections, its inputs to textile based artisans led to the
production of bed sheets and soft furnishings and a range of fabrics. The artisans were also
introduced to exhibitions and practical demonstrations at events and at craft museums. It
exposed printers to international customers. It was no longer tourists who visited Kachchh but
individual customers, textile designers, even academicians- mainly international with whom

more long term relations were forged by the artisans and varied institutions.

The changing market held many challenges. Crafts in Kachchh were traditionally integrated
into the local social system. Design was integral to craft and the artisan was the designer,
producer, and marketer. Artisans knew who used the product, for what need and innovations
did take place but were slow or evolved- use of a new cloth, color, fiber, etc. The user also
interacted directly with the producer. A new consciousness was needed for the changing
market- urban, individual, globalized. The basis for innovations changed — markets were no
longer local and products were not for day to day use or the basis for cultural exchange
between communities leading to strong bond between communities. Innovations needed to be
fast and according to Judy Frater founder of Kala Raksha®, this implied a shift from
variations in patterns to change in the pattern itself. A division took place between art, labour
rooted in cultural identity and with the emergence of designers (trained) who have knowledge
of what sells, artisans having the skills, a hierarchy was built, leading to low social status of

craft. Although artisans now had to follow design briefs- with the shift from community to the

3 Designer craftsmen/women also began to emerge and organizations such as Kalaraksha, an NGO, began to
organize design schools for artisan-Kalaraksha Vidyalaya- so that artisans can move from cultural expression
(craft) to articulation (education, design principles, knowledge of market).
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individual- for the individual artisan, it also raised possibilities of creating something new
while following their own sensibilities and sense of aesthetics

The changing market for crafts led to varied conversations and response from the craft
communities who also sought a solution from within the community. A telling incident
witnessed by the author during field visit to a workshed of Khatri Ajrakh block printers near
Dhamadka village was their effort to meet an order of a hundred sarees by Fab India, an
upmarket boutique/chain of shops. To print sarees meant for urban elite women in India who
prefer small borders, was a difficult task since Ajrakh designs and motifs are more spread
out. After many efforts and many pieces being discarded, the Ajrakh printers commented, ”
Why cannot they like our designs, it is beautiful, age old and carry meanings.” According to
Ismail Khatri, the Ajrakh block printers face difficult challenges. Purchasers — international-
‘need to understand how we make our products. There is no continuous production, we have
the consider the season which affect the dyes (rain, humidity, etc).Foreigners want more even
colors. However, to find a solution, we have gone back to our antique designs. Craft season
and culture needs to be understood. We now know of craft practices in other regions,
environmental practices, about pricing. We began to transform into artisan entrepreneurs.
Accompanying his father, Muhammad Siddique, after school or on holidays, Ismail recalled
how he learnt about the stages of production, about sale, what customers need, and most of

all, he recalls how his father would speak about the ‘taste of color’, similar to tasting food.

Even as the demand for Ajrakh prints increased- a growing national and international market-
this also led to other levels of inter- community relations. According to Ismailbhai Khatri, “
We began to employ other community workers- Harijans ** and Darbars (an upper caste) in
our printing work, but we did not share the secrets of our traditional designs.” In this market
driven environment, the Khatri Ajrakh block printers have not forgotten their traditional
customers from different religious communities in Kachchh. “They are not just customers to

us, we hold them in special regard and set aside a small part of our orders for them”*

' Harijan or children of God, a term used by Mahatma Gandhi for “untouchable” castes, widely used term in
Gujarat as opposed to the counter narrative/use of term “dalit or oppressed/ exploited, carrying connotations
of assertions.

15 Quotes are drawn from narratives and interviews that are part of the ongoing study by the author
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Fast paced industrialization of the district of Kachchh -44 industries have come up since 2001
earthquake, taking advantage of tax concessions by the state government and easier mode of
land acquisition by industry since a large part of land in Kachchh is common property
resources. These have led to degradation of scarce local natural resources, forced migration
of village populations/communities, the destruction of livelihood systems- the basis of
cultural, economic interaction between communities and inter- community relations.
However, varied interventions by civil society organizations to strengthen inter-community
relations at the village level have drawn on local tradition- mahajan pratha.- where a
community organization takes care of the entire village and not of a particular community.
However, such local pluralist traditions may not by themselves be able to play a role and
newer spaces for communities to work with each other have emerged, with women playing a
significant role, organized as they are since 1990s into varied collectives- producer groups,
user groups such as paani samiti (water committees), etc. After the initial lack of well
thought out responses, civil society organizations are now focusing on organizing local fairs
and celebrations in which diverse communities participate. A popular community radio
program, newly set up platform for Kachchhi musicians, dancers, poets, the development of
school curriculum —Udaan- for a range of schools-from Madrasas to Gandhian- keep inter-
community dialogue ongoing through its varied levels of civic and collective engagements
and institution building, considered as key to the pluralist elements in the thoughts and
practice of Mahatma Gandhi. At the same time, a growing market-individualized, urban,
global- for varied crafts and the setting up of ‘craft parks’ by industry in the name of
corporate social responsibility and through land acquisition, throw up newer challenges to a
society where craft is the basis for cultural exchange and mobility and the pluralist traditions

underlying inter- community relations.

The significant point that the study attempts is to analyse the ways that craft communities
respond to external stress. The study delineates the links and relationships between
communities which are socially embedded. Each change and response to change is hence
relational and embedded in the communities themselves. The above provides the context in
which we locate our case studies of Khatri (Muslim) Ajrakh Block Printers and Lohar
(Muslim) Metal Bell Makers in Kachchh.
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3 Khatri Ajrakh (Muslim) Block Printers

3.1 Histories

“The craft traditions of Kachchh live at the intersection of cultures and communities. Once a
destination by land and sea for people from Africa, the Middle East, and the Swat Valley,
Kachchh has a rich tradition of sea trade from Mandvi and a global connection. A river
system was shared between Kachchh, Sindh and Rajasthan. As a border state, Kachchh
constantly absorbed cultures from the north, west, and east. Kachchhi motifs can be traced to
the ancient Harappan civilization, yet craft is developing and growing with the innovative and
entrepreneurial drive of spirited artists.The arid climate has pushed communities here to
evolve an ingenious balance of meeting their needs by converting resources into products for
daily living. While embroidery has become a craft synonymous with Kachchh, other textile
crafts and hard materials crafts give this land color and identity. Craft is inextricable from the

numerous communities, connected by trade, agriculture and pastoralism in Kachchh”.°

Cotton fragments found at Fustat in Egypt is cited as the earliest Indian printed cloth linked
with Ajrakh printed in Dhamadka in Kachchh, Gujarat. Archaeological findings too from
Mohenjo Daro (Pakistan) suggests that mordant dyeing could go back to the second century
BC and the use of printing blocks in India to third century BC. As part of the Indus Valley,
Dholavira, a Harappan site in north east of Kachchh itself highlights the existence of a settled
society with a sophisticated material culture from 3000 BC onwards... Contemporary
patterns reflect a plethora of influences, the social upheaval that followed independence in
1947, state interventions, tourism and inevitably, industrialization and the impact of new

technologies. *

According to Noorjehan Bilgrami, “from 2500 — 1500 BC (4, 500 years ago), Indus Valley
Civilization blossomed on the banks of the River Indus. The Sumerian and Mesopotamian

Civilizations were connected both by sea and land. A common repertoire of motifs and

16 pankaj Shah, KHAMIR-Craft Resource Centre, Bhuj
7 Eiluned Edwards (2005): Contemporary Production and Transmission of Resist Dyed and Block printed
Textiles in Kachchh District, Textile, vol. 3, Issue 2, pp 116-139, Berg Printed, UK.
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patterns connect the present to the earlier civilizations dating centuries back. The celebrated
statue of the King Priest discovered at Mohenjodaro has a trefoil motif on the draped shawl.
It is believed that the shawl is ajrak, a traditional textile. The same trefoil was found on the
Hathor cow and on the bodies of Sumerian bulls in Mesopotamia. The trefoil is composed of
three sun-disks fused together to represent the unity of the Gods of Sun, Water and Earth.

One of the greatest accomplishments of the subcontinent was the development of the
technology of dyeing and printing of cloth. This is evident from the discovery of a dyer’s
workshop at Mohenjodaro. Indigoferra Tinctoria, the most fabled, ancient plant for the indigo
dye also grew in abundance on the banks of River Indus. Historically, Sindh has been trade-
oriented and receptive to external influences. Over a period of time, The craftsmen developed
printing techniques from simple printing on one side, to the rich two sided resist — printed

cloth, the ajrak.

There are some spectacular burial sites in Sindh. The Chawkandi and Makli tombs, are like a
conglomeration of gold-jeweled sculptures in the stark desert. Intricately carved to a depth of
three layers the patterns are reminiscent of Buddhist, Hindu and Central Asian influences.
These incredible carvings that are timeless, illustrate the similarity of motifs in the design

repertoire of other traditional crafts of Sindh.

The people of Sindh have a deep reverence for ajrak. From birth to marriage, until death,
ajrak celebrates all significant events of the life cycle. This cloth has many different usages in
everyday life. It is worn as a turban, a shawl, spread as a bed-sheet or tablecloth and when
worn out, it is recycled as a hammock for a baby, cover for a bullock cart and most
commonly used as a backing to patchwork quilts. It is used and reused till threadbare. Ajrak
is a cloth worn by different income groups, from the wealthy to the poor. The colors, patterns
and design-format remain the same, only the quality of the fabric is different. Knowledge is
handed through generations. It is not recorded but learnt through experience and an inner

intuition. I will quote from ‘The Sufi’ by Laleh Bakhtiar to illustrate my point:

“God spread the scrolls
upon the heavens, until

man learns to read them
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once he can read them
he can roll up the

scrolls and put them away”

Nature plays an important role in the making of ajrak. The craftsmen work in total harmony
with their environment, where the sun, river, animals, trees and mud are all part of its
making. Cloth is torn into sheets and taken to the river to be washed. The damp cloth is then
coiled and placed on top of a copper vat and the bundle covered with a quilt to prevent the
steam from escaping.This vat is heated by a log fire, through the night and the next day. The
steam opens the pores of the cloth and makes it soft so that the impurities can be easily
cleansed. This process is called Khumbh.

In the next stage, called the Saaj, the fabric is soaked in a mixture of camel dung, seed oil and
water. The dung enables the cloth to become softer and acts as a bleaching agent. This stage
is very crucial in determining the quality of an ajrak. The wet cloth is then tied into an airtight
bundle and kept for 5 -10 days, depending upon the weather. A distinct smell of mango pickle

emanating from the bundle confirms that the fibers have been well soaked with oil.

The cloth is then dried in the sun and it goes through another oil treatment. The oil is curdled
with Carbonate of Soda solution and the cloth is soaked in this mixture to ensure that the
fibers receive maximum oil. After a thorough wash in the river the next day, they are soaked
in a mixture of Sakun made with Galls of Tamarisk, dried lemons, molasses, castor oil and
water. The women usually prepare this mixture at home. Till now the cloth was only given a

base preparation. The wet cloth after drying is then brought to the workshop for printing.

At this point I shall digress a little to talk about the wooden blocks. They are carved from the
Acacia Arabica trees, indigenous to the Sindh region. The repeat pattern, which gives the
design its character, is determined by a grid system. The pattern is first transferred to the
block and then carved with great precision by the block-maker, who uses very simple tools.
The blocks are carved in pairs that can register an exact inverted image on the other side.
Today, there is only one surviving member of a family of block-makers whose forefathers

were skilled in this craft.
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Back to the process: Kiryana, is a resist made with rice paste, Acacia gum and lime. Using
the outline block, the printer dips his block in the paste contained in a small terracotta tray, to
print on both sides of the cloth. The printed pattern remains white.The second is the printing
of the black areas called Kut, a mixture of Ferrous Sulphate, Fuller’s earth, gum and water is
stamped on the cloth with a filler-block. For the next stage, gum is mixed with rice paste,
alum, molasses, fennel, Fuller’s earth and other herbs to form the mud resist-paste, called the
Kharrh which is printed on the areas that are to be protected against indigo dye, that is, the

white, black and the portions that are to become red.

The cloth goes through the first indigo dye, which unfortunately, is now synthetic indigo, as
the usage of natural dyes had been abandoned over 50 years ago. Usually the master-dyer,
known as the Usto himself does the dyeing in the vat. The dyed cloth is then taken to the river
the next morning before sunrise. All the sheets are submerged in the water for at least an
hour. To a rhythmic count, the craftsmen swish and thrash the ajraks in the water for an hour
or more until the gum and the excess dye have been washed off and the white areas become
clear - vicharrh. In a large copper vat the ajraks are dyed with alizarine (no longer in madder
— Rubia Cordifolia). Heated by log fire the craftsman diligently lifts and immerses the cloth

repeatedly for a couple of hours till the desired red color is reached.

On the banks of the river, for tapai, the red ajraks are spread out to partially dry in the sun,
the artisan scoops the water to sprinkle on the cloth. The alternate drying and drenching of
the cloth bleaches the white areas and deepens and matures the other colors. This continues

for a couple of hours before they are washed, dried and then taken to the workshop.

The mud resist mixture is again printed to cover the red areas and immediately sprinkled with
the sifted, dried, cow dung to dry the wet areas, called meena. The thick, mud-encrusted cloth
is folded and slowly lowered in the indigo vat for the second time. The ajraks are dried, rolled
into a bundle and then taken to the river for the final wash. The craftsmen fold the ajraks

while still damp and the weight presses them as they become dry.
The continuity of ajrak has persisted over centuries only because it is an integral part of

Sindhi culture. Its usage is evident at all levels of society and the cloth is held in high esteem

with the utmost respect given to it. | conclude with a quotation from an anonymous author:-
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“What do we perceive of his life,

his secret joys, his anguish?

For there are so many alternative solutions —

but there are also many richness,

the web, faith and penetration of his eyes and hands,

and the joys that are fast disappearing.”

Situated nearby is the shrine of a Sufi saint, Shah Abdul Latif Bhitai....and in his shrine’s
courtyard, his followers have sung his revered verses from night to the early morning, every
day for the last 150 years! | personally feel, a very important strong link of the rhythm of the
Sufi music with the making of ajrak .”*®

Ajrakh cloth used is usually about 2.53 meters long. The predominant colors are a rich
crimson and deep indigo. White and black is also used to give definition to the geometric
patterns. The geometrical designs in the fabric seem to echo the principles of Sufism (Islamic
spiritualism) which was widely followed in Sindh. The geometric patterns which use the
concept of symmetry are symbolic of cosmic processes that extend in all directions. Men use
it as a turban, a kammarbund and also wind it around their shoulders. Women use it as a
dupatta, a chaddar or as a shawl. After the partition of India, the production of Ajrakh was
carried out in Kutch, Rajasthan and Gujarat which were once the easternmost portions of
Sindh. The names and patterns are fairly similar to those found in Sindh. There are no
indications of different traditions developing in terms of patterns used, as the influence of the

Sindhi culture persists in Gujarat and parts of Rajasthan.

Indigo blue, madder red, and a yellow derived from pomegranate rinds characterise the ajrakh
blockprint. The many shades that arise from multiple dips in the dye both hold potential for
infinite combinations. Initially. the ajrakh is scoured, beaten, and mordanted to create a
receptive foundation free of impurities. The cloth is then printed with a sticky mud, mixed
into a paste with mealy wheat and jaggery. The paste forms a resist which gives way to a
gentle tonal patterning. The intricate designs demand great focus and commitment. The

marvel of a two sided ajrak, with the pattern registered and printed once on the front and

'8 Noorjehan Bilgrami (1998) Sindh Jo Ajrakh: cloth from the banks of the river Indus, Orchid Press, Bangkok.
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reversed on the back, is a testament to the precision and capability of the artisans’ creative
spirit.

Archeological evidence suggests that for thousands of years, Ajrakh artisans were located
near the banks of the Indus river. The river provided both a site for washing cloth and the
water needed to grow indigo. With the partition of India and Pakistan in 1947, artisan
communities were tragically separated. Today the craft continues with variations on both
sides of the border.”

According to another study, “Bombay Presidency Gazetteers establish them as weaver’s
community in Gujarat and as skilled dyers in the Kutch region. As you all know that Kutch is
the biggest district of Gujarat and known for his uniqueness in terms of morphology, culture
and historical traditions. Its association with Sindh has made it different from the rest of
Gujarat. The Muslim Khatri community is believed to be migratory population from Sindh
which established itself from 1540 onwards. James Burners in his book ‘History of Kutch”
records the migratory pattern of the Khatri community and attributes this migration to famine
condition of provinces of Sindh during the sixteen the century. The Rao of Kutch supported
this migratory population in the town of Bhuj, Anjar, Mandvi and Mundra and Bhadreswar.
Let us not forget that Kutch has a coast line of 1600 kilometer and a established sea fearing
tradition which help this migratory communities to settle there or move forward towards
Kathiyawar, South Gujarat, in Deccan up to Burhanpur and towards Persian Gulf seaports
along the Red Sea and Somalian Coast. The migration of the Khatri from Sindh started in
1542 and continued till 1600 ADS5. This can be verified from Sindh Gazetteer, Reports and
correspondence etc. which are easily available from the archives of the historian M.H

Panhwar....”%

3.2 Memories of Own History

19 Masters of the Art: The Khatri Blockprinters of Dhamadka and Ajrakhpur, Presentations by Razzaque
Mohammad Khatri and Ismail Mohammed Khatri with Eiluned Edwards, Maiwa Handprints podcast.

2 Dilip Kataria (2012) Khatri community and development of handicrafts in Kutch, Indian Journal of Research,
Pariplex, vol.1, Issue 10.
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The Khatri community whose ancestors printed Ajrakh blocks for centuries, migrated to
Kachchh from Sind at the invitation of the ruler of Kachchh, Rao Bharmalji (1586-1632) and
settled in Dhamadka with its river water, land provided by the Rao and tax exemption for
services to the royal court and local communities. “ We were Hindus in Sind”, according to
Master craftsman, Ismail Muhammad Khatri.** A large section of Khatri Ajrakh printers
converted to Islam under the influence of a Sufi saint, possibly Shah Murad of Bokhara.
Ajrakh, a form of block printing on cloth began as a localized craft. According to Ismail
Khatri’s brother, Abdul Razzaque Khatri, they are the tenth generation of Khatris who came
from Dhado village in Sind. He recalled, “My grandfather said that we were Hindu Khatris-
Brahmakshatriyas and our forefather, Jinda Jiva, traced his ancestry to Lord Rama’s sons,
Lav and Kush. Jinda Jiva converted and took on the name of Abu Bakr, who had four sons,
Jaffar, Tar Mohammed, Arab, Hussain. The Khatris in Dhamadka and Ajrakhpur are
descendants of Jaffar and Tar Mohhamed. The king of Kutch brought us to Kutch, then a
barren, uninhabited land. He brought dyers, printers, potters, embroiderers. We settled in
Dhamadka gradually. Two generations ago, a Pir converted one of my ancestors. Even now

our customs and traditions have Hindu influences.” %

The Khatri community, whose name means “one who fills or changes colours”, printed with
the locally available natural dyes and water from the Dhamadka, the river that gave the
village its name. Traditionally, the artisans used a combination of hand carved Ajrakh blocks
to decorate the clothes for men of Sindhi pastoral communities living in their villages and
surrounding areas. For women of these communities, artisans printed malir cloth that
symbolized social and marital status. The traditional customers were the Maldharis (pastoral)
Muslim clans- Mutva, Jat, Node herders in Banni grasslands in northern Kachchh and Hindu
herders, camel breeders- the Rabaris and the Royal court. Ajrakh printing is unique in that the
Khatri printers practice this ancient craft form following a traditional process of mordant
dyeing with natural dyes. A time consuming and difficult production process involve many
stages of washing, steaming, sun drying, dyeing. A range of natural resources from fruits,
flowers, vegetables, spices, minerals such as tamarind seed, pomegranate, alum, jaggery,
myrobalam, wood powder, camel dung are among the materials used in its production and

madder helped dye the material.

! Interview and conversations by the author with master craftsman, Ismail Khatri in Ajrakhpur.
22 H
Ibid
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The dyeing was originally carried out near a river, with dyers themselves growing indigo.
Pure raw materials were available in the market, whereas molasses are now treated
chemically, affecting the dye. Sipra river of Dhamadka was in flow earlier but now we use
ground water and after the 2001 earthquake, water quality has changed, more iron is found,
affecting the quality of dye. In the 1950s, it was a family business as demand and production
capacities were lower, men and women worked together, with women grinding the raw
material, making dye, while other work was done by males. Small quantities of cloth were
sold in the bazaar, with its earnings, raw materials were purchased. There were less variations

of styles and designs.”

About fifteen traditional Ajrkh designs are used in Dhamadka. Historically, there were about
fifty varieties of traditional designs in Sind such as champ, badam, isque pech, jaleb, chakki,
tavij challo, kharek, mohar, ambri mohar, badami, galicho, kakkar, val.Mandha gulo, tinnaro,
uto, kungari, tavij, zari, makodo were used on the border of the cloth, riyal.chmpakali,
pencho, keri mi fudi, gini, kharek, printed over the tar(body) part, Akrakh for men, malir for

women- karo malir (black), ratto malir (red), haiddro malir (yellow).

Malir’s border has fuladi (block of small flowers in a line). The type of malir signified status,
the lowest wore malir on the shoulder, the wealthier ones wore safa (lungi), the richest wore
Ajrakh printed on both sides which involved more skills and hence cost more. Ghaghro (long
skirt) for women included Jimardhi and Dhambura for elderly women, Haidro
Badshahpasand for young women and Limai for widows. Ajrakh has four colours- blue, red,
black, white, some giving coolness, some warmth- blue is cool, red warm. According to
Abdul Razzaque, his ancestors said, “Ajrakh in Arabic literally means blue is like a moonless
sky at midnight with lots of stars sparkling in the darkness.It could also mean ‘keep it for
today’ as it is said that the more you delay in starting the next stage in the entire process of

Ajrakh making, the more stunning the piece turns out”.*

According to Ismail Kharti, each Khatri household produced for their settled client caste, and

there was work for everyone and no stocks remained. Textiles have been found with

23 H
Ibid

2 Abdulrazzaque Mohammed Khatri (1998), Ajrakh process, samples of the complete process with variations,
mimeo, Dhamadka, Kutch 370020
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customer’s name or code number of the specific customer. Sales were conducted in the
workshop, or sold from village to village, known as pheriya, during special occasions such as
religious festivals- 1d, Janmashtami. As means of communication —roads, etc hardly existed
until the Indo- Pak war of 1965, 1971, the mode of travel was bullock or camel cart, walking.
No traders were involved, and each individual craftsman was involved in the entire process
from sourcing to production and selling. This trading relationship was based on trust and
understanding of the condition of each customer and community. The Khatri Ajrakh producer
and his customer shared a close relationship. This inter- caste/community relations built
through trade which predominated persists but is marginal now.

3.3 Changing Market

According to Ismail Khatri, the traditional printing method of his ancestors faced a decline
and almost died and in the 1950s, their father, Mohammad Siddique did try to use synthetic
colours but feeling uncomfortable with this, he stopped and since 1970s, hopes revived when
the demand for vegetable prints arose. While selling his cloth from village to village,
Muhammad Siddique met a District Superintendent of Police (DSP) who directed him to the
director of GSH&HDC based in Gandhinagar (Gujarat’s capital) which led to Siddique and
his family producing regularly for GSH&HDC- from 1973 to 1990s, specializing in products
using natural dyes. GSH&HDC was formed as part of the government’s five year plan to
revive handicrafts as part of rural development and Gurjari was its retail outlet. This, as well
as a chance meeting with at historian, Jyotindra Jain, who helped in sending their products for
consideration for All India Handicrafts Board national award, and receiving the award in
1981, was a turning point in their lives and their family tradition turning into an enterprise.
This also brought them in touch with National Institute Of Design (NID, Ahmedabad),
experimenting with new colours, types of cloth, with Ajrakh and malir used to produce
bedsheets, table cloth, dress material for the urban context and for overseas market. Learning
about design briefs, deadlines, delivery dates, quality control, export procedures, Siddique
and sons transformed as the largest block printing enterprise, employing workers from varied
castes-dalits, darbar, Brahmin- apart from extended family members. This led to changes in
the earlier practice of reserving the monsoon period for making or repairing new blocks,
making changes in the print tables, preparing new dye trays, the global market now

demanding year round production. Orders are taken in six months in advance, workshop size

29



had to be expanded leading to a move away from household level production and all the time
looking for new ways of dyeing and processing cloth.” While visiting Ismail Khatri, the
researcher often found him in his plot of land, looking at varied plants, searching for ways to

use new dyes.

Now only a low percentage of artisans work with GSH&HDC, Gurjari ,Ithough they are paid
higher than the market price. The reasons cited by artisans include time consuming
procedures, lack of consistent orders, corruption, bribes for getting orders, lak of clear
guideline on quality, arbitrary rejection ofproducts, lack of working capital

According to Ismail Khatri, the Ajrakh Block printers faced difficult challenges.

“Buyers need to understand how we make our products. There is no continuous
production, we have to consider the seasons which affect the dyes (eg. rain,
humidity). Craft season and culture needs to be understood. Foreigners want more
even colors. However, this also made us go back to our antique designs. We also
came to know of craft practices in other regions, environmental practices, about
pricing. We began to transform into artisan entrepreneurs”?°. Ismail recalls
accompanying his father, Muhammad Siddique after school and on holidays, learning
about the stages of production, about sale, what customers need, etc. His father spoke

of the 'taste’ of color, similar to tasting food.?’

Designer craftspersons began to emerge and civil society organizations such as Kalaraksha,
an NGO initiated by noted sociologist, Judy Frater, initiated the setting up of design schools.
Significantly, institutions such as NID draws elite, urban students but no craftsman have been
part of its staff. The Kutch Mahila Vikas Sangathan (KMVS) which had facilitated the setting
up of producer groups among rural Kachchhi women, set up Qasab in 1999 as a support
organization, mainly focusing on embroidery and linked these producer groups to their area
based mass organizations of women. KMVS initiated the setting up set up the Common
Resource Centre within Abhiyan, a platform that emerged in the post 2001 earthquake for

relief and rehabilitation. The aim was to make craft revival 'participatory, self driven and

% Interview and conversations by the author with master craftsman, Ismail Khatri in Ajrakhpur
26 H
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ensure that ownership of activities remains with the artisans'. A range of state and non state
institutions emerged. In the meanwhile, Abhiyan initiated negotiations for a public/private
partnership for building worksheds for crafts persons, with the state government providing a
Rs. 50, 000 per artisan unit and 115 block printers were identified. Resettlement of Ajrakh
printers in a new location, Ajrakhpur, was supported by religious organizations such as
Jamaat e Hind and Vivekanand Society who built houses for the artisans through Abhiyan
network. During this process, the Common Resource Centre evolved as the - Khamir - Craft
Resource Centre (CRC) that began to look at long term livelihood needs of artisans, to

revitalize crafts, study raw material needs and look at issues of fair price.

According to I.Edwards, “ the demand of foreign customers for cloth and to coordinate with
the heavily patterned traditional block prints prompted Muhammed Siddik to start producing
lengths of plain coloured fabric. This proved problematic with certain colours- yellow and
black. The dye stuff for yellow, a paste composed chiefly of turmeric powder and a solution
of boiled pomegranate skins, was customarily spread onto cloth with a piece of rag: iron
sulphate solution thickened with tamarind seed flour to a paste like consistency-for black was
similarly brushed or daubed onto cloth, the results often being blotchy. Traditionally, most
textiles produced by Khatris had multi-coloured designs, so any unevenness in the colours
was disguised by the pattern. Plain coloured cloth exposed the irregularities. ..Ismail Khatri,
Siddik’s second son, started to investigate new ways of using yellow dye. He changed the
consistency of the dye from a paste to a liquid and devised a spray mechanism powered,
initially by one of his workers operating a modified bicycle pump. This proved exhausting
and a small diesel motor now powers the spray gun. Cloths to be dyed are laid flat on the
ground, weighted with stones at each corner. The operative systematically sprays each cloth
from side to side, working from top to bottom.he is assisted by two workers whose job is to
move and replace the stones to ensure even coverage of cloth. Critically, the results proved to
be acceptable to the overseas market. Siddik’s lead in reviving natural dyeing also drew
tourists to Dhamadka. Textile tours began to be organized” . Gamthiwala, an Ahmedabad
based cloth outlet and Maiwa, a Vancouver based company are playing a key role in the

expansion of their enterprise, which has now grown into three independent enterprises run by

%8 Eiluned Edwards (2005): Contemporary production and Transmission of Resist Dyed and Block printed
Textiles in Kachchh District, Textile, vol. 3, Issue 2, pp 116-139, Berg Printed, UK.
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Siddik’s three sons. After seeing their success, many Khatri families who had given up the
tradition, started Akrakh printing again, about 80 or more households in Dhamadka now.

According to Ismail Khatri, traditionally, Khatri community were inhabitants of Sinah region
currently Pakistan. About 430-40 years ago, they were called by the ruler of the Kachchh
region. Maharao Shri was as admirer of their blackprinting skills and cloth, which was the
main reason for inviting them to Kachchh. Four to five families came to Kachchh at that time.
Since these Khatri artisans were invited to the region, they used to get better facilities than
other citizens e.g. they used to get more earnings than any other communities. They also did
not have to pay any taxes, and received free land and had a special recognition in the King’s

“Darbars”, etc.

At that time, a free flowing river used to pass besides Dhamadka village. The river provided
potable water to the communities throughout the year. Due to high demand of water for their
Ajrakh printing trade, the Khatris stayed there. Besides, the cattle rearers and breeders were
also staying there owing to fodder and water availability. Khatris also used to design and
color their clothes. Owing to these reasons, Ajrakh printers stayed in Dhamadka. Cattle
breeders and Khatri communities shared amicable relations. Both used to help each other in

all the situations.

Clothes were produced, designed and sold to various communities like Node, Hingorja, Jat,
Karad, Bambha, Sama, Sumra, Haleputra, Raysi, Nareputra, while some Khatris use to print

and sell clothes to Kanbi, Ahir, Rabari, Harijan and the King’s family.

Khatri artisans had specific purchasers in each villages (were fixed in advance). The
relationship was mutual so the families in Dhamaka had clear business sense. Jafar Khatri’s
family used to reside in a small village in Banni area whose clients were Jats. Shri
Salemamad used to trade till Dudhai — Bhachau — Rapar areas and trade with Kanbi, Ahir,
Rabari and Harijan communities. As the time passed by and Khatri families expanded in
terms of numbers, they extended to villages of Banni, small Banni, Pancham areas to
communities like Jat, Node, Hingorja, Sama, Sumra, Haleputra, Raysiputra, Nareputra etc.1-2
Khatris were associated with each of the villages and their residing space was also pre
decided. They used to trade this on foot and used to say for 2-3 days in one village after

which they moved to another village. Wherever they stayed, the hosts welcomed them
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warmly. Intimation about Khatri’s arrival was passed by the host to entire village and trading
used to take place at host’s home or verandah through this mutual relations. People used o
buy from their chosen Khatri’s only. During the marriage season, they had to make more
clothes and when they did not have orders, they used to work as wage labour also-Majority of
Khatris used to trade on foot and used to roam into villages, stay there, trade there and reach
to their homes after 2-3 months.

Some Khatri artisans were rich also. They used to trade in their “Pothis” and bullock carts.
Likewise, cattle breeders (from Muslim community) used to come to Khatri household. They
used arrange for their stay. At that time a mortgage houses of Hingorja-node community was
available there besides Dhamadka. For any burial ceremonies, the Khatri used to make food
for the people for which they were paid also. At that time trade existed between Sindh and
Kachchh, so rice was brought from Sindh traders and Khatri had relations with such traders
used to give rice to Khatris and take Ajrakh as exchange.

Until 1950, they used to make vegetables indigo and print and colour clothes, after 1950
chemical colours came into being. Initially consumers were associated with certain Khatris
but as the time passed by. They had to keep changing the Khatris, this led to reduction in such
processes and it almost stopped. Currently, the process of selling to local communities it is

almost non-existent, perhaps 2-5%.

Another change came in 1967 when due to recurrent droughts migratory Jats used to stay
there. Their stay stretched to 6-8months. Hence they required their traditional clothes made
by Khatris. They contacted cloth merchants and told them to bring cloths of Khatris from
Kachchh. At that time Maldharis used to visit Jambusar, Khambhat, Tarapore etc. And when
Khatris received order of merchants from Gujarat, they sent clothes only due to their faith on
Jats for which they also received timely payment.After this Maldharis used to order clothes
from Khatri printers wherever they used to stay. Since then Ajrakh bed sheets and clothes
were sent to capital city, Bhuj for selling it through shops. Now the pheri (process of selling
it by visiting villages) has almost stopped. Major reason is that during the droughts, maldharis
do not stay back in the villages. And are losing pasture lands. Thus the pheri selling has
stopped. They contact buyers in Kachchh — Gujarat, India and abroad and export their
clothes. Initially, purchasers were only cattle breeders — Jats etc. but now all the communities

irrespectively of cattle-creed are the buyers of this. Initial buyers the cattle breeders have also
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reduced. On the other hand other communities have started purchasing. They come to Khatri
household for purchasing clothes.

Initially children — elders used to wear dyed and coloured clothes. Kanbis, Harijan and
Rabaris also used to wear embroidered saris. The clothes like Paniya, Savaya, Dodha, Pota,
Rupa were made from Ajrakh. Currently salwar-kurtas, dress materials, bed sheet, wall pieces
etc are made from Ajrakh.?

3.4 Colours from Natural Materials

The natural materials used to create various colours are indicated below:

Red: Alizarin and Alum

Black: Iron

Yellow/Orange: Turmeric

Blue: Indigo

Green: Indigo and Anar-ka-chilka

Hara Khakhi : Lal-Kassi, Dharvi-ka-phool
Brown La: Kassi, Dharvi-ka-phool, Alizarine

Coffee colour: Tea leaves, Mehndi (henna)

3.5 The Production Process

In Ajrakh Block Printing, the production process is based on the use of a range of natural
resources. The colours of Ajrakh cloth are fast. The cloth is made in a sixteen step process of
washing, dyeing, printing, and drying, needing high levels of skill and concentration in order
to keep colors fast and even. Pomegranate seeds, gum, Harde powder, wood, flour of
Kachika, flower of Dhavadi, alizarine and locally cultivated indigo are among the natural

resources that are used.

2 Interview with Ismail Khatri
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1. Wooden Block Making: Over a hundred years ago, carpenters migrated from Champaner to
Pethapur near Gandhinagar, whose main occupation was carpentry, with block making as
side activity traditionally. Blocks were made for a print called Saudagari in Thailand. The
wood is from indigenous trees such as Babur (acacia famesiana), Keekar (Acacia Arabica
willed) and Sheesham (Dalbergia sissoo), with Sheesham being the most durable. The main
trunk of the tree is used for the set of the entire block has to be made out of a single piece of
wood, a set of one design consisting of 1 to4 blocks- rekh (outline), datalo (background),
datalo(filler), data-meena (blocks for gad printing)-carved in a way which allows two
artisans to print at the same time. Each block is named and numbered. Ajrakh needs more
skill as it is used to print both sides of the cloth.

2. Block Printing (Vegetable dyes) Fabric: Grey Cotton fabric are procured from agents in
Anjar, Bhuj who are commissioned by textile mills in South India-Erode, Trichi. For export
market, a higher quality cloth are used- yarn count or panna (width)- Cambric, silk, malmal,

are also used. Colours are procured from Jodhpur.

3. Washing: The cloth is soaked in water containing a mixture of camel dung (softens the
cloth) and soap for one night and hand washed with plain water in the morning. This process
is repeated thrice. The wet cloth is dyed with camel dunk and soda solution. This cloth is kept
in dark room for 2-3 days-to prevent cloth from exposure to air so that the cloth remains soft.

It is then washed again and then dried in the sun.

4. Preparing cloth for printing- the dry cloth is dyed with sakun powder or Dharavi ka phool
—about 40 grams each for one piece of ajrakh cloth. Sometimes a mix o the two (25 grams of
dharavi ka phool and 15 grams sakun boiled in water before use as dye. The cloth is then
dried and dyed again with sakun powder only (10 grams). After drying, the cloth is ready for
printing.

5. Printing: This involves 3 stages according to colours and design. Intricate motifs require
high skills. To print on both sides, making it reversible, the blocks have iron pointers in all

four corners.

a. Outline printed white using resist like lime and babool gum mixed with chikas (a type

of soil)
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b. Underline data: black print used through kath (iron) solution by fermenting iron scrap
with molasses-two litres mixed with tamarind powder.

c. Gud ka datta: For red colour, a mixture of 1 litre mud solution, 200 grams of alum, 75
grams of babul gum, 50 grams of tamarind powder is mixed and stored in earthern
pot. Printing is done by dipping the block directly into the paste, the block shaken a
bit to remove excess of paste. To register the print, it is gently placed in a position and
knocked using the first, removed slowly by moving it, all requiring skill. After
printing, dry cow dung powder or saw dust is sprinkled to prevent red colour from
spreading, this being done soon after one side is printed and before printing the other
side. The piece of cloth is then dried in the sun.

6. Indigo dyeing: Natural indigo solution prepared earlier is used, the cloth dried and then
washed with plain water. Wasing needs running water, large tank. After wash, the prints
appear in the blue backdrop of the cloth, the outline white, and black where iron print

registered and the data where red print registered looks brown with yellow shine.

7.Alizirin dyeing: Alizirin is dissolved in a vessel with cold water and dharavi ka phool
added.The cloth piece is put inside and vessel put on fire to boil for 5- 10 minutes while the
cloth is stirred time to time to avoid patches forming. The brightness to colour increases with
the temperature. The cloth is removed and cooled and then dried in the sun. If meenakari work
is not to be done, then cloth is washed in plain water, dried in the sun .Ajrakh is then ready.
Two persons working continuously for 8-10 hours in a day will need a month to produce 10

such pieces of cloth.

Natural resources used to create natural colours are no longer accessible locally because of
the ecological effects of the 1956 and 2001 earthquakes and the loss of ecology cover from
recent industrialization. Earlier, printers flocked to the Sipra river of Dhamadka, where they
dyed and washed their cloth. Indigo was also cultivated. Sipra river began to dry up and the
shifting water tables in Kachchh due to seismic activity reduced the availability and quality of
the water. In Dhamadka, the water in bore wells has a high iron content affecting the colour
quality of vegetable dyes. After 2001 earthquak, Ajrakhpur was founded in search for

alternate land with better quality water.
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Block printers depend on natural resources, in particular water, gum, harde powder, wood
(for fuel), flower of kachika and dhavadi, alizarine and indigo which was locally grown.
Water is vital to the production of Ajrakh cloth and key to block printing, for washing raw
and finished fabric. Artisans take the cloth through a process that can involve over thirty
separate steps as first the cloth is prepared, then mordanted, then dyed. Through each stage,
the character of the water will influence everything - from the shades of the colours
themselves to the success or failure of the entire process. Iron content of water had increased,
adversely impacting the dyeing process. Gum used in dyeing process is not accessible owing
to restrictions put by state’s Forest Department to interior wastelands and jungles.The
predominant challenge facing block print artisans is their limited access to high quality water
sources, printing being a water intensive craft: Kachchch’s block printing sector draws up to
25 lakh litres of water a day during peak season. High quality, mineral-free water is required
for quality printing. A study sponsored jointly by Ahmedabad Textile Industry’s Research
Association and Kachchh Nav Nirman Abhiyan network, identified various water-related
factors which challenge the industry. These factors include hard water, high iron content,
large percentages of total dissolved solids, excessive raw water consumption, and lack of
waste water management. In addition to concerns of water use and quality, artisans lack
access to water sources. The majority of printers must rent wadis or farms with water access,
and bear the resulting expenses, transportation challenges, and pollution. This also involves a
shift from its household based production and the role that women played in the craft. The
industry’s move from natural to chemical dyes has further exacerbated pollution and water

management challenges.*

The cutting of babool shrubs, to clear land for relocation of the quake-affected villages along
the road linking Bhachau and Bhuj through Dudhai, has deprived the artisans of a valuable
vegetable dye acquired from the 'prosopis juliflora’ or the babool. Ingredients like dung of
camels, castor oil, resin of the babool tree, wheat flour, gram flour, flour of jowar, bajri,
kachika, roots of the majathia plant, pomegranate rind, turmeric, iron oxide, catechu and
tamarind are used in making these dyes. The decrease in forest areas adjoining villages like
Padhhar, Kaniyabe, Dhaneti, Dhamadka, Kotda (Chandrani), Amardi, Kumbhardi, Kabrau

% Report on the study undertaken by ATTIRA for local artisans of Ajrakhpur, Dhamadka and other villages of
Bhuj District regarding improvement/modifications in present fabric processing practices, raw water
consumption and waste water treatment. Prepared by Ahmedabad Textile Industry’s Research Associaton,
Ambawadi, Ahmedabad
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and Sikra has resulted in a short supply of natural colours used in colouring the motifs of
ajrakh and batik prints. The construction of new villages from Padhhar to Bhachau has also
affected rural culture. Abhiyan', an umbrella organisation of NGOs, had undertaken a detailed
survey of the change in rural lifestyle after the rebuilding of villages in Kutch. According to
Ismail Khatri, master artisan who has been awarded a D Litt by a German university for
excellence in natural dyeing, "The making of vegetable colours is a tiresome exercise, and
material coloured with vegetable colours are costlier than the material coloured with

chemicals. But those collecting such forest produce now have to go far to seek them. " **

Water management issues pose a severe threat to dyeing and printing practices in Kachchh.
Through a series of surveys, Khamir has identified a central need to recharge water tables
with better water management. This includes facilitating water treatment in villages and
creating systems for recycling water used in dyeing. Realizing the immediate need for water
security, Khamir carried out a pilot of the water treatment through a small Effluent Treatment
Plant. Encouraged by these results, Khamir worked with the artisans to establish a large scale
treatment plant to be managed at the village level and also promoting eco-friendly dyes along

with better treatment practices will increase sustainability of the local ecology and the craft.

3.6 Khatri Households

Khatris start printing from age of 10-15 years. The Khatris do not pass on their secrets of
colour to any workers working with them. In fact, Khatris do not share color secrets even
with women in their households for fear of the secrets spreading to other households
following marriage. The average family size is seven, joint (51%) and nuclear household
systems were found among both Muslim and Hindu block printers. Women do participate in
activities such drying the printed cloth, folding and arranging the cloths properly, cleaning
utensils used for dyeing, fetching firewood-all perceived (by men and women) as extension
of their household roles. This feature is more pronounced in families of small scale block
printers. Women, in the larger production units/worksheds, are no longer an active part of the

production process, with cases of menfolk hiding the secret of color mixing from young

31 Interview with Ismail Khatri
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women in their household for fear of this knowledge passing on to other households after

marriage.

Most of the block printers have had, at least, primary school education, if not more. Children,
mainly male, from as early as 8-10 years, are oriented to the craft process along with their
formal education. Girls have lower educational levels as they are withdrawn from schooling
at adolescence if the school is at a distance (which appears to be the case, generally), for
household work or for marriage. While block printing was the primary source of income,
weaving and cultivation are the other sources of income, with visible participation of women.
Most block printers have worksheds -a post earthquake development following negotiations
between printers- represented by NGOs- state government, industry. Over 90% own the sheds
while others lease land for the same. Only 15% had power meter for worksheds (mainly
Bhuj, Anjar), hired labor-male (from varied communities- dalits, darbar, brahmin, etc)- for
printing, dyeing, drying (making/mixing colours are not shared) are paid daily wages and
work in the worksheds with master craftsmen. An estimated 800 artisans are spread over
Dhamadka, Ajrakhpur, Hastkala Nagar, Kotda, Bhuj, Anjar and few at Rapar (hindu Khatris).
At present, Dhamadka and Ajrakhpur are the main centres of block printing. Block printers

from Bachau and Rapar are struggling to keep the craft alive.*?

According to Abdul Razzaq Khatri, before 1950s, men and women worked together as the
production unit was located in the house. Women were involved in grinding raw materials,
making dye (in smaller quantities), tearing the cloth (thankas-bales) of 40 metres each, while
males were involved in marketing, the earning used for purchasing raw materials. He recalls
his dadimaa (grandmother) preparing colours, printing too. His sisters also were involved in
printing before marriage.The product was sold in the village to Rabaris (pastorals), Jat
(pastoral), Darbar (upper caste) and other communities- who paid back when their cattle

products were sold.*®

%2 Craft Resource Centre, Bhuj: (2005) Study of Crafts of Kutch:A Report,
* Interview with Abdul Razzzaq at Dhamdka
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3.7 Ajrakh Block Printing in Pictures
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3.8 Paddhar (Ajrakhpur) Gram Panchayat: Profile

Total Population- 2143

Castes and communities: Khatri, Darbar, Gadhvi, Rabari, Ahir, Koli, Luhana, Goswami,

Bramhin

Main occupations: agriculture, block printing, animal husbadry, Bandhni, handicraft

Local History:

Paddhar village is situated at Bhuj Bhachau bypass road in the east of Bhuj. The village has
two main entrances- first is at the north while other is located in the south direction, the
southern entrance connects Reldi and Knadherai villages, through a kacha road at a 4.7 km
distance from the village. Northern entrance connects Bhuj -Bhachau bypass road, located at
1 km. distance from the village. Ajrakhpur is 3 kms from this road and populated by Khatri
(Muslim) Ajrakh block printing households . Ajrakhpur came in to existence in the post earth

quake era, when the Khatris of Dhamdka relocated to this village..

Ajrakhpur: Memories of their own history

Khatri word takes after the original word Kshatri. Zinda Jiva from Sind came to Kutch in
1600s at the invitation of Rao Bharmalji who was fond of crafts. He chose the suitable land at
Dhamadka and no tax was sought by the ruler. Zinda Jiva stayed in Dhamdka village and

started the Ajrakh trade, finding better conditions of trade here than in Sindh

Earlier, they used to work for various communities - making clothes for them like
handkerchiefs, outer clothing for communities of cattle rearers and Malir for Rabaris. They
chose Dhamdka since it was situated near the river Saran Ganga which made it easy for them
to wash the clothes for block printing. Since the past 25 years, the river was drying creating
issue of water availability. Bore wells were dug in the village to solve the issue, but the water
had huge iron and rust contents. Gradually, the water table also dropped. This affected their

trade. After the earthquake, leaders of Khatri community came to Padhar village and
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contemplated it’s suitability for their trade. Land in this village was then purchased from Ahir
farmers by the Khatri community members, and the village was named Ajrakhpur. Today, the
village has good availability of water and their trade has also developed well. Ajrakhpur has
72 block printing shes, engaging 100 families, whose produce is sold across major countires
like US, UK, Spain. They also sell in mega cities like Bombay, Kolkata, Ahemedabad, etc.,
where they are also able to earn their desired prices.

Block printing runs in to generations and ancestors were also associated with this trade
though now better trade has developed. Trade was limited to Ajrakh only in ancient times,
but now they prepare materials looking at western outfits and varieties. Although Khatris
followed pirs earlier, they deny this and hold that they believe in Allah and Mohammad
Paygambar, that ancestors also followed them and that there has not been any change in

religious beliefs.

Number of Khatri (Muslim) Ajrakh Block printer households: 50

Panchayat Profile:- 2011-12

Name Designation | Ward | Caste | Age | Edu- | Occupation | Marital Village Type of
cation Status Election
(class)
1| Mepa Bhikha | Sarpanch | 1-7 | Ahir | 55 | 5th | AG married | Padhar
Khngla GEN
2 | Bhana Madeva | Dep. 5 | Ahir |50 | ilitrate | AG married | Padhar
dangar Sarpanch GEN
3 | Myajar Kana | member | 1 Anir 1 47 | 4th | AG married | Padhar SEB
baradia
4 | Jashiben Pacha | member |2 Ahir 152 | 3rd HW married | Padhar GEW
Kathwadai
5 | Jiviben member | 3 | Anr |45 |2nd | HW married | Padhar GEW
Manger
Khungla
6 | Karna Kana member | 4 Anir 1 42 | 8h | CN married | Padhar GEN
Khungla
7 | daya Karsan member | 6 | Ahr |35 |6th | AG married | Padhar GEN
Khungla
8 | Ismail Khatri member | 7 Khatri | 55 | 7th BP married | ajrakhpur | GEN

GEN - General; GWR — General Women’s Reservation; SEB — Socialy and Educational
Backward
Occupations: AG — Agriculture; HW - household work; CN — construction; BP - Block printing
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Voter Information

Ward | Area Castes included in the Female Male Total
ward voters
1 Muslim, Ahri vas Kumbhar, Muslim, Ahir 129 114 243
2 Ahirvas Ahir 128 142 270
3 Ahirvas Ahir 122 131 253
4 Ahir Goswami vas Ahir, Goswami, Lohar, 125 123 248
brahmin
5 Ahirvas Ahir, Rabari 123 139 262
6 Rabari vas Rabari, Khatri, Ahir 115 130 245
7 Khatri vas Khatri, Ahir, Koli 117 127 244
Total Voters 859 906 1765
Source: Gram Panchayat voter list 2010-11
Ration card category of the village
Type of card Families
Antyoday 102
BPL 238
APL 322
Total 662
Information Source: Ration shop, Mamlatdar office, Panchayat or ward PRA.
Population
Village .
Male Fernale Total population
1068 1075 2143
Source: panchayat office
Livestock
Cow | Buffalow | Ox | Sheep | Goat | Camel | Horse | Donkeys | Poultry | Others | Total
450 80 30 | 150 | 200 3 - - - - 913
Information Source: Animal husbadry office, Panchayat or ward PRA
Information on land holding of Panchayat
Agricultural Agricultural Fallow Village Forest | Pond Grazing Road | Morgue | Total
non areable boundry land
3922
287 53 | 450 108 Ha
2609 Ha 113 Ha 39 Acre | -- 5Acre | and
Ha Acre | Acre Acre 655
Acre
Source of Information: Panchayat
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Information on farmers

Marginal | Small Large | Total Schedule | Schedule | OBC | General | Total
farmers farmers | farmers | farmers | caste tribe
217 530 50 797 -- -- 557 240 717
Source: Panchayat
Educational Information
Class-wise break up of students (as per school register) - Village Padhar
Class

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Total
MIF I M|F M|F M|F | M|F |M|F |[M|F
47 1382143120 |37 |59|45|45|26 (36|28 |27 |23 | 495
M — Male; F — Female
Number of Teachers: Male — 7, Female — 12, Total - 19
Number of classrooms:— 19, total
Funriture: Table- 28, Cupboard- 18, Chairs- 36
Seating arrangement for students : Bench- 130, Rug — 3, Mats - 50
Facilities: Music, Sports - Play ground, Health corner - Educational : computer - TV
Information on families and caste in Padhar (Ajrakhpur)
Caste Rabari | Ahir | Khatri | Lohar | Bavaji | Koli | Brahmin | total
Families | 70 350 | 100 03 20 15 05 563
Source of Information: Panchayat
Household and its types
Zopda 2
Kucha houses 45
pucca houses 858
Total 905
Information on facilities of the Main village of Panchayat- Padhar

Facility Number Facility Number
1 | Community hall 4 16 | Sub centre Yes
2 | Bus stand 2 17 | PHC No
3 | Angan wadi 3 18 | PDS No
4 | Primary school 3 19 | Open market No
5 | Secondary school 1 20 | Bank No
6 | Higher secondary school -- 21 | Animal clinic No
7 | Drinking water bore well 22 | Telephone Yes
8 | Transport facilities Yes 23 | Post office Yes
9 | Overhead tank Yes 24 | Mabile health van Yes
10 | Tar road Yes 25 | Water connection to each household Yes
11 | Electricity facility Yes 26 | Telephone exchange Yes
12 | Police station Yes 27 | Pumping centre for drinking water Yes
13 | Storage for fodder Yes 28 | Milk dairy No
14 | Panchayat building Yes 29 | Well for drinking water Yes
15 | Folur mill 2 30 | Other No
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Information on artisans and other persons with skills:

Skill Persons Skill Persons
Mason 20 Plumber 250
Carpenter Embroidery (women) 70
Lohar Other 55
Block printing 70

Source of

Information: Panchayat

Information on physical assets of the village

Description Number Description Number

TV 200 DTH connections 2

Fridge 250 Tractor 25

Mobile 1100 Loader

Two-wheeler 700 GCB 5

Four-wheeler 10 Truck 55

Three-wheeler 20

Source: Panchayat

Information on Panchayat committees

Sr. No. | Name of the committee | Male | Female | Total
1 Social justice committee | -- -- --
2 Water committee 2 7
3 Education committee 11 14 25
4 MNREGA committee 2 7
5 Construction committee 2 7
6 Other - -- --

Information on Natural resource of the village:

Pond

Well/canal

Check dam

Irrigation dam

River | Trees

Hill

Bore well

5

1 -- | 5000

350

Information on organizations working in the village:

Name of the organisation

1 12 |3 |4 |5

What work they are doing?

Since how long they are working?

Nil

Are they

working with Panchayat?
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Work done by Panchayat 11 through their own funds, grants, donation, loan and people’s

contribution:

Financial year | Details of work Source of fund Expense
1 | 2007-08 Pipeline of Ajrakhpur GWSSB 11, 713
2 | 2008-09 Gutterline Block Panchayat 149942
3 Tube well GWSSB 2, 24,000
4 Compound hall of Primary Samras grant 1, 00, 000

school

5 girl’s room in Primary school Block Panchayat 1, 90, 000
6 | 2009-10 CC Road(Internal) 12" finance commission | 193145
7 Street light Self-generated 122636
8 | 2010-11 CC Road(Internal) MLA grant 98875
9 CC Road(Internal) Self-generated 97, 3830

Source: Panchayat

Issues on livelihood or other issues identified through Focus Group Discussion for the
year 2011-12

In the Ajrakhpur village, the main issue arose in discussion with Khatri families, that they
do not have gutterline facilities. They have coordinated with WASMO and other

organizations, but still have not been able to avail the facility.
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4 The Lohar (Muslim) Metal Bell Makers

4.1 Background

The second craft community in he study are the Muslim Lohar copper bell (Chadki, Chada)
makers who came to Kachchh from Sind in Pakistan. The local demand for this traditional
craft that centred around the villages of Kharki, Zura and Nirona fell after partition (partition
of India and Pakistan in 1947 as independent nations) as cattle populations declined with
borders springing up between Sind (Pakistan) and Kachchh. The craft flourished as animal
husbandry was a major source of livelihood. With a declining local market, the bells began to
find a place as wall hangings in urban homes.While a section of the Metal bell makers settled
in Zurra Camp after the 1971 Indo- Pakistan conflict, a large number of Lohar metal bell
makers have for generations settled in Zurra village. These metal bells burnished in copper
and brass, have for long adorned the necks of cattle, camels, sheep and goats which graze in
Kachchh’s arid plains. The bells signify each animal’s status and position in the herd. These
are of varied sizes and only the head of a herd was worthy of wearing the heavy tehra
(thirteen) number bell. In addition to their highly refined skills, the craft combines family

inputs and hence women are part of the production process.

The entire household is involved in the production process, with women and children
involved in coating the bells with a mixture of cotton and mud. Coating helps the baking and
colouring of bells. Bells are also used at the entrance of homes as well as for musical items —
the tonal quality being finely crafted- and for decorations. Women from this community also
have their own form of embroidery- embroidery for personal use. The motifs are different for
married and non-married women. Colour plays a crucial role as well. The head scarves worn
by non-married girls or widows cannot be of as vibrant colours (red or bright blues or

yellows) worn by married women.
A combination of bell in particular frame, known as jhumar, is also popular. In a jhumar,

several bells are arranged in a linear sequence (usually along a copper-coated iron rod). For a

combination jhumar to be made, individual sequences are set in parallel, adjacent or
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tangential (essential geometrical) frames, by linking rods on which each linear sequences are
arranged. The bell-makers have specific numerical combinations in which they create

jhumars.

Usually small bells are used to create a jhumar. Normally different size bells cannot be
combined in a single sequence or jhumar, since mixing different size bells would lead to
conflicting tonal settings creating a cacophony. The need for tonal harmony also means that
the rims of all bells in jhumar are shaped identical to each other. A well-crafted jhumar is,
thus, a collection of bells that are as similar — if not identical- in shape, size and tonal settings
as it is manually possible to create. A few artisans are experimenting with various shapes —
taken from Nature and their surroundings- depiction of the Sun, moon, stars, religious

symbols, etc are welded and bells are then added in as embellishments.

Five elements are used to create copper-coated iron bells: iron, copper, brass, cotton and

wood.

Step 1: The body of a bell is made by shaping rectangular strips of waste metal plates into a
cylindrical hollow. The length and width of the iron strip being used depends on the size of
the bell to be crafted. The bell can be made in 14 sizes, varying in height from about 2 cm to

over 30 cm.

Step 2: The cylindrical body is topped with semi circular shaped, half-moon hollow crown
which is created from a small iron strip with an instrument called a paroni. The dome-like top

looks like the inside of a bowl and is welded perfectly with cylindrical body of the bell.

Step 3: Finally, the clasp loop at the top of the bell (through which passes the rope or twine
from which the bells hangs) is attached. A very narrow iron strip is shaped like a horse shoe;
both its ends are then pushed in through the bell top to the inside of the bell. Inside the bell,
both the ends are twisted together and locked, creating a thin circular or oval loop of which
half is atop the bell, and the other half inside the bell.

The texture and burnished copper coating — ranging from a tan-yellow gold to a red brown
gold- is created through several stages, each involving a distinct process. The uncoated iron

bell is first dipped in a solution of earth and water, after which a mix of powdered brass and
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powdered copper is applied on the bell. These metallic powders stick to the bells which has
been wet with the earth-water solution. Bits of cotton are then soaked in the earth-water
solution, after which they are stretched into dense pancake and baked in a kiln. The length of
time that the bell is kept in a kiln depends on the size of the bell, with the smallest size being
baked for half an hour and the largest for a little over an hour. After it has been baked, the
cotton wrapping is peeled off, and the excess mud sticking to the bell is rubbed off. The
metal-coated outside is buffed to create a lustrous polished tone.

Finally, a shaped piece of wood, usually sheesham wood - both dense and hard - is hung in
the cylindrical part of the bell structure converting the bell hollow into a musical piece. The
solid wood piece is attached to the bell’s dome roof with the help of a thin iron hoop that is
pierced through the wood at one end. The sound that emanates from each bell depends
crucially on three factors: the shape and size of the body of the bell; the size, thickness and
shape of the wooden strip hanging within the bells and the shape and curvature of the bottom
rim of the bell. Sound that emanates from the rim of the bells is set by the bell-maker with the

help of an instrument known as ekalavai.

The bells can range from sizes 0 to 13, with size 0 being the smallest and Size 13 being the
largest. Old timers often refer to the bells by their original names such as chota paila, paila,
dingla, do dongle rather than their sizes. These names are the local currency equivalent for
which bells could be bought at that time. Within each size, the shape of the bells can vary,
and the rims can be and are designed differently. Some are straight-edged, while others are
worked in and reinforced or made heavier by adding thin strips of metal to create a new
sound variation. In sizes of 6, 7, 8, 9, and 10, the Kutch bell-makers have been experimenting
with a shape remarkably different from traditional bell forms. In this innovation, the bell is
widest in diameters at its crown, and the diameter keeps decreasing downwards, thus creating

a bell that is top-heavy in shape.

Natural resources used for copper bell making are mud, wood and water. Mud is available at
Zura village. None of the copper bell makers reported facing problem for availability of mud.
Water is not required in much quantum; it is required to make mixture of cotton and mud.
Wood is procured for making coal. Most of the time, copper bell makers procure coal directly

from the market but sometimes due to fluctuations in rate they are forced to make coal
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themselves from Bavad wood. Few copper bell makers have reported scarcity of quality
Bavad

Coal making requires large trunk of Bavad wood which is generally stolen by the charcoal
makers/mafia. At Nakhtrana, there are many charcoal makers but since charcoal making is

illegal, they do not talk openly about their occupation

The following were produced traditionally:

e Bells

e EcCO

e Key chains

e Lock and key

e Saregama

e Table show pieces

e Toys

e Wall hangings (Moon, fish, Star, Sathiya, Mock, Sun
e Wind chain

e Zhumar

At present, artisans produce bells, key chain, musical instrument — “sa re ga ma”, show
pieces, wall hangings, toys, wind chime, zhumar. Copper bell artisans now market their
products to places such as Hajipeer (Bhuj), Mirjapar (Bhuj), Nirona (Nakhtrana), Ravapar
(Nakhtrana), Jura (Bhuj), Khavda (Bhuj), Anjar, Ahmedabad, Gandhinagar, Delhi, Banglore

and Maharastra.

4.2 Lohar Households

Today twenty five households are involved in this craft and Lohar artisans work in bell
making units in Zura, Nirona, Bhuj, Nakhatrana, Ratadia. Educational levels are low, 13%
with functional literacy and 48% without formal education. As with the Ajrakh block

printers, there is a perception among this craft community that formal education should
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strengthen their own craft skills. Children, boys and girls, age 5 to 14, were in school but
withdrawn from education at adolescence, mainly boys for craft related work and girls for
household work. Family size averaged seven, with more of joint family households than
nuclear households. Of the 4% who owned land (mainly in Nakhatrana), combine craft work
with cultivation for household consumption. They did not have irrigation facilities nor did
they sell any farm produce. For 9% of metal bell makers, the secondary source of income
came from cultivation and wage labor. 67% had worksheds (mainly those from Bhuj) built
after the earthquake. Over 78% owned the worksheds, the rest shared sheds or rented the
same. Only 4% hired labor, paid daily wages.

Raw/accessory materials used for the craft are coal, cotton, iron, kasa, mud, pateru, powder of
Pital (brass), Takan khar, powder of Tamba (copper) and wood. All these materials are
available at Bhuj in Kachchh. Tools required for craft are also available at Bhuj except for the
press machine. Rajkot (a city in Gujarat) remains the main market for their tools. The metal
bell makers are mainly unorganized, lacking both credit access and saving practices. Once, all
males from Jura village were black listed from all institutional banks owing to history of
credit default. The SHGs formed by women became an opportunity to explore the economic
viability of the craft but also of the household and family involved in this craft. The women
in this community appear to have a more pronounced role within the family compared to
Muslim women in other craft communities and are gradually moving towards recognizing the
benefits of interest based loans, despite religious beliefs, and that the contribution of women
add to the value and hence, the rates of copper bells. Most of the traditional metal bell makers
are located around Bhuj while in Nakhatrana, new sections (Hindu, Lohar) have taken up this
craft, mainly marketing to a single buyer from USA in past 30 years and some demand from
local farmers for their cattle. Bells are now sold to traders (regular and bulk orders with
payments), shopkeepers (who provide insights into market needs), exporters, NGOs. Today
the use of Kachchh’s traditional bells has expanded, they hang in entranceways, are
combined to make wind chimes and used for forms of festive decoration. Finelbells are used

as musical instruments.*

According to Meera, Director, Khamir-Craft Resource Centre (CRC), post earthquake, the

challenge was to look for more options and market accountability. Copper bells were sold to

% Craft Resource Centre, Bhuj: (2005) Study of Crafts of Kutch:A Report,
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one trader/buyer (now they have split to two buyers-two brothers). At the CRC level, the
institution purchased 20% of their products which impacted the prices as well as the buyers
as CRC was involved in negotiating the sale-the market also grew.. CRC held workshops in
Zurra on product development, in hiring labour, forging bells, furnace, sound creation which
is the artisans special skill. Bell makers use reused materials (waste from Jamshedpur
factories), some buy fresh iron, brass copper powder. Health conditions were a concern, as
well as need for economies of scale, quality control, new markets. New values and

consciousness were needed.*

4.3 Artisan Interviews

The family of Shri Haji Valimamad Suleman (popularly known as Haji Kaka) resides in Zura
village since last 50 years. His family belonged to some village of Sindh province (Now in
Pakistan). Originally they were Hindu Sama Rajputs but later on converted to Islam. They
converted to Islam around 300 years ago. They migrated to Pachchham area of Kachchh from
Sindh province 200 — 250 years ago. After that, they migrated to Zura village. Haji Kaka
believes that the Garasiya Maldhari (animal herders) invited them to the village. They

attracted them with assurance to provide food and stay facilities.

The Zura village is 29 KM away from Bhuj. It has the Zura hills in the west and is covered by
agricultural land on other sides up to 2 Kms. In the north direction, after 2 Km, Banni
grassland and greater Rann of Kachchh are situated. The main population of Zura consists of
Muslims, Harijans and Darbar communities. The number of houiseholds of Muslim
community are 150, which comprise of Lohar, Sumra and Jat communities, while the number
of Harijan households are 200 while that of Darbar and Bhanusali are 100. The main
occupation is agriculture and animal husbandry is the second major occupation after
agriculture. The households of Lohar community number around 20, of which 10 are making

copper bell while others are making agricultural tools and equipments.

Haji Valimamad Suleman, master craftsman, is a senior copper bell artisan who has won the

president’s award for his craft excellence. Haji kaka has ability to provide voice tones to the

% Meera G
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copper bells. He has achieved an excellence where he can create various tones out of copper
bells.

The copper bell artisans are made tones as per the demand of Maldharis (animal herders). The
different Maldharis demand different tone of bell, which help them to locate their herds
(cows or buffalos) grazing in outskirts of village or jungle. There were many artisans in past
who can create many tones with bells. Now, along with Haji Kaka only two artisans have this

ability.

4.4 Changes in Products and Marketing

They were making bells of different sizes in past. They are making the same bells of 0 to 13
sizes now also. The applications of bells have changed into the products like fancy items,
Zummar (wall hanging) bells, wind chimes etc. They are also making musical instruments
like Saregama out of bells. People are using these bells that are tied at the neck of animals as

Door bells, as decorative item at their homes.

In the past, the artisans were making copper coated iron bells for the Maldharis as per the
orders. They also sold the bells by visiting the Maldharis in person, by carrying the products
on their back. They also sold them during the local fairs organized in the months of “Chaitra”

and “Bhadrava.”

“Before 45 years, a native of Anjar — Kachchh based in USA, Mr. Ratilal Shah gave us order
for the first time and gave an advance also. Thus, copper bell got sold first time in foreign
markets. We are still getting orders from them and are selling copper bells in the markets of
Canada, USA, Europe etc. The Gujarat State Handicraft & Handloom Development
Corporation (GSH&HDC) popularly has known through its brand “Garvi Gurjari” also
started providing orders 35 years back. 20 to 25 years ago, a lady from Mumbai, Prabhaben
Shah visited Zura along with her Bhuj based acquaintance. She suggested revolutionary
designs to copper bell artisan like umbrella, Zummar type of chimes. We made the samples
of those and sent to Mumbai. It fetched good number of orders for us. After the earthquake,

we were contacted by Khamir - an organization promoted by Kutch Nav Nirman Abhiyan
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(KNNA). We started getting orders from them. Khamir taught us good lessons to keep high
quality standards in our products.”

The copper bell craft is the traditional occupation of Lohar Haji Valimamad Suleman. He
started learning the craft when he was 10 year old. He is engrossed with the work till today.
He is totally involved in the craft and enjoys working with tonal bells. He spends a large part
of the day in practicing the craft. His hands are rough, with bruise marks. He designs the tools
himself. He has gained recognition amongst community and village. He received merit award
in 2005 (an award he received from president of India). He taught the craft to many young
artisans of his community-about 30-40 members,he recalls. He uses the traditional tools and
equipments to perform his work. He inspires new generation to take interest in the traditional
craft. He has taught the craft to his son, daughter in law, daughter and son in law along with
his grandson Suleman who is 12 year old. He has enjoyed meeting with Rao Khengarji, the
present Maharao of Kachchh.

The financial condition of the family is, according to Hajikaka, just about average. Total
family members are 11 with 5 male and 6 female members. Their major income is based on
their craft. Farming on 4 to 5 acre of land is the secondary source of their family income. He
is supported by 4 to 5 members of his family while practicing the craft. The task of mashing
the local clay and mixing cotton into it, is performed by women of the family. Daughters in
law, Fatimaben, and Najma say that they learnt the craft after marriage. The mud used for
coating was collected from a hilly area two kilometers away, while coating is done with bass
powder. According to Fatimaben, young girls drop out from school after class 10 as there are
no opportunities for work available in future. The women roll the bell into this mix along
with the copper brass powder (known as “Takkankhar” locally) before it goes in the kiln for
firing. This process requires high degree of precision and final quality depends on this
process. The women also work outside the homes, in farming activities, in about 10-11

hectares of land, sell wheat and bajra.

According to Hajikaka, waste and new materials were purchased from Bhuj at Rs.55 per kg.
There was a need for more bhattis (furnace), one for each group of households as orders were
increasing. A machine could be developed for mixing mud with cotton, now done by hand by
women. This machine could be shared among one or two households of artisans. A cutter was

needed for each artisan as it would lessen the health hazards. The hammer too was changing-
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a tools facility and raw material access centre could be set up and also for procurement of
coal from the weed, ganda bawal.

Haji Kaka is fond of music. He plays ‘Morchang’ (a local musical instrument) during the
leisure times. He is fond of the Shayaris of his family ancestor Shayar Bhachu Miyaji and
Shah Bhitai of Sindh.

Shyaris of Bhachu Miyanji

Shadi ghar sambhar
Abole k ugyu diye
Bhukhya karie bhejar
Thareliyu tharjayu
Teja maiya ki ma mar
Di kyam dadho aay
Tenji puri kej pachar
Alam se toji adavati
Bhae bhemre se khar

Shadi ghar sambhar
Shyaris of Shah Bhitai Jo Bheth
Thar vatha bhar, Vatha Minh gada

Puyadia jo patan te chugharin chada

Kadar bhaga kada t mila maran sa

4.5 Craft-Related Memorable Moments

His maternal cousin brother faced economic difficulties due to which he sold his land and
house. He was passing through precarious time. Haji kaka provided him economic support
and taught him the craft skills. He became self-sufficient in the craft and is now running his

own craft unit.
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He received certificates from Gujarat State Handicrafts and Handlooms Corporation
(GSH&HDC), Bank of Baroda, District Industries Centre (DIC). He also impressed then
chief minister of Gujarat, Shri Chimanbhai Patel and received certificate of appreciation from
him. He is very happy as he received the prestigious Kamaladevi award by Craft Council of
India (CCI) in 2007. These are all his memorable moments which he cherished with his
craft.He has lots of hopes in his craft. He wishes to create new designs in the craft in order to
develop it more. He is hopeful that the craft will do good business and its future is bright.

Haji Vali Mamad Suleman, aged 70 years traced his work to ancestors who came from
Sindh. They have been staying in Zura for the past 200 years. He has met Khengarji Bava, the
former ruler of Kachchh and still remembers the meeting.Used to make bells for maldharis
only, earlier sold it in fairs and ‘malalchda’ (kushti). Their clothes used to tear and they did
not get enough compensation. Have 15-16 acres of land but do not do farming, it has been
leased to someone else for farming. Their craft specialty was - the shape and ring (sound) that
cannot be produced by their children, although they are trying to master it. The bell sounds
‘sa re ga ma pa dha ni sa’, is said to be unique. Till date, they use traditional instruments.
They have generated interest in the younger generation, he has taught the craft to his
grandson, Suleman aged 12 years and has provided training to other 25-30 artisans. He wants
to make a group volunteers and wants to give training. He sells the bell in the range of Rs.
80-600. Women play important role in the process. They beat the sand, prepare it by mashing
wet cotton in it that enables ‘Takkankhar’ (sound) and coats it with brass powder.Brass
powder coating process takes about 15 minutes per bell. This they perform with household

work, sometimes shared by younger women or girls.3¢

Sumar lliyas Loharvadha (Muru Sama), 65 years, originally from Zurra village, presently
residies at Shantinagar, Airport Road, Bhuj, with his family. There was no facility to stay at
Zurra after the earthquake as their house had collapsed. Moreover, owing to business related
tussle amongst the brothers, with an idea to stay away from that place, he shifted to Bhuj. His
family comprises of total 10 members, 4 women and 6 men, who stay together. They have
constructed their own house on their own land. Besides, he has got a land for house and small

land at Zurra.

% Interviews with the artisans at Zurra
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The household is associated with traditional copper bell making work for over four
generations. His father was a very good artisan and even today, there are so many persons in
Zurra who learnt this work from him. Even today he enjoys a good reputation as an artisan.
Haji Valimamad from Zurra also was trained by his father. His father’s family was an
ordinary family and was earning their livelihood from copper bell and repairing of farm
equipments. In those days, there used to be a business understanding. According to this, every
artisan had fixed clientele and every artisan strictly followed this. One would not work for
some one else’s client. These clients were having association from generations and they
followed the tradition to get work done from the same artisan. Similarly, Sumarbhai’s father
was mainly engaged in manufacturing and repairing of farm equipments as compared to

copper bell work, while other household members worked more for copper bell.

In earlier times, this art was mainly applied in manufacturing bells for cattle like cow and
buffalos as also for farm equipments and its sharpening. Here, we may ask a question -t what
was the necessity of tying a bell on cattle? The answer we got was that in case an animal goes
astray, the same can be traced and in case all animals get mixed up, the sounds of the bells
will help them trace or identify each cattle. Copper bells were generally tied to cows and
buffalos and at times to goats, camels and horses also. Recently, urban people make use of
these bells in their sound systems and other items. It has good market in India and mainly in

foreign countries.

Initially, bell makers used to manage their requirements on their own. They used scrap metal

sheets for this. They would prepare coal, bring clay and used to make tools on their own.

Item Previous Rates per kilo Present rates per kilo
Brass 1.25 paisa /kilo Rs.120/- per Kkg.
Or themselves would prepare
powder
Borax 1.00 40.00
Coal bag 0.501t0 0.75 30-40 per kg.
Metal sheets | Rs.60/- for 8-10 mana(l mana | Rs.30-40 per Kkg.
=40kq)
Clay Free Rs.10/- per bucket
Cotton Market Market
Stick Themselves making it free of cost | Get it prepared by Vadha as per
requirement.
Iron Themselves were making Get it prepared from blacksmith
equipment
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Metal Bell artisans respect their form of art. They do not allow any one with shoes at the
place where these bells are manufactured. They are engaged in this work since the age of 10
to 12 years of age. They never get tired or bored of the work. In olden times, they used to sell
small zero number bells for 25 paisa per piece and today it is sold at Rs.8/- per piece. 35
years ago, Jain baniyas originally from Anjar and settled in USA, did bell business in USA
and were indenting the bells since 35 years from 6 bell artisans of Zurra. Now there are 40 to
50 bell artisans, who are working with them. Initially they used to pay for the bells and

additionally also helped for expenses on medicines etc., but now they have stopped such help.

The artisans were getting very low returns, while the Jain baniya in USA earned well with
sale of bells. This meant that the local people who worked hard and were putting in their
labour were paid less and persons in foreign countries were selling these bells for a heavy
price and earned high profits. They used to tell local artisans not to sell the bells to anyone
else, but them and in case the bells are sold to some one else, the orders would be
cancelled/stopped. No one liked this, but the artisans were helpless. In fact, the Government
Corporation was paying them better price, hence they used to secretly sell their bells to the
Corporation. However, Sumarbhai boldly told that American gentleman that you are paying
us lesser price and hence we all, secretly from you, are selling our goods to the corporation
and proved it also. There after, the businessmen threatened them that they would not place
their orders. Sumarbhai, in a befitting way told them that we are artists and if you do not
place orders for the supply, we are not going to die. God is giving us our bread and butter, not
you. | have confidence in my art and by selling our goods to the corporation or any one else, |

will earn my livelihood.

The businessman had his agent in Mumbai who in turn would place the order to his Mirzapar

counterpart, who would place orders to the artisans.

Sumarkaka held that earlier money had no importance in the deals. In earlier days, they
would prepare bells for cattle herds’ owners and give it to them, who in turn would give the
artisans a goat or two. As and when necessary, they would sell the goat and money so
received was being utilized for purchase of grains/other necessary items. Similarly they were
connected with agriculturists, for whom these artisans would prepare farm equipments and
also carry out repairs of such equipments, sharpen their tools/equipments and in turn the

artisans would get food grains and quantum of the food grains was also set, for example a
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small bundle of millet, wheat or other food grains for two sickles etc. small bundle means a
bag. Such 10-12 bags would be sufficient for 6 months consumption. They used to help in
extracting grains from the ear of corns and bring the empty ears and other grass and husk for
their cattle. Thus, maintenance of family and cattle was managed. Similarly, they used to
consume milk, butter milk and ghee etc. from goats etc. given by cattle owners.

Things were cheaper in earlier times. For example; 32 Patis (one pati is little less than a one
kilogram) of ‘Korad’ would cost them Rs.2/-. Approx. 32 patis were equal to 24 to 25 kgs.
Coarse grains like korad, barley etc. were generally consumed. Milk, butter milk and ghee of
domestic cattle like goat, cow were enough. There was no need of vegetables or rice etc.
Clothes too were of very thick variety, a pair of which would last for 2-3 years or so. People
were very hard working and put in a lot of labour, there were less illness and in case one falls
sick, he/she will die. Owing to this, expenses for medicines etc were less. Eat, drink and work
hard were their motto. Clay was used instead of soaps. They used to walk miles to go from
one village to another for their work. They used to go up to Kamaguna and Baukha for their
work and return home by evening. A good breed and large quantity of milk yielding goat
used to cost about Rs 15 to 20.

Even then, in case of need of any money, they used to approach farmers. If they approach
cattle owners, they would give cattle and not the money, while farmers would lend money
and food grain also. His father once suffered from pneumonia and in those days, it was
considered to be a very serious disease. For treating the fever, they used to get a strong and
hefty he or she goat from the cattle owner and its freshly removed skin would be tied around

the body of the patient for 2/3 hours and the fever was gone.

Processing: From the old or scrap or newly purchased metal sheets, pieces of desired sizes
would be cut with the help of hammer, iron wedge or anvil and is given a bell shape. This
bell shaped items are covered with paste made up of clay, cotton, cow dung, etc. Bells are
completely covered with the paste and care is being taken to ensure that there is no crevice.
Thereafter it is put in to a coal furnace for about 4 to 8 hours, taken out and it is beaten and

hammered to get a sound from it.

Extreme care is to be taken at each and every stage of bell making process. Initially at the

time of giving shape of a bell from the metal sheet and for bringing out that excellent and
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sweet sound, it has to be beaten and hammered. This is a very difficult process and requires a
lot of skill. The best of artisans with their experience can manage to get the desired sweet
sound by hammering and beating. It is a test of his expertise and mastery over the work.

Similarly, in the bell making process, role of women is also very important. Before putting
bells in to the furnace, a paste of clay, cow dung, cotton mix is to be applied on the bell
shaped articles. This is done by women of the houses only. If the mix on the bell
breaks/opens out in the furnace, the metal bell gets exposed to direct heat of the furnace and
this may result in to its burning and becoming useless. Therefore the covering should not
open out/break inside the furnace. The paste has to be prepared with skill.

First of all the clay is to be brought to fine powder form. It has to be kneaded by putting in
required quantity of water and then by mixing cotton and kneading again to that extent that a
paste can be made of the mixture. This paste/mixture is to be applied on the bell in such a
fashion that the entire bell gets fully covered. Similarly a paste/mixture of brass powder or
borax powder application on the bells can also be carried out by skill of these women only.
There after, when the bells are put in to the furnace, the temperature of the furnace is to be
controlled. Bells inside the furnace are to be turned upside down regularly by seating near the
furnace. Seating besides the excessively hot furnace requires a lot of bearing capacity and is a
laborious job. Excessive heat may burn the bell metal and less heat may not get the desired

result.

After taking out the bells from the furnace, the clay-cotton mix layer is to be very carefully
removed. After this, it is to be washed with water and is to be again hammered/beaten to get

that sweet sound. This process is known as ‘sound giving process’.

4.6 History: Old Markets; Changes in Customs

Earlier, the bells were generally tied to cow’s neck and also to goat, bullocks, camel etc. Talk
ing about days of their forefathers, the lohar —blacksmith- community used to make bells for
tying to cow and other domestic animals like goat, bullock, camel, horse etc. They were also
manufacturing farm equipment, sickle and sharpening other iron equipment. Here the social
arrangement of blacksmith — customer & market were well established. Customers and

Market area of each blacksmith was fixed and it was functioning well for their village as well
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for their nearby villages. For example; Sulemanbhai’s grandfather worked for 5/7 people and
they were known as his clients. They would not go to another blacksmith for getting their
work done. They used to get work done through their fixed blacksmith only. Moreover, they
had not to pay anything for smaller works, i.e. for sharpening their equipment, they had not to
pay separately and next year when crop comes up in the farmers’/cattle owners’ farm, they
would keep certain percent food grain for their blacksmith. At the time of any function in the
house, they would be invited for meals and would be given few days’ ration also. Similarly,

cattle of blacksmith would be given free grass and fodder from the farms.

4.7 A Big Change in the System

A Jain gentleman from Kachchh was staying in USA. About 60 years back, he started buying
bells from this area. He succeeded and started placing big orders for supply of the bells for
markets in USA and Europe. Thereafter, Corporation and the Government started arranging
fairs and the market expanded and new avenues were opened, new thoughts emerged and

new products came in to the market.

Thus, there was a big change in old customers, marketing area and marketing strategies. With
this, peoples’ demand also changed and accordingly, the products also underwent changes. In
bells, there is not much of change in its basics; however few varieties like bell with

chandelier, star and moon bells, many bells in one set etc. have emerged.

The metal bell makers are mainly unorganized, lacking both credit access and saving
practices. Once, all males from Jura village were black listed from all institutional banks
owing to history of credit default. The SHGs formed by women became an opportunity to
explore the economic viability of the craft but also of the household and family involved in
this craft. The women in this community appear to have a more pronounced role within the
family compared to Muslim women in other craft communities and are gradually moving
towards recognizing the benefits of interest based loans, despite religious beliefs, if the
contribution of women are added to the rates of copper bell size. The SHGs, in turn are
linked with Khamir which in turn builds linkages with government schemes and support
programs (health, business). Attempts are also ongoing to organize them into producer

collectives.
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4.8 Lohar Metal Bell Makers in Pictures
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Lohar Metal Bell Makers in Pictures (contd.)
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4.9 Zura Gram Panchayat: Profile

Total population — 4483
Local History:

Zura, 450- 500 years old, is situated 28 kms from Bhuj, north part of Bhuj block in Kachchh.
The village has two entrances. first entrance is in the north direction and second is in the
western direction of the village i.e. is connected to Nakhtrana. Zura is said to have been
named from the word zori for snatching in Kutchi. The local memory is that of the village
that was inhabitated by the Kathi community when people living in the tents, with no
constructed houses in the village. The Jadeja community arrived here 450 years ago. The
Jadejas were from the Varamcheda village of Nakhtrana, who have the sub community title
of Varamsinh. They forcefully evicted the Kathi community from Zura and made it their
home. The main commnities living in the Zura are Jadeja, Sodha, Matang, Jat, Luhar, Gusali,
Maharaj, Bhanusali, Muslim (Syed, Sumra, Jat), Vadha, Bhil and their main occupations are
agriculture, animal husbundry, handicrafts including bell making. There is no history of inter-
community conflict. The term Harijan is used in the village for dalits and Muslims too are

known by their castes. castes.

Memories of their own history

Lohar caste lived in Pakistan 150 years ago. Ancestors came to Zura before 7 generations.
During the drought in Kachchh, they used to go to Pakistan and engaged in agriculture. After
the partition, they came to Kutch permanently. Ancestors used to make bells and this
continues todate.40 years ago, these bells were sold to pastrol communities, cattle rearers at
25 paisa per bell, but now earn Rs 20 for even a small bell. The bells are sold in USA, in
Indian cities such as Banglore, Mumbai, Udaipur, Pune, Delhi etc. Bells are produced per
their orders- bells of size 1 to 13. They are of different sizes and tunes. Currently, 40 families
in Kachchh are assoicated with this trade. They have learnt bell making from Zura only.
Lohar caste is engaged in bell making, earning Rs 200- 250 per day. Initially, their condition
was not good and they had to migrate for earnings but currently the situation is better. Bells
are sold outside and business is better off. There are 50 Lohar families. Ancestors followed

Pir and this persists.
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Panchayat Profile:

Name Designation | Ward Caste Age | Education | Occupation | Mariatal Village Type of Seat
Status
1 | Naran Sama Harijan Sarpanch 1to7 | dalit 51 1st Std Agriculture Married Zura S.C.
9 Hasamsha Hayatsha | Dy. 4 Muslim 25 9th Pass Contractor Married Zura General
Saiyad Sarpanch
3 Bhagbai Mangal Member 1 dalit 50 llleterate House work Married Zura S.C. Women
Dalit
4 Jusab llyas Sumra Member 2 Muslim 50 llleterate Agri. Married Zura S.EB.C.
labourer
5 Ladha Achar dalit Member 3 dalit 40 llleterate Agri. Married Zura S.C.
labourer
6 Fatmabai Alimamad Jat Member 5 Jat 24 llleterate House work Married Zura General
Vandh women
7 Harun Salemamad Jat Member 6 MJat 47 2nd Std Labou work Married Zura General
Vandh
8 Geetaben Dipakbhai | Member 7 Bhanusali | 23 SSC Fail House work Married Zura General
Bhanusali women
9 Murkorba Mansangji | Member 8 Darbar 55 llleterate House work Married Zura General
Jadeja women
10 Bhamrajo Halaji Sodha Member 9 Darbar 48 SSC Fail Contractor Married Zura General
Camp
1" Surataji Makaji Sodha Member 10 Darbar 55 SSC Fail Business Married Zura General
Camp
12 Khetsinh Bhavsinh | Member 1 Darbar # 9th Pass Business Married Zura General
Sodha Camp
Information Source: Talati
Voter's Information:
Ward Area Castes covered in the | Women Men Total
ward Voters
1 Harijan, Jadeja, 1 to 264 | Harijan, Jadeja, Bhanusali | 130 133 263
2 Jadeja, Bhanusali Jadeja, Bhanusali 135 129 264
3 Bhanusali Vaas Bhanusali 134 138 272
4 Harijan vaas to Luhar, | Harijan, Luhar, Saiyed 140 129 269
Saiyed vaas
5 Luhar, Saiyed vaas, Jat | Jat, Harijan 136 141 277
vandh
6 Jat Vandh to Primary | Jat, Sikh, Harijan 135 132 267
school
7 Harijan vaas Harijan, Vandha, Pir, | 140 123 263
Joshi
8 Harijan, Jadeja Harijan, Jadeja, Sodha, | 138 115 253
Jat
9 Vanand, Sodha camp Vanand, Sodha 130 121 251
10 Fair price shop Sodha 147 118 265
11 Sodha Vaas Sodha 141 113 254
Total Voters 1506 1392 2898

Source of Information: according to voter list 2010-11 of Gram Panchayat

Information on ration card category of village:

Type of card

Families

Antyoday

52
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BPL 344
APL 266
Total 662

Source of Information: PDS shop

Village -1 .
Male Fernale total population
2301 2882 4483
Information on livestock
Cow | Buffalow | Ox | Goat | Sheep | Camle | Horse | Donkey | Hen | Other | Total
463 | 954 35 2469 | 1134 | -- 8 - - - 5055
Source:: Animal husbadry office, Panchayat or ward PRA.
Information on land holding of Panchayat: (hectares)
Agricultural Agricultural Fallow Village Forest | Pond Grazing Road | Morgue | Total
non areable boundry land
4376- 994- | 18-68- | 1000/00 | 6-08-
3697/30 62 8-68-00 | 60 00 00 9-96-36 | 1068/22
Source of Information: Panchayat
Farmers: (Source : Panchayat)
Marginal | Small Large Total Schedule | Schedule | OBC | General | Total
farmers farmers | farmers | farmers | caste tribe
84 226 313 623 59 -- 92 472 623
Educational Information:
Caste wise break up of students (according to register)
Details of information SC ST OBC General | Total
students
According to school registers 202 04 171 135 512
Regular 170 03 156 128 457
Irregular (drop out) 32 01 15 07 55
Taken out of school by parents - - - -- --
Students in School Register: Village Zura: Classes 1 to 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Total
M|F M|F |M|F M|F M|F | M|F |M|F |M
5114114249140 ]35[36|32]32|33[35[41|25|20| 512

Number of teachers: Male — 5, Female — 13, Total - 18
Number of classrooms: Kucha Pucca — 13, Total — 13
Funriture: Table- 16, Cupboard- 11, Chairs- 20

Seating arrangement for students: Bench-, Rug —, Mats-
Instruments: Music - Yes, Sports - Yes, Play ground - Yes, Health corner - Yes, Educational
games - Yes, Computer - Yes, TV — Yes

Information on families and caste

Caste

Families

Harijan

80

Caste

Families

Gusai

5
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Jadeja 50
Sodha 350
Harijan Matang 10
Jat 240
Lohar 12
Total 946

Source of Information: Panchayat

Household and its types: Mention quantity

Maharaj 4
Bhanushali 125
Muslim 50
Vadha 15
Bhil 5

Type Number
Zopda 224
Kucha houses | 509
with Naliyas
pucca houses 776
Total 1509
Information on facilities of the village: Main village of Panchayt-Zura

Facility Number Facility Number
1 | Community hall 1 16 | Sub centre No
2 | Bus stand 1 17 | PHC No
3 | Angan wadi 4 18 | PDS No
4 | Primary school 3 19 | Open market No
5 | Secondary school No 20 | Bank No
6 | Higher secondary school No 21 | Animal clinic No
7 | Drinking water Borwell 22 | Telephone Yes
8 | Transport facilities Yes 23 | Post office Yes
9 | Overhead tank Yes 24 | Mobile health van Yes
10 | Tar road Yes 25 | Water connection to each household Yes
11 | Electricity facility Yes 26 | Telephone exchange No
12 | Police station No 27 | Pumping centre for drinking water Boring
13 | Storage for fodder No 28 | Milk dairy No
14 | Panchayat building Yes 29 | Well for drinking water Yes- 3
15 | Folur mill 2 30 | Other No
Information on artisans and other persons with skills
Skill Persons
Mason 15
Carpenter 5
Lohar 20
Block printing 30
Plumber 0
Police 40

(Source: Panchayat)

Information on physical household assets of the village:

Asset

Number
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TV 200
Fridge 50
Mobile 1500
Two wheeler 200
Four wheeler 30
Three wheeler 10
DTH connections 200

Source of Information: Panchayat

Information on Panchayat committees

Sr. | Name of the committee Male Female Total
No.

1 Social justice committee 4 1 5

2 Water committee 9 13

3 Education committee -- -- --

4 MNREGA committee 4 13

5 Construction committee 7 4 11

6 Other -- -- --

Information on Natural resource of the village: Mention quantities

Pond | Well/canal Check | Irrigation River Trees Hill
dam dam
4 3 7 1 1 -- 1

Information on organizations working in the village: NIL

Work done by Panchayat in 2007- 11 through their own funds, grants, donation, loan
and people’s contribution

Financial Details of work Source of funding Expense
year

1 | 2008-09 Underground tank in Maheshwari Juna | Planning Grant 39371
vas of Zura village

2 | 2008-09 Bus station at Zura village Block panchayat & 86094

VRTI (15%)

3 | 2009-10 Water Pipeline’s work from Arvind 12" Finance 1,22,
rantanshi’s home to Abdula Jusab’s commission (Village) | 600
home

4 | 2009-10 Gutter from Jat vandh water storage to | 12" Finance 53, 000
old well of Jat Osman Mamad commission (Village)

5 | 2009-10 Community hall in Bhanushali vas of Block panchayat 1, 68,
Zura village 300

6 | 2009-10 Pipeline from water tank of Zura to 12" finance 1,13,
Versalji Sodha’s camp house commission — block 696

level

7 | 2009-10 Gutterline in Harijanwas 15% 1, 00,

330
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Financial Details of work Source of funding Expense
year
8 | 2009-10 Water tank and pipeline 12" finance 1,97,
commission — district | 390
level
9 | 2009-10 Gutter line in Lohar vas and harijan 12™ finance 1, 89,
was commission —district | 835
level
10 | 2009-10 Flooring in Harijan was 12" finance 1, 96,
commission — block 288
level
11 | 2009-10 Construction of main road in Zura 12" finance 99087
commission — block
level
12 | 2010-11 Constructing roof of morgue in Block panchayat and 1,19,
Bhanushali was VRTI- 15% 193
13 | 2010-11 Water pipeline in Vadi area Block panchayt grant | 1, 55,
265
14 | 2010-11 Compound wall in Marwada Block panchayt grant | 79200
community hall
15 | 2010-11 RCC road from Shivji mithu’s shop to | Seed money grant 75000
Jusab sumra’s shop

Source of Information: Panchayat
Issues on livelihood or other issues identified in Focus Group Discussions (FGD)
1. Guitter line

2. Sanitation
3. PHC for health issues
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5 Conclusion: Opportunities and Challenges

Changing market: response from communities: According to Judy Frater, crafts traditionally
were integrated into local social systems. Design was integral to craft-artisan was designer,
producer, marketer. The artisans knew who used the product, for what need and innovations
within traditions were slow-evolved- a new cloth, fiber, color. The user interacted directly
with the producer. Now markets are no longer local, products are not for utilitarian purposes,
and the functional basis that drove innovation has transformed. On the other hand,
innovations need to be fast, so there is now a shift from variations in patterns to change in
the pattern itself. There is division between art and labor- designers (trained)have knowledge
of what sells, artisans have skills- a hierarchy is built, the social status of the artisan and craft
low.>” A telling incident was witnessed by the author of the study during field visit to a wadi
(workshop) of Ajrakh Block printers in Dhamadka. Ajrakh Block printers were working on
an order for printing 100 saris for Fab India. The demand was for saris with small borders
preferred by urban elite women, while Ajrakh designs are more spread out. After many
efforts and several pieces being discarded, the Ajrakh printers present commented, ° Why
cannot they like our designs”. As Ismail Khatri put it, “they need to understand how we make
our products. There is no continuous production, we have to consider the seasons which
affect the dyes (eg. rain, humidity). Craft season and culture needs to be understood.
Foreigners want more even colors. However, this also made us go back to our antique
designs.. We also came to know of craft practices in other regions, environmental practices,
about pricing, customers need, etc.” *® The solution needs to come from the community itself.

“We began to transform into artisan entrepreneurs. ” *° Ismail Khatri stated.

The Kala Raksha Vidyalaya addressed this need of a local design school which would enable
the artisan to move from cultural expression to articulation(education, design principles).
Designer Craftsmen began to emerge. Artisans immense interest in creative aspects-with use
of new designs, they still choose according to their own sensibility, aesthetics, even if they
follow the design brief, even as the concept of a piece has changed and fashion emerged as a

concept. There is a professionalization of a tradition- a conceptual bifurcation occurs- artisans

¥ Discussion with Judy Frater
3 Interview with Ismail Khatri
* 1bid

70



distinguish between the commercial and the traditional- rules and standards for each are
distinct, they do not directly overlap. However, both involve, effort, value creation, personal

satisfaction-economic and cultural viability.*°

In response to changing markets, links have been established by artisans, often through
institutions such as Khamir-CRC, Kala Raksha, with national level retail chains and
international exhibitions, collaborations are forged with high fashion designers and studying
designs to broaden their traditional approaches, and with NGOs/institutions to test ecological
methods of production.

According to Khamir - Craft Resource Centre (CRC), block printed textiles have become
more demanding and competitive. Market driven challenges have resulted in decreasing
returns on Kachchh block printed products. Though the block print industry faces tough
competition from the screen print and mass-produced textile industries, printers are most
challenged by factors within their own sector which prevent them from better reaching and
responding to new markets. Currently, Kachchh’s printers are unable to make the investment
of time and resources necessary to address issues of dyeing quality, consistency, design,
variety of colour, block design, layout, and cloth, marketing, and control over costing. This
investment will allow artisans to develop and respond to new markets and revisit the distinct
skills which sets their work apart from generic block printing. The challenge is to retain
Ajrakh and natural dye printing as an art form and livelihood, to make it more
environmentally sustainable and to retain the artisan’s market share. However, this needs to

be part of the internal dialogues within the craft community.

In the case of the Lohar Metal Bell makers, the skills needed to shape and tune the bells are
difficult to replicate which gives the metal bell making craft a significant market advantage
and contributes to the craft’s success as a local livelihood. The young are enthusiastically
engaged in the craft, carrying the potential to spread its practice, and influence future success.
The growing bell sector’s future growth and sustainability is challenged by inadequate work
facilities and technical upgrades, artisan’s inability to access affordable raw materials, a
limited product range, and limited marketing and trade skills. The sector’s success has

resulted in the growth of artisan work facilities. Metal bell making, once a home-based craft

“% Discussion with Judy Frater
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which produced for local markets, has now transformed to production on a larger scale with
constant turnover. Most artisan units today operate mini factory-like workshops. Due to a
lack of necessary capital and artisans’ pattern of daily earning and daily consumption, there
has been little investment in bell making work facilities. Workshops are in poor condition,
technologies inadequate. Kachchh’s bell artisans need financial support and guidance to
invest in their facilities and new technologies. Bell metal artisans struggle to access
affordable raw materials on which their craft is dependant. Bell making kilns require
specially made coal to properly fire the bells. As there are limited suppliers of this coal, it is
sold to artisans at a premium. Artisans also need to source brass flake, powder, and borax.
They currently purchase these materials from local traders. Since prices are controlled by the
traders, these metals are subject to price flux. Internal discussions are on whether bulk
purchases and alternate sources of raw materials will reduce production costs. Product
diversification is not a primary concern to artisans but support organizations consider this as
significant to sustain their craft in a competitive market environment. Yet, there is
recognition that product development and diversification rests on the refined skills which
cannot be replicated by lesser skilled people or mass produced. Artisans having limited
access to global markets and marketing skills, wish to expand their market reach but need to

develop the skills to do so to compete in these markets.

Discussion among artisans, civil society organizations working among the two craft
communities, institutions such as Khamir: Craft Resource Centre (CRC) point to the

following policy concerns, namely:

1. Challenge: economies of scale and competition

(a) Metal Bell Makers: According to development organizations such as Khamir-CRC, there
was a need for impetus to grow beyond self- units of production. Possibilities need to be
tapped for inputs (for furnaces and firing) from government institutions such as District
Industrial Centres and Gujarat Industrial Development Corporation (GIDC). The metal bell
artisans interviewed preferred furnaces being provided to a unit of households rather than a

common furnace.

(b) Ajrakh Block Printers: hardware: need for common affluent treatment plant supporting a

common centre of production or support to individual units or both. At Ajrakhpur, the block
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printers sought financial support from state government for setting up an affluent plant,
stating that the artisans would themselves provide the land. However, negotiations fell
through as the handicrafts department demanded part ownership of the land. With large scale
land acquisition by industry ongoing in Kachchh, the ajrakh artisans did not feel secure in

giving away the land to government.

2. Linkages: with agricultural institutions researching/ studying traditional plants, species for

preparing natural colours/dyes
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Note on Communities in Kachchh

1. Pastoral and nomadic:

Jains, Sodhas, Meghwars, Muthwas , Rabaris migrated from different regions:
Rajasthan, Sindh, Afghanisthan, Saurashtra (Gujarat), central Asia, Iran

Rabari sub-divisions include Garasia, Kachela, Dhebaria,Wagadia, all trace their roots
to the mythical Sambhal, a creation of Lord Shiva t look after camels, worship mother

goddesses, with marriages taking place on one day, the birth date of Lord Krishna

Embroidery is instrinsic to their lives

Another 24 Muslim groups, the prominent among whom are Jatts, nomadic, semi-
nomadic, migrated from Sindh . Jatts subdivided into clans: Halipotra, Raisipotra,
Muthwa, Node, Hongorjah, Bhambha, Cher, Junejah, Kaskalee, Korar, Ladai, Nunai,
Pathan, Baluch, Samejah, Sumra and Tabah, Dhanetah

2. Meghwals (Dalits):

They dispose of carcasses of dead animals, prepare, tan the skins for making shoes,
well-buckets, saddles and harnesses. Few Meghwals involved in herding. They attach
themselves to pastoral groups. Meghwals were originally weaver and leather workers
who migrated to Kachchh from Mewar, Rajasthan. Meghwal women are highly
skilled embroiders. They have more in common with the Muslim neighbours ( Jatts)
who treat them as equals, leading to cultural exchange. For example, embroidery

traditions have been borrowed and adapted from each other

3. Sodha Rajputs (upper caste):
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They migrated/fled from Sindh during 1971 Indo- Pakistan war , strongly patriarchal,
seclusion of women who carried with them tradition of rare stitches, shared with

Meghwal women

4. Craft communities:

Include wankars (weavers), khatris (block printers), kumbhars (potters), Sonis (gold
and silver smiths), Chudgars (bracelet makers), salat (stone workers), ods (labourers),
Meghwals (leather workers), Kansaras (coppersmiths), Lohars (black smiths), Wadas
(lacquer workers), Vanjas (silk and mashru weavers) and Suthars (carpenters), Bhata

and Charans who are the bards and genealogists.
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