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1. Sari fabric (T28A)

| am Sakta, a Sari from Orissa’s east-facing sea, the Bay of Bengal. | ripple
with life inspired by seasalt and sun. There is music in this weave with the
click-clacking of the loom mixing purple, red, yellow, green and white
threads. These translate as earth, moon, sun, fish and birds. The weavers’
celebrate their world. It is a map of the shoreline where stories recorded the
seasons of rain with waterbirds, or fruit and flowers of spring, but get lost in
translation. One day, a buyer of Primavera Gallery came to display me in
England. How often this happened - to be taken to be shown or to work in
places unknown. The story woven in me is about a woman who wanted to
tell the story about the sun. But people were too busy to listen. The woman
was desperate and told it to a pregnant salt-seller, whose unborn baby
heard the story about the promise of good fortune. At its birth, the baby
sang the song about a fish that carried the ring of hope of sea-farers in its
belly. She caught the fish and found the ring and sang in praise of all things
around. How is contentment worn? And gratefulness? Or would someone
have wanted to wear me in as many ways possible as | am approximately 4.5
yards long and up to 38 inches in width?

This unknown maker has a name, a tradition, an art woven across
generations, made into a craft. Timelessness cannot be colonised.
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2. Textile Elephant (T300F)

My name is Haathi, and | am also a saathi - friend and companion. When |
was made there were a few Maharajas left. There were emperors who
looked after me better than their wives and wrote poetry to me. Memorable
as animal and now | am an object, haathi, a toymaker’s joy. With a hand-
embroidered mirror blanket and headdress in bright desert colours, Haathi
bridges the idea of transport as it is a carrier, an animal worshipped as
Ganesha to remove obstacles particularly in travel, with its vegetarianism to
bring peace. Between 1951 and 1976, elephants for Makers’ markets were
ceremonial - at temples, or state occasions. To have a ‘mobile’ haathi, both
as a toy and as a memory of decorative embroidery from Rajasthan or Kutch
filled the shops. Elephants in the south carried logs of wood from forests for
building and participated in temple rituals. Makers were unknown, but the
gaze of the one who bought me was of India’s grandeur. This changed.

In 1971 the film Haathi mere Saathi was the biggest Indian film box office hit
with a south Indian director M.A. Thirumugam and Bombay star Rajesh
Khanna telling the story of an orphan rescued by elephants. This haathi
carries many associations of loyalty, livelihood and majesty. Do popular
events influence makers and collectors?
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3. Sari fabric (T63A)

As Bandhini mull mull, I have many uses. Mostly, to be a cool veil protecting
from the midday sun. The maker who made me creates bandhini by tying
many beads with thread, creating patterns of elephants and paisleys, and
then dyes me vermillion or chilli pepper red. In the desert, colour is what
makes you feel cool. While I'm listed as a sari, | am also worn as a safa - a
turban. The designs celebrate a new visit, an engagement, a wedding.

While bandhini is common to Gujarat and Rajasthan, both with their fair
share of heat and deserts, the craft reveals a design imagining lush gardens
and animals. Retailed by Primavera Gallery, | am a display of traditional craft
and contemporary interest in dots as design.

Although vermillion or chilli red suggest heat, the colour plays on the idea
of being bright and cool and takes away the barrenness of miles of sand.
Birbal, Emperor Akbar’s minister, recommended cotton as the most
beautiful and useful flower that would make the empire rich through the
trade of mull mull across the world. | breathe with the circulation of air and
am particularly useful as a head covering. History has not changed my uses,
but the gaze has shifted.
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4.Tiger (W382C)

| am Kali the tigress. An ornament, | can be held in the hand. | am fierce and
make man, woman and child’s fear fly away with my red roaring mouth. |
empower. My stripes are painted in black slashes on my lean yellow skin. |
symbolise alarm, caution, dangers of distance. | sit with my wire-tail for all to
see. | was made in eastern India - Bengal or Assam. | am a symbol of solitary
power, roaming alone; fearless. Whoever holds me remembers the princess
of the mountains Parvati. Each empire was haunted by my tiger ancestors.
Rajahs, Sultans and Lords. Later - tiger hunts for trophies, skins and
conquest. Can anyone conquer the spirit of the Tiger? What power makes
my might? | can never be tamed. | was the symbol that reared its head
against oppression and empire. Only the black goddess of Time is allowed
to ride me, victoriously. | belong to myself. All those who unbelong, try to
capture me.

Who dreamed of a tiger, made me from plaster. Made me from stories told
and seen. Who brought me to remind them of the wild wilderness of India?
For twenty five years after Independence India was still thought of as a
country of wild beasts - Is this a memory of heritage or a talisman of
boundaries crossed.
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5. Print (W608A)

Ravana - | am everywhere, this watercolour barely captures me! They call me
a demon dancing with 10 heads and 20 arms. Do you know who | really am?
| am scary, but more importantly | am scared - of Light. | know what is strong,
but something weak in my self wants to possess everything - so | become so
many parts of my self and spread my self thin. | prey on the weak and watch
the vulnerable. What | want most is Love. When they cast me in an epic told
all over India in palaces, forests, villages, river banks, | was also cast away,
across to islands of Indonesia and Thailand. Who else could play the fears of
the human heart? | took on the strongest and most generous enemy. In that
too | was the best. | took away his beautiful wife and kept her captive. Why?
Hoping she would come to me. But she didn't. She had such power! Here |
am scattering away the energies of Life, while she whose name was Sita held
me in her sway. | was defeated by the endurance of Love between her and
Rama.

The painter who painted me thought about Ravana who has everything, is
also nothing. The painter showed me in Light, of Darkness.
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6. Textile Horse (T331J)

| was made at the foot of the Himalayas. In Nepal. | was made as a soft toy
because so many children know I'm the one friend who accompanies the
wood-carriers up the hills for fuel and firewood. Is that what the maker had
in mind? Nimble fingers packing my body with scraps of wool to make me
stand on different surfaces. As a work animal, | get to see the world at night
when most things are asleep. Somewhere in the maker's eye she or he
stitched mirrors for my eyes - seeing themselves through me! Maybe | was a
toy for children, maybe | was a souvenir in a shop dazzling the customers
with my red-green wool pom-poms, with my gleaming mirror blanket. | was
bought as a design innovation of style! There’s an old folk tale that tells of
horses that see through the night and when the world wakes, only the horse
can neigh the truth about how the mountains stand tall erupting from the
sea to meet the sky. Sometimes | tire of being an exhibit. | know that when |
am passed around some people mumble a story of remembrance, and |
come to life, my mirror eye winking with a flash they think is a tear of
understanding.
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7. Elephant (W385I)

Heera - | am the emperor elephant. In the good old days | would bathe in
the palace pools, and the mahut made sure | did not roll in the sand after a
bath. My trunk was painted - but | would have these magnificent head
dresses and back cloths that winked in the sun or glimmered at Night as
they were jewels. This must be the smallest representation of my greatness,
but as long as those who handle me can think that 'small is big’ I've fulfilled

a sense of poetic justice.
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8. Ceramic Bird (P21A)

| am Kabutar: dove, pigeon, philosopher. Kabutar-wallahs managed flocks
of us doves. Kabutars knew the secrets of gulleys and palaces - carrying
notes between spies, and lovers. Doves are birds of peace. Padmavat is an
epic story of how wise we birds are as companions, instructing a Princess
and Prince, but alas! we do not see the bird-catchers’ traps! Astrologers clip
our wings to make their living teaching us to predict lives.

| was made with clay, ceramic. Unglazed | was painted in pink and purple
stripes and | have very pink feet. Made with a hole on the underside, | could
be perched on a wall-hook. You can hold me in your hand. Caution! | cannot

fly.

Who made me? The potter and the person who brought me to England | do
not know. | have no name. Made in India, a golden olive branch painted
aroynd my neck symbolises peace. Western symbols garlanding the East?
Whose war, whose Peace? As Kabutar-wallahs vanished from the 1950s |
took flight, and landed, as a Collector’s clay object. Why?
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9. Printing Block (W596)

| have a handle and that tells you | have many uses. Block-printing on many
surfaces with wet paint. Made of wood, my face is chiselled into a map of
gardens, flowers, shrubs, lakes, building, roads, alleyways and palaces. | can
be dipped in a combination of colours and literally stamped on to cloth. My
finest feature is my design, engineered with channels that are carved into
me so that paints can flow through. Sometimes | wonder if my maker wanted
to create constellations by the fine wedging, and then reverted to cosmic
gardens, or just playgrounds for melas. My sheer geometry teaches lessons
in mathematics. The poetry of mathematics and counting, to get it exact. Did
my Collector see all this in me?
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