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Winged Peris in a Pastoral Retreat
Anjan Chakraverty

Surface ornamentation interspersed with figural imagery on some of the
rather deceptively simplistic Banaras brocades, datable to the first quarter of the
20" century, UPNEP A SERG 2 olE o Al | TR o L g RS
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enchanting world
of fantasy,
sensuous if not
partially sur-real.
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One such example
(Fig.1), a gift of
Mrs. Krishna
Neotia, is
currently on
display at the
Textile Section of
the Jiidna-Pravaha
Museum,
Varanasi. This silk-
brocade
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Fig.1. Odhani — a Women's headshawl, Banaras, ¢.1920, silk brocade .-
Jiiana-Pravaha Museum, Acc. no. 2010.17.

headshawl,' odhani or cadar, must have originally been part of a bridal
trousseau. As per the age-old custom, the bride was draped with this kind of
luxury textile during the ceremonial send off to the in-laws from her parental
house. In Banaras as also in other cities of the north Indian region, the routine
practice of covering the head and body with an oversize headshawl, unadorned
or elaborately decorated, was prevalent till 1960s among the womenfolk of a
certain social group, comparatively less exposed to and relatively reluctant to
succumb to newer sartorial trends.
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The ornamental layout of the Jhana-Pravaha odhant or cadar follows the
classic format that consisted of two identical end-panels (a7ical, pallii), warp-
wise twin meandering borders (bel, kinari) and a central field (jamina, pot) with
exuberant interlacing (jala) of
flowering creepers,
expanding diagonally. In the
middle zone of the end-
panels (Figs. 2 & 3) do we
locate a landscapic
composition conjuring out of
several pattern repeats, each
with synoptic depiction of a
pleasure garden. Billowing
foliate arabesque studded
with voluminous blossoms
surround a decorative
fountain of the prevalent
Indo-European style, set in

play within a pond-
enclosure. Peacocks dance to
the music of cuckoos and
blackbucks stagger around.
On each playing fountain
hover a winged peri wearing
a tight-fitting pesawaz and
caugosia cap, secured with a
beaded turban band. Loose
ends of the scarf thrown
across the upper torso and
covering the left shoulder
flutter behind, suggestive of
the motion of a sweeping flight. The attenuated feather pinned on to the cap
further emphasizes the poetry of motion. Her hand gestures are subtle, evoking
a certain gat-bhava of Kathak. Sleek khajuri guard-borders run weft-wise,
punctuating the expanse of this central unit that finally spill over into two

Fig.3. Detail of the end-panel (pallii), same as Fig.1.
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patbelas, unfolding horizontally on either sides. Patbelas depict in a series of
repeats a rather inexplicable hunting episode (Fig.2); an Englishman in breeches
and hunting coat and well-camouflaged amidst massive leafy vegetation,
aiming his flint-lock at a rampant lion.

The lengthwise borders (bel) belong to the khuli-bel type (Fig.1), a variety
with flourishes springing S e SR gl —
forth unrestricted in the £ s

absence of any guard border %
for the upper end, unlike the &
common iconography of the
meandering creepers set
within the hauz. Each repeat
unit has a tiger chasing a
frightened blackbuck, a
parrot perched on the
undulating leafy stalk and a
winged per7 in flight, gazing
at the back. The central field
(Fig.4) enmeshed with
flowering creepers has
apparent correlation with
the meanders mapping the
entire length of the odhani
and indeed justify a
thematic relevance. In
addition to the zoomorphic
motifs used in the meanders
there is a peacock with a
graceful slender neck
settling down on a blossom |
and pecking on a half-open SSin EECSET EIn L/
bud. Similar looking Fig.5. Winged Pert in dialogue with a Peacock, detail of Fig.4.
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Fig.4. Central-field (Jamina) of the odhani, same as Fig.1.

. - e

airborne winged peris reappear in each involution, engaged in a dialogue with
the peacock while beaded garlands dangle in their raised hands (Fig.5).
However, contrary to the Iranian nagdah there is nothing as a salvaging
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narrative baseline for a concrete interpretation of the brocaded figural imagery
on numerous Banaras specimens that form an interesting group and to which
this odhant belongs. When in canons and classical literature does one fail to get
the clues it is in the realm of secular lores and music of the region that one
would look for possible fount of the leitmotif. Winged peris are the principal
characters of this particular composition; they are in fact the nayikas, the
idealized heroines meant to represent a certain music-inspired poetic mood.
Possibly, a bandisa (musical composition) of a thumri set in misra telanga inspired
the pattern-drawer:
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Sthayi: O my Rama (My lord) what led you erase from your mind my

countenance?

Antara: Carrying in my heart your image,

Dejected, do I wander in the woods.

(and now) My rosary is serving as a medicine my lord.
Syama - My lord! What made you weed me out of your memory?

Into the making of a multi-ethnic popular culture of the 19" century
Banaras, poetry and music served as veritable catalysts, conditioning a
distinctive aesthetic approach. This particular textile is about the joy of sharing
a musical refrain at multiple levels, by a pattern-drawer with a master-weaver
who in turn understands the emotive depths of the prospective owner of the
odhant.

The 19" and 20" century figural brocades from Banaras had their lineage
in their counterparts from Gujarat. Undoubtedly, the migrant weavers from
Gujarat were responsible for introducing such a figure-centric pictorial genre to
a class of connoisseurs well-versed in poetry and music. Figural patterns for
brocades very often included mythological designs, sikaragah and even
portraits. Interestingly, in a kajar7 from Banaras-Mirzapur belt composed by one
Sahabana and consequently expanded upon by Shakur Khan and Hiralal, his
twin-disciples, could I get the clues for the contextual dynamics of the synoptic
vignettes chosen out of sacred myths for portrayal in textiles. An ode to a
master-dyer is delightful and, simultaneously, vivid:
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Dhun Rangarejva : Khaddara Ki Cunari
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O my master-dyer! Beautify my coarsely-woven cotton cunari (wrap) with
printed embellishments.

O my master-dyer! Since long time back I had a desire (to own such a piece).

O my master-dyer! Do print on a certain part (of the cunari) Radha and Lalita
on their way to sell curd.

Do print on another part (of the cunari) the encounter of Baldau's brother
(Krsna) and the sakhis.

Do print on yet another part (of the cunari), (Krsna) dancing with sakhis
keeping to the ta ta thaiya beat.
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Do print on some section (of the cunari), (Krsna) fluting while he takes cows out
to graze in the forest wilds.

O my master-dyer! Do print on a certain part (of the cunari) the slaying of
Karitsa — 1.

Do print on a certain part (of the cunari) Krsna and beloved Radha enjoying the
swing.

Do print on another part (of the cunari) Krsna dancing while playing on the

flute.

Do print on yet another (of the cunari) Hari and sakhis, all dancing enraptured.

Adorn a certain section (of the cunari) by printing the young Krsna getting
ready for the rasa dance.

O my master-dyer! Do print on a certain portion (of the cunari) the charms of
(the month of) Savana (July-August) - 2.

Do print on a certain portion (of the cunari) Krsna stealing the garments of the
sakhis.

And, on another part (of the cunari) do print (Krsna) arranging artfully the
garments (of the sakhis) on the branches of kadamba tree.

Do print on yet another part (of the cunari) Banavari (Krsna) seated on the
kadamba tree and playing upon his flute.

Adorn a certain section (of the cunari) by printing a garden planned out in four
segments, with flower beds of red and green hues.

O my master-dyer! Do beautify a certain part (of the cunari) by printing the
expanse of the mortal world — 3.

Do print on a certain spot (of the cunari) Radhika standing along with the cow.
And, adorn one segment (of the cunari) with Krsnamurari milking the cows.

O my "Mursida’! says Sahabana, now I am putting an end to this description.
Listening to the couplet of 'Sakura Khan', the rival is down with fever.

O my master-dyer! Hiralal (thus) elaborates upon the (narrative) of cunari.

This kajari further testifies that there was a parallel tradition in the region
for the figure-centric block-printed textiles, particularly in the form of cotton
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headshwls. In this case, as it used to be in Deccan, the brocades possibly acted
as prototypes for the master-dyers.

The lively designing of the odhani with idiosyncratic pictorial ambience
of a contemporary pleasure garden, virtually a pastoral retreat for the ratsa of
Banaras, can be safely attributed to the family guild of Bisesar Prasad (c.1835 to
1935). A potter and wall-decorator by profession, he excelled in figural designs
for brocades. Having received intensive training under the city-based miniature
painters who were once groomed by the masters once engaged at the Mughal
court atelier of Delhi, he succeeded in infusing an engaging contemporary
nuance to the prevalent mannerized figurative depiction borrowed from the
late-18" and 19" century design repertoire of the kimkhab weavers settling down
in Banaras from Gujarat. It is by sheer chance that some hundred odd brush-
drawn (syaha-kaiam) and pencil-drawn paper designs (kagaz ka khaka or likhat) by
Bisesar Prasad, by his son Mahadeva Prasad (c.1880-1965) as also those by his
grandson Baijnath Prasad (c.1900-1964) still exist in the collection of several
hereditary naqsabands, girastas and kothidaras. In the Jiana-Pravaha odhani, one
would detect the familiar diction of Bisesar Prasad as also the collaborative
inputs of his son and grandson. This was happening in almost all the family
workshops of hereditary artisans and in this particular case do we notice how
thoughtfully Bisesar assigned different segments of the parent layout to his son
and grandson. A master of putalis (stylized lady figures), he drew the winged
peris with faces in profile and perfect in all the convincing sartorial details.
Mahadeva added the flamboyant interlacing of flowering meanders with
enormous blossoms to round off an ambience of a pleasure garden of the mind.
Baijnath visualized the twin guard borders for the end-panel with European
hunters in addition to the birds and zoomorphic motifs, appended sparingly.
The odhani was designed and woven towards the end of the second decade of
the 20" century; by that time Bisesar was sixty, Mahadeva was in his late forties
and Baijnath was barely twenty.

Endnote
1. Headshawl, Banaras
c.1920

Structural details:

Ground fabric: silk; colour: simone pink or gul e abbasi, abiri
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Warp (L) 251 cms; multiple strands; twist: loose Z twist
Weft (W) 179 cms; multiple strands; twist: loose Z twist

Construction: tabby; embellishments woven in kandhua technique with

the help of thread jacquard (nagsha).

Design weft: golden metallic thread; twist: Z twist; yellow silk core;

silver badla (flattened metallic strips).

Collection: Jnhana-Pravaha Museum, Varanasi, Acc. no. 2010.17.
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