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THE PIONEER:
LAILA TYABJI, DELHI

In the elegant hand-woven saris that
Laila Tyabji is known to wear, there is
always a mischievous detail—subversive motifs, fun tassels or an unusual
mix of FRORXUV,WLVQRWGLIÀFXOWWRLPagine her then, in her younger days
riding a motorbike on the streets of
Delhi. It is this irreverence that makes
KHUDQDGRUHGDQGUHYHUHGÀJXUHLQWKH
world of craft and design, inherently
understanding that for traditional
crafts to remain relevant, they must
respond to changes in popular culture.
Having studied Àne arts at the Baroda College of Art, Tyabji began her career as a designer in the 1970s, when
the industry in India was slowly taking
form, involving herself with an array
of creative opportunities, including designing for Prime Minister Indira Gandhi. It was after she was brought in to
conceive a lifestyle store at the Taj Hotels’ new property on Delhi’s Mansingh Road that she began to realise the
gap between craft products manufactured at grassroot levels and their demand by increasingly cash-rich urban
consumers. She formed Dastkar in
1981 with a group of like-minded
friends and experts.
But it was at a Chanel couture show
in Paris that she had an epiphany. “I
was wearing an Indian kurta and
found myself being twirled around to
demonstrate how Indian cuts could
balance structure and drape at the
same time. Immediately, I knew there
was something here that needed more
attention.”
Revisiting handmade, she says, has
become the cornerstone of her work.
In 2012, she received the Padma Shri,
and her latest project for Dastkar >
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INSPIRE

SPINNING
CHANGE

It’s the order of the day in fashion, but keeping
India’s crafts and traditions alive has never been
more important. Leading the way are two
generations of extraordinary women who are
creating a rich tapestry, one stitch at a time.
By MAYANK MANSINGH KAUL
Photographed by CHARUDUTT CHITRAK
Styled by ARADHANA BARUAH

TYABJI ON MEETA
“Meeta has an unconventional way of
looking at crafts. Her bold designs with
block printing have taken on another
level of creative expression, most
visible in stores like Delhi’s People Tree.
With their quirky messages, her prints
have defined a whole generation of
Indi street style for grungy teenagers.”

HAIR AND MAKE-UP: CHANDNI SINGH. PRODUCTION: GLITZ PRODUCTIONS

The future of India’s traditions and
crafts in the 21st century lies in the
hands of eight women who are reinventing handmade for contemporary
times. Bound by their unending passion for our rich collective heritage and
an astute eye for individual style, their
unique vision for the craft sector is
matched by a younger generation—
nominated by them and presented
KHUHIRUWKHÀUVWWLPH³WKDWUHVRQDWHV
with their pioneering ideas.

VIEW
JAITLY ON VERMA
“Her skills provide the
backbone of our ambitious
projects. She accommodates
varied opinions because of
her ability to strike immediate
relationships—whether
with visiting dignitaries
or craftspeople, which is
essential in the work we do.”

includes an experimental space on the
Delhi-Gurgaon highway. “It’s about
taking craftsmanship to the heart of a
high-tech city!”

THE PROTÉGÉ: MEETA,
DELHI

Recognised for her work in natural
dyeing and printing in Rajasthan’s
Kaladera village, Meeta began working
with crafts at Dastkar in 1989. Now on
its board of directors, her projects
include designing, sourcing and
executing projects across the country.
Her biggest thrill, she admits, is
working with the children of
craftspeople, who tend to be more open
to new technology and ideas. “This
ensures that the ideas are constantly
growing and there’s dynamism from
the root level.”
____________________
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THE PIONEER:
JAYA JAITLY, DELHI

In the recent budget, India’s newly
appointed government has allocated a
whopping 40 crore for a new Hast
Kala Academy, devoted to the
documentation and development of
crafts, giving it a platform similar to
ÀQHDUWV.
This is no small feat, and credit
should be accorded to Jaya Jaitly’s
tireless efforts. This accomplishment
is a natural progression to her landmark contributions in the crafts sector, which includes founding Dilli
Haat—the famous urban bazaar for
crafts in Delhi.
As the founder of Dastkari Haat
Samiti, an organisation that directly
represents 1,200 craftspeople from
across the country and works with
thousands more through around 70
NGOs, Jaitly’s keen eye is grounded in
a sound understanding of the needs of
these talented individuals in a sociopolitical context. “They need to be accorded the dignity they deserve. They
are often considered illiterate, but in
fact they are more literate than we are.
They have their own language and vocabulary of skills.”
The scale of Jaitly’s projects is astonishing, given her compact staff of just
eight. It’s her Gandhian nature and
political beliefs of democratic socialism, she says, that make her look at

DUDEJA ON
VARMA
“Malika’s passion and
zest to take kantha to
the younger sections of
society arises from her
desire to reach out to
larger markets, so that
more women can be
empowered through
kantha… She will take
kantha to the future.”

craft on rational terms. “The decentralised mode of craft production
makes the Indian crafts sector an unparalleled resource and also a playground for design experiments.”
How does that work, I ask? ‘Think
about it; the way denim is paired with
shirts in Indian textiles would not have
been so popular among the youth today had the designs not been well
thought-out in terms of everyday use.”

THE PROTÉGÉ:
CHARU VERMA, DELHI

Verma, who heads project management, has been involved with the
Dastkari Haat Samiti for the last 11
years. Growing up in Old Delhi, she

was constantly surrounded by local
crafts through the vibrant lanes of
Chandni Chowk and Kinari Bazaar.
Following a career in corporate marketing, she returned to the world of
the handcrafted.
____________________

THE PIONEER: SHAMLU
DUDEJA, KOLKATA

On her last visit to Kolkata in 2012,
Hillary Clinton gifted a kantha
embroidered scarf to Chief Minister
Mamata Banerjee. As she waved to
the crowds during their joint press
conference, Shamlu Dudeja—from
whose organisation SHE Clinton
had picked up the scarf—saw in >
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FOXGLQJDXVHRIVHTXLQVWRDGGDEOLQJ
IDFWRU WR WKH RWKHUZLVH XQGHUVWDWHG
WHFKQLTXHDQGLQGHYHORSLQJPDUNHWLQJ VWUDWHJLHV %XW LW LV D IRXUWK GLPHQVLRQDV'XGHMDSXWVLWIRUZKLFK
FXVWRPHUVFRPHEDFNUHSHDWHGO\7KH
YHU\ HQHUJ\ WKHVH ZRPHQ LPEXH LQ
WKH DFW RI FUHDWLQJ D NDQWKD SURGXFW
UHQGHUV LW VDFUHG DQG JLYHV LW D QRQ
PDWHULDO TXDOLW\ WKDW FDQ·W EH H[SODLQHG ´,Q %HQJDO WKH IHPLQLQH
SRZHURIWKHJRGGHVVLVFHOHEUDWHGµ

7KHGLIÀFXOW\ZLWKZKLFKRQHPDQDJHV
WR JHW 6DOO\ +RONDU RQ WKH SKRQH RU
HPDLOLVLQGLFDWLYHRIWKHLQIUDVWUXFWXUDO
SUREOHPVIDFLQJYDVWVHFWLRQVRI,QGLD·V
YLOODJHVYHWVPDOOFOXVWHUVRIZHDYHUV
LQ0DKHVKZDUDQGEH\RQGDUHDEOHWR
VXSSO\ H[TXLVLWHO\ FUDIWHG WH[WLOHV WR
LQWHUQDWLRQDOGHVLJQHUV
+RONDU·V MRXUQH\ VWDUWHG LQ 3DOR
$OWR&DOLIRUQLDZKHUHVKHPHWKHUIRUPHUKXVEDQGWKHHUVWZKLOH0DKDUDMD
RI ,QGRUH ZKLOH VWXG\LQJ DW 6WDQIRUG
8QLYHUVLW\UHVXOWLQJLQDPRYHWR0DKHVKZDUDQGWKHELUWKRI5HKZDZKLFK
LVGHGLFDWHGWRUHYLYLQJWH[WLOHVRIWKH
UHJLRQ 7KHUH KDVQ·W EHHQ D GXOO PRPHQW VLQFH :KHQ $VKD 6DUDEKDL
EURXJKW,VVH\0L\DNHDQGKLVWHDPIRU
+ROLVKHUHFDOOVWKH-DSDQHVHPRGHOV
ZLWK WKHP ZRUH MXVW EODFN OLQJHULH WR
SUHYHQWWKHFRORXUIURPUXLQLQJWKHLU
FORWKHV FDXVLQJ TXLWH WKH VFDQGDO LQ
WKHFRQVHUYDWLYHFRPPXQLW\
“7KH,QGRUHUR\DOIDPLO\KDGDOZD\V
EHHQDSDWURQRI0DKHVKZDUVDULVVRLW
VHHPHG QDWXUDO 2XU ¶DKD· PRPHQW
ZDV ZKHQ -RKQ %LVVHOO )DELQGLD·V
IRXQGHU FDPH WR YLVLW DQG WROG XV WR
KDYHDOLWWOHFXSERDUGPDGHFDUYH¶5HKZD· RQ WKH IURQW DQG SXW LW LQ WKHLU
RQO\ VWRUH 2XU YHU\ ÀUVW VDOHV ZHUH
PDGH IURP WKDW FXSERDUG 7KDW ZDV
µ+RONDUUHPLQLVFHV
:RPHQ:HDYH ZDV VWDUWHG LQ 
DV D FXOPLQDWLRQ RI +RONDU·V GHFDGHV
RI H[SHULHQFH %\ PDNLQJ ZRPHQWKH
IRFDO SRLQW LW HQVXUHV WKDW SUHYLRXV
JDSVOLNHDFFHVVWRPLFURFUHGLWFDQEH
DGGUHVVHG ´'HVLJQLQSXWLVFULWLFDOWR
WKH VXUYLYDO RI KDQGORRPVµ VKH FRQWLQXHV :RPHQ:HDYH LV D IDVKLRQ
EXVLQHVV VXSSO\LQJ WR OX[XU\ VWRUHV
LQWHUQDWLRQDOO\DQGGHVLJQHUVOLNH,QWHUQDWLRQDO :RROPDUN 3UL]H ZLQQHU
5DKXO0LVKUD

THE PROTÉGÉ: MALIKA
VARMA, KOLKATA

THE PROTÉGÉ:
GEETA PATIL, MUMBAI

HOLKAR
ON PATIL
“An experienced
designer, excellent
photographer and a
print expert, Geeta
is also comfortable
in rural India
communicating with
craftspeople. She and
her colleagues are
the future of craft.
And may there be
many more like her...”

WKHÁDVKRIDIHZVHFRQGVWKHMRXUQH\WKLVTXLOWHGHPEURLGHU\WHFKQLTXHVRV\QRQ\PRXVZLWK%HQJDOL
FUDIWKDGWDNHQ
8QWLOWKHPLGVWKLVZDVWKHDYHUDJHPDQ·VWH[WLOHPDGHE\OD\HULQJ
FRWWRQ VFUDSV DQG GLVFDUGHG SLHFHV RI
FORWK ,WV WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ LQWR D IDVKLRQDEOHIDEULFFDQEHH[SODLQHGVLJQLÀFDQWO\WKURXJK'XGHMD·VZRUN´,ZDV
RQFH LQ WKH 6RXWK RI )UDQFH DQG DUULYHGDWWKHRSHUDWRÀQGHLJKWZRPHQ
ZHDULQJVFDUYHVE\6+(µVKHTXLSV
7KH PDLQWHQDQFH RI TXDOLW\ DQG
UHJXODU VXSSO\ LV SDUWO\ DFKLHYHG
WKURXJKDFRPPLWPHQWWRWKHZRPHQ
HPEURLGHUHUVJRLQJEH\RQGIDLUZDJHV
WR H[WHQG WR PHGLFDO DQG HGXFDWLRQDO
VXSSRUW DQG D V\VWHPLF LPSURYHPHQW
LQOLYLQJFRQGLWLRQV
'XGHMD·VGDXJKWHU0DOLNDKDVEHHQ
LQYROYHG ULJKW IURP WKH EHJLQQLQJ LQ
SUHGLFWLQJ QHZ GHVLJQ GLUHFWLRQV LQ-
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9DUPDKDVEHHQLQYROYHGDVFRIRXQGHUDQGGLUHFWRUZLWK6+(VLQFHLWVLQFHSWLRQ JXLGLQJ GHVLJQ DQG PDUNHWLQJ +HU FORVH DVVRFLDWLRQ ZLWK WKH
IDVKLRQIUDWHUQLW\EHJLQQLQJZLWKWKH
ODWH GHVLJQHU 5RKLW .KRVOD KDV HQVXUHGWKDWSURGXFWVUHVSRQGWRFKDQJLQJWUHQGV

$SRVWJUDGXDWHLQWH[WLOHGHVLJQIURP
WKH 1DWLRQDO ,QVWLWXWH RI 'HVLJQ
$KPHGDEDG 3DWLO DV KHDG GHVLJQHU
KDV EHHQ LQVWUXPHQWDO LQ GULYLQJ WKH
YLVLRQ RI :RPHQ:HDYH 6KH LV PRVW
GUDZQ WR ÀHOG ZRUN DQG KRSHV WR UHWXUQWRKHUKRPHVWDWHRI.DUQDWDNDWR
UHYLYHODQJXLVKLQJFUDIWV Q

HAIR AND MAKE-UP: CHANDNI SINGH. PRODUCTION: GLITZ PRODUCTIONS

THE PIONEER: SALLY
HOLKAR, MAHESHWAR

