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Foreword

Katie Treggiden

Founder and director of Making Design Circular

I bundled out of the Tube station, dashed across the road, and made my way into the converted church. I stopped to catch my breath before tackling the stairs. At the top was a tiny room tucked into the bell tower, where I was immediately greeted by Ekta Kaul. A group of women sat around a long piece of fabric onto which Ekta had hand-drawn a map, and each of them was embroidering a different part of it. Ekta gave me a needle, thread and some basic instructions, and the strangest thing happened – as I started to sew, I felt my heart rate slow, my breath deepen and my hands steady. I had recently been diagnosed with anxiety and I remember telling Ekta afterwards that it was the first time I had felt calm in months.

I left school proud of the fact I ‘couldn’t sew’ (despite an A* in GCSE textiles). To my young mind, feminism meant emulating men. I wanted to be an author and a journalist – I didn’t have time to be anybody’s housewife. So, I put down my needle and thread. This book is an important reminder of why I was wrong.

Sewing in the company of other women is an ancient practice that has proven mental health benefits, as I experienced first-hand in that belfry tower. But Ekta’s telling of the story of kantha reveals that it is also so much more. Kantha gave women the opportunity, not only to earn, but also to capture the multifaceted female experience in a sophisticated visual and tactile language that drew on – and at times subverted – religion and politics, domestic life and the natural world. Kantha provides evidence that women have forever been, not just lovers, wives and mothers, but documenters and critics of the times in which they lived. And yet, until 1800, no-one thought kantha were valuable enough to keep. The potential for a nuanced experience of womanhood has been so supressed that, almost two centuries later, I still thought I had to choose between so-called ‘women’s work’ and having a voice.

In this book, Ekta has collected fragments of stories – some worn, some forgotten and some come purposely erased – and stitched them back together to create something powerful. The word ‘history’ also reads ‘his story’, and the male perspective and/or gaze dominates books about craft and design. Kantha: Sustainable Textiles and Mindful Making is an attempt to put that right. Ekta describes kantha as a ‘restitution of wholeness’, and her book is exactly that. In fact, it could be described as a work of kantha in itself – a palimpsest of meaning, carefully re-constructed with love. And I for one am grateful for it.
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Kantha – Layers of Meaning

Cloth and embroidery form the patchwork of my earliest childhood memories. My mother, a prolific embroiderer, often told stories about Nani – my maternal grandmother – who grew up in Kolkata, Bengal and who loved to embroider. Although I never met her in person, since she had passed away long before my birth, I got to know her through her stitches. I learnt of her love of nature from a small framed embroidery that hung on my parents’ bedroom wall when I was little – two sparrows sitting on a branch – that Nani had embroidered in incredibly minute, meticulous stitches. By observing the way my mother kept Nani’s half-finished embroidery of a yellow urn amongst her most precious possessions, wrapped tenderly in a diaphanous mulmul, I learnt of the power of stitch to comfort and soothe and its potent ability to be a conduit for connection across space and time. Studying the handful of sepia-toned photographs of Nani that we had at home, I imagined her graceful figure wearing the handwoven gossamer-thin Bengali saris that my mother had inherited from her. I caught fleeting glimpses of Nani’s life in the stories I heard of her childhood in Kolkata and the intriguing narrative of the family’s considerable fortune in the jute trade, which was significantly impacted by Bengal’s partition in 1947. The partition caused the overnight separation of jute fields and factories across borders, causing a rupture in communities and livelihoods, and ultimately led to the family’s move to North India.

My grandmother passed on when my mother was still a child and many stories were lost in the intervening decades, but what stayed with my mother was a love of embroidery and Bengali textiles, I suspect as comforting reminders of her maternal heritage. Kantha, baluchari and jamdani saris from Bengal remained a beloved part of my mother’s wardrobe. In my childhood home, the rituals of wearing and caring for saris punctuated the seasons – my mother’s monochrome kantha saris, with their distinctive black embroidery on ecru tussar silk, heralded winters; the starching of her cotton saris and the putting away of the kantha in neat piles, with neem leaves in their folds, announced the arrival of spring; the soothing tones of her cotton jamdani saris welcomed the summer.
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I got to know Leela, my maternal grandmother, through her embroidery and her Bengali saris. She is standing to the right.




The love of stitch was all around me while I was growing up. My mother taught me to embroider and I learnt quiltmaking from my paternal grandmother, who introduced me to the practice of stitching quilts using layers of cast-off cloth. She stitched gudris, layering fragments of fabrics with lengths of worn-out saris, quilting them together with simple running stitches. My interest in textiles grew steadily, and turned into a deep love of the medium as I studied Apparel & Textile Design at the National Institute of Design, Ahmedabad. As a design student I learnt about the rich textile traditions of India, including kantha embroidery.

Spurred by a desire to explore textiles in more depth, I moved to the UK to undertake a master’s degree and, after graduating, established my artistic practice here. In the pursuit of my own artistic voice, I turned to running stitch, drawn by its profound simplicity as a mark and my innate affinity to its vocabulary, quite possibly because of its associations with home. This affinity led me to study the history of the running stitch and its forms in different cultures. I learnt about the Japanese boro tradition and returned again to the Indian kantha tradition. Connecting with kantha again after so many years, while living thousands of miles away from India, brought me closer to my Indian heritage, my mother and grandmothers. I discovered a whole universe of meaning behind the stitches.

From being domestic artefacts that document personal narratives through the feminine perspective, to being symbols of love passed down the generations, to being prime examples of sustainable design, kantha contain layers of significance. The visual and tactile vocabulary of kantha is not only inspirational in its own right, but also carries powerful ideas of identity, tradition, comfort, storytelling, heritage, self-expression, mindful making and sustainability, all of which I find deeply inspiring. As an artist I am drawn to kantha’s expansive capacity to hold a multitude of meanings all at once. This book seeks to unravel the multi-layered meanings that kantha embody, with the hope that they may inspire you to adopt them in your own practice.

Kantha refers to embroidered, unwadded quilts made with layers of discarded fabric made primarily in West Bengal (India) and Bangladesh in the Indian subcontinent. The word ‘kantha’ is believed to have originated from the Sanskrit word ‘kontha’, meaning rags. Traditionally, Bengali women embroidered kantha by layering cast-off saris and dhotis to create richly decorated textiles as testaments of love, celebratory documents of rites of passage and archives of self-expression. They incorporated narratives and motifs from their daily lives, folklore, religious beliefs, flora, fauna, and their hopes and wishes.

Threads unravelled from sari borders were used to create intricate illustrative or abstract patterns employing a rich vocabulary of stitches, including running stitch, pattern darning, back stitch and many more. Of these stitches, running stitch and its variations were by far the most popular. Kantha tradition continues to evolve, and today kantha can be seen in multiple avatars – quilts, saris, bags, scarves, pillows, bedspreads and wall art. The term ‘kantha’ has come to encompass both the objects and the running stitch used to create them.

Kantha, with its embodiment of sustainability, mindfulness and self-expression, provides a vital solution to the challenges we face in the post-pandemic world, including high stress levels, the desire for a slower pace of life and the urgent need to address climate change. The historical and contemporary kantha approaches presented in this book aim to invite you to adopt a more sustainable and mindful way of making, and to use stitch to express your unique way of seeing the world. It is my hope that these starting points will serve as catalysts for developing your practice further.


[image: Two intricately patterned fabrics with geometric and floral designs.]


My mother’s black and ecru kantha (left) and diaphanous jamdani (right) saris were my first introduction to Bengali textile traditions.




Art by Women


[image: An illustration of an embroidered textile showing stylised human figures, birds, and a central geometric motif arranged in panels.]


Kantha. Courtesy of Crafts Council of West Bengal, Artisana store, Kolkata.




Traditionally, women used the canvas of kantha to embroider their lived experiences, leaving behind a rich account of their lives in stitches. Within an underlying structure marked by grids, borders and motifs or patterns arranged symmetrically, the women exercised artistic freedom to express themselves through motifs that reflected the world they lived in, their interests, ideas, fears, hopes and desires. On kantha, women employed technical skills in needlework, which were learnt and refined over generations to make their interiority visible, to create receptacles of beauty and to hold space for their own personal narratives. Pika Ghosh describes making kantha as ‘the visualisation of a process of interiorisation’ in her book Making Kantha, Making Home.

Women created kantha in a multitude of sizes to mark rites of passage of loved ones, forge familial alliances, strengthen bonds, assert their views and simply add beauty to the everyday. Stella Kramrisch highlights the link between traditional kantha making and the vrata (a tradition of fasting for a blessing or as an offering of gratitude to the gods) and alpona (rice paste ritualistic drawings made by women on the floor
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