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PREFACE

T

his essay on the various types of clothing in India was
written some years ago, and was not published because
I was busy with other works. For this reason the section
dealing with the contemporary situation will not be found to
be quite up-to-date. But as the book is mainly about the
historical evolution of costumes and seeks to illustrate their
relationship with the different cultures that have been seen in
India, I hope this will not vitiate the general thesis of the book.
Some portions of the book were published at various times in
the Statesman, Times of India and Hindustan Standard in India and
in the London Magazine in England. I am indebted to these
papers for allowing me to incorporate them in the book.
Owing to my absence from India for nearly six years I was not
able to read the proofs of the book. So some corrections which
could have been made only by the author could not be carried
out. I hope this defect will be overlooked.
I am indebted to my friend Nagendra Bhattacharya, for the
explanatory drawings without which some parts of the text
would not have been fully intelligible and which, I am sure
embellish the book.
I wish to thank Jaico Publishing House for the trouble they
have taken to see this book through the press.
Nirad C. Chaudhuri
Oxford, February, 1976

INTRODUCTION

T

his book, I cannot emphasize too strongly, is not a work
of research or scholarship. It is primarily the expression
of my interest in clothing as a form of art, and as an
element in personal relations. I believe implicitly that a man
who has lost interest in clothing and adornment, has also lost
interest in life. I need not say that about women, among whom
I hope I shall find the great majority of readers, because I
cannot conceive of a woman without the interest. This human
interest by itself will explain my writing of the book, even if
it has no other intention. The same interest has also made me
capable of writing it by sharpening my observation of
costumes and my curiosity about all their details, which
otherwise I would perhaps have overlooked.
Those who will take up the book will also, I hope, do so from
the same interest and read it in the same spirit as my friends
listening to me. When the aperitifs go around, or coffee and
liqueurs are brought in, my friends allow me to hold forth in
virtual monologue; though to save my conscience, I try to
persuade myself that in this exchange the other side is inaudible
only in the flesh and not in the spirit. But however that may
be, they are most generous to me, for by giving me a hearing,
they enable me to write my books, which are only a somewhat
finished form of my talking.
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It is still more generous of them to feel amused. Those who
do not like me or my views do indeed tell me that people listen
to me with the object of laughing at me, instead of with me.
I do not think that is wholly correct. But even if it were, I am
not one of those high-placed and therefore extra-solemn
countrymen of mine who cannot bear to be laughed at. I agree
with the dictum of one of the greatest wits in English
literature: “For what do we live, but to make sport for our
neighbours, and laugh at them in our turn?” I am always ready
to make sport for everybody without even the countervailing
right to laugh at somebody.
But not even the worst fool can guarantee that he will be
uniformly entertaining at his own expense. So I give the reader
full freedom to shut the book as soon as he feels bored. After
that I would only expect him to open it from time to time to
obtain information about Indian costumes, if he is interested
in the subject, or to clear up any doubt which his own
observation may have given rise to. In other words, so far as
the book furnishes information, I should like him to use it as
a Murray’s Guide to India with respect to clothing. But I must
also set down a caution: what I provide is not information as
modem governments understand it. There is neither publicity
‘hand-out’ nor even bluebooks behind it. All the information
I possess has been gathered in the course of a life-time, in the
process of living, though some reading has also been
undertaken to eke out the living experience. So for all the
absence of solidity in the book I shall ask the reader’s
indulgence in the words of Pope:
In every work regard the writer’s End
Since none can compass more than they intend.
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Nevertheless, I should be sailing under false colours, and in
addition carrying contraband, if I did not tell the reader
frankly that there is more in this book besides simple
entertainment and elementary information. I am a man of
theory, and naturally the essay will be found to be packed
with inferences and deductions. But I am no more likely to
be abashed about them by any rebuke from anybody than
Sherlock Holmes was by Lestrade’s. I believe I am a theorist
of the right sort. That is to say, my mind is so constituted
by nature and so formed by training, that any intense and
continuous bombardment of my conscious and subconscious
self produces in me, through the mere impingement of the
facts themselves, a sense and feeling of their inter-relation,
and finally an image on my mental screen of the pattern of
this inter-relation both in repose and in motion. My theories,
as I suppose all scientific theories are, only the conscious
setting down of a revealed pattern. I am thus only the
recording instrument.
To be more particular, in the case of clothing and adornment,
both deliberate observation and unavoidable and unavoided
daily contact have produced in me the awareness that their
varied forms hang together in a very complex system of
affinities and oppositions—not symbiosis alone, but antibiosis
as well—which exist both consciously and unconsciously, and
in their attractions and repulsions make an organized world of
clothing.
This self-revelation of clothing has made me feel that the study
of this expression of the culture of a people can be as
legitimate a science as zoology or botany. What I am going to
offer is thus a morphological, functional, and ecological study
of Indian clothing and adornment; with this important
reservation that in the existing state of our knowledge of the
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subject, it can not be anything but an incomplete and tentative
essay.
There is another aspect of this self-revealed picture of Indian
clothing which as it dawned on me struck me even more
forcibly. As soon as the general pattern and lines of evolution
of Indian clothing had become clear to me in themselves, I
could also see that these had repeated within their limits the
whole pattern of the evolution of human life and culture in
the country. This means that the evolution of clothing in India
has been only a part of the historical evolution of the peoples
of India, possessing similar features, following similar lines, and
producing similar results. To be even more explicit, clothing
and adornment were and continue to be as much an expression
of the nature of things Indian, rerum lndicarum natura as any
other human activity, say, politics, social and economic life,
culture as embodied in literature or art could be.
Therefore, clothing and adornment exist and have evolved in
obedience to what I regard as the general laws of the historical
evolution of the peoples of India. I have set down and
discussed many of these in my previous books, and here I
would single out only three of the broadest:
1. All cultural movements come into India from outside
making the country a museum or warehouse of cultures.
2. These movements never combine to coalesce into one
civilization, but remain distinct, existing side by side, sometimes
in unquiet and unbalanced autonomy, but oftener in conflict.
3. All cultures lose their original power and beauty in time,
and continue as survivals which, as a rule, are weedy but
indestructible.
In my study of Indian history, I had found these laws operating
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in the ethnic, social, political, economic, and cultural evolution
of my country, and it only needed an excursion into the world
of clothing to see them again at work in a special field of
culture.
This leads me to my concluding remark that clothing and
adornment in India are much deeper waters than what these
are elsewhere, especially in the West. I dare-say, even in the
West, clothing is a part of the cultural evolution and a
manifestation of culture. But since there are no rival families
of clothes of cultures to create trouble, people there do not
perceive how deep even their waters must be. Judging by the
apparent harmony they feel too inclined to think that clothing
is only still water rippling to passing breezes. In India, even
this appearance is not possible. Therefore, with the all too
obvious anarchy and unrest before me, I have been compelled
by the discomfort inflicted by both to seek their cause, and to
find peace if in anything else at least in understanding.

PART I

A

TA

ORDERS AND TAXONOMY
OF CLOTHING

C h a p t e r

1

A MOTLEY WORLD

E

very visitor is struck by the immense variety of
costumes in India. It seems to be endless, and is not
accounted for by the size of the country, continental
as it is. China, the United States, even the multi-racial Soviet
Union, all of which are larger, present no such spectacle.
Europe has been ruined by its insensate national rivalries, but
in clothing at least there is a genuine European community.
Even the Americans and the Russians, the two peoples who
have raised hatred between human groups to a pitch of
implacability never before seen in the history of the world—
even they wear the same kind of clothing. But it is a special
feature of human life in India that there is in it, full, or virtually
full, group and individual autonomy in respect of clothes.
This impression, which is created in the first instance by the
country as a whole, is oppressively heightened by the big cities.
Within a few square miles, they not only reproduce a large
range of all the variations in costume to be found in the entire
subcontinent, but also make them infinitely more confused and
bewildering. That is to say, if in regard to clothing, the cities
are microcosms of the country, they are also very disorderly
microcosms. They prove quite decisively that whatever might
happen in the sphere of government, in matters of dress at
all events anarchy is a workable concept, with no harmful effect
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on survival. Perhaps even the theorists of anarchy would have
found in it too much of a good thing.
In all these cities there is an aggregation, more or less complete,
of all the costumes worn in the country, whatever might be
their provenance or cultural affiliation. Naturally, in some the
range of specimens is less wide than in others. For example,
Madras probably has the fewest variations, Calcutta more, and
Delhi, despite the predominance of the Punjabi costume, the
most.
Those who have not seen this motley world with their own
eyes in flesh and blood can have no conception of what it looks
like, and words even at their most vivid are but dull and faint.
So all that I can attempt to do is to convey just an intellectual
notion of the picture presented, and that too of only a section,
a detail—namely, the costumes for the lower limbs of my
country-women, and such of these as I can see at any time in
a place like Delhi, without taking any pains to seek them out.
Let me take them in their natural genera:
I. The European
Of this group I can see, taking them in the order of ascending
amplitude, jeans (not yet undies, which are still sported in the
streets by foreign women resolved on flaunting their diffident
nudity. in the Hindu world, which is like taking whitewashed
coal to Newcastle), slacks, skirts, and frocks. Occasionally, I also
see the European petticoat in the streets, but that is not
common, for its public appearance is due to hurry or to a
passing neglige fancy, though it is often the only nether garment
indoors.
II. The Muslim
In this group there is, first, the well-known salwar; then the
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tight Pajama which till lately was worn by old and oldfashioned Muslim women but has now been adopted by extrasmart young girls: next comes the gharrara, a very pretty
garment, which like the salwar is a divided piece, but so spread
out and frilled below that it looks like a flounced skirt. One
can see it in all its glory by lingering and loitering near about
the gates of the residence of the High Commissioner for
Pakistan in New Delhi, a risky proceedings though.
III. The Hindu
Sub-group A. This is made up of all the varieties of the sari,
worn either in the modern manner or in the traditional styles,
of which the most important are the Bengali, Hindustani,
Gujarati, Marathi, and Tamil.
Sub-group B. This is comprised of sewn garments like the
very full and flowing Rajasthan skirt and the straight Tamil
skirt.
I am not including in this enumeration the clothes of the
aboriginal women, nor the sports clothing affected by women
from Westernized homes, nor the uniforms of the woman
police, girl guides, and the girls of the National Cadet Corps,
all of which I can also see.
This will be considered as enough in the way of variety. But
the more important thing is that these costumes, though
present: in the cities, are never considered to show purity. A
man coming from the natural habitat of a particular costume,
will notice unexpected and jarring modifications which might
make him incapable of recognizing it as the garment for which
it passes. But the curious thing is that these departures from
the norms are due, not so much to syncretism, that is, the
assimilation of one Indian costume to another, as to the impact
of Western clothing. The interaction between the Indian and
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the European costume is immensely more powerful than that
which exists up to a point among the Indian forms. And it is
this which has made the motley clothes in the cities much more
motley than what they would have been if they had evolved
by themselves.
The influence of the West on clothing in India is seen most
obviously, of course, in the presence everywhere of the
European suit, the masculine garment pur sang. But far more
significant is the visible stamp of Westernization on all city
clothing of the native types. This Westernization is of two
kinds: first, that in which a Western garment has been added
to the Indian costume, and has become a part of it: and the
second, that in which there have been mutations of Indian
garments on Western lines. The blend is not always clearcut.
But I shall give a few examples which illustrate the mixture
typically.
The European garment which is most widely seen in India and
has been most thoroughly acclimatized is the shirt. It has
penetrated even into the countryside. It is worn with every
species of male garment for the lower limbs in India and by
very young boys with nothing else at all. Sometimes it seems
as if adults were also wearing it in the same innocent and
childlike fashion. But this is a wrong impression, due to the
fact that in such cases the lower piece is a pair of drawers too
short to reach below the shirt ends. This can be easily checked
by dropping something before a man so clad, and stooping to
pick it up.
The other accompaniments to the shirt have now to be
mentioned. Among sewn clothes it is used with trousers, always
tucked in; with shorts, tucked in or hanging loose ‘ad libitum;
with the Western pyjama (adjunct of the sleeping suit), which
is seen in public in India and is a form of tenute de ville, always
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hanging loose; and also hanging loose, with all forms of the
Indian trouser-like garment: namely, the common Indian
Pajama (which incidentally means ‘garment for the legs’, and
can be Latinized with an affectation of zoological nomenclature
as Pajama pajama vulgaris), the churidar pajama (pajama constrictor),
and the salwar (Pajama punjabensis) when worn by a man, it being
a bi-sexual garment. Among unsewn clothing the shirt is worn
over the dhoti as well as over the lungi or sarong, of course
always hanging loose. It is often kept unfastened at the neck
and sleeves, and if it is of the detached collar type, the collar
is not only not worn, it is not even made.
In my boyhood, the European dress-shirt in its stiff version
was by itself a recognized formal wear for men, and one much
admired and respected. Wealthy people went on visits and
even to parties in these shirts, looking very imposing with their
starched fronts, gold or diamond studs and links, sometimes
a gold chain, and a very fine crinkled dhoti as diaphanous as
the finest Muslin, and also patent leather pumps with bows.
One of my school-fellows in Calcutta used to come to class
every day in this dress, and he heightened his importance by
taking snuff off and on from an ivory or enamelled tabatiere,
which (since he was quite rotund in the middle) made him
look like Napoleon. With these shirts too, the collar was never
worn.
In the last few years the bush-shirt in all its varieties has become
a serious rival to the shirt. But it has made its rapid headway
and become popular among all classes of my countrymen
without offering any serious challenge to an established
synthesis in clothing. It also belongs to the family Camisidae,
and is only a more versatile shirt, with just that novelty and
Americanism in it which enables the wearer to believe that
he is moving with the times and is progressive. In reality, in
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India it is continuing the firm, epiphytic hold that the shirt
already has on our costumes.
The coat is another European garment commonly seen in the
great Indian cities. It is, of course, widely used as a part of
the European suit or of a suit which is a nationalized adaptation
of the European, but here I am speaking of it only as an
adjunct to purely Indian nether-garments. The combination has
become somewhat rare nowadays, though the coat is still worn
with certain types of the pajama. On the other hand, in the
last decades of the nineteenth century and the first of the
twentieth, it was regularly worn with the dhoti.
When so used, it was a component of the most formal wear
of a well-dressed man. It was put on to go over a shirt or shirtlike shift, which in its turn was sometimes tucked under the
dhoti and sometimes allowed to hang loose below the coattails. In Bengal, we dispensed with the shirt-collar when it was
detachable, and we never wore a tie. But we placed a shawl on
the coat, the more embroidered the better and the shawl was
arranged symmetrically on the shoulders after being folded into
a neat demi-hexagon with a V-shaped opening in the middle.
Moreover a gold chain, often very massive, was added to the
coat (not to the waist-coat as in the English style), and the
Bengali gentleman looked most impressive in this—his most
formal dress at the turn of the century, more impressive than
even in his dress-shirt.
When, however, the coat was worn informally in Bengal, as it
usually was by young people, it was put on without the use of
linen underneath. We just enclosed our bare, disrobed bodies
in it, only pulling out the folds of the dhoti which hang in front,
and wrapping them round the neck like a cravat. I myself
wore the coat in this manner very often when I was young.
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In Madras people wore a tie even when they put on the coat
over the dhoti. The elaboration was not obligatory, but it was
usual for formal occasions. For instance, the advocates of the
High Court in Madras and others too, were seen in a costume
which, taken in the foot-to-head order consisted of the
following: bare feet; the dhoti on the lower limbs; the shirt tie,
and coat on the torso; vermilion or other caste mark on the
forehead; and an immaculate turban on the head. As these
advocates with their keen and normally handsome, forensic
faces had a severe intellectual expression, it seemed as if the
great Shankara or Ramanuja had gone into fancy dress to serve
the British Raj.
I shall now consider the other aspect of the impact of the West
on Indian clothing, namely, the modification of traditional
garments under foreign influence. I think I can illustrate this
most vividly by taking the dress of women, which in India is
recognized to be far more conservative than that of men. In
this respect our women, even the most Anglicized, offer a
notable contrast to all other women, and more especially to
those of the Near East and Far East today. But my feeling is
that this traditionalism is more extrinsic than intrinsic, a matter
of form than of the spirit.
Of course, nowadays many more Hindu girls are seen in
European clothes than at any time in the past. Still, I do not
attach much importance to this fact. The persons so clad are
very few in number compared with those who wear Indian
clothing. They are also girls who are at school in convents and
other missionary establishments, which were run originally for
Eurasians and Indian Christians but are now enjoying a passing
vogue with a particular class of Hindus. These schools
perpetuate half-cast traits and values, together with the
notorious Eurasian accent and vocabulary of the English
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language. I think their popularity with the non-Christians of
our country is a very temporary fashion.
What I had really in mind when I said that our women were
conservative in for m rather than in spirit, was their
extraordinary capacity to absorb Western influences in their
dress in a far more subtle and penetrating manner. Indeed, on
this score, they have a remarkable achievement to their credit:
they have succeeded in putting new wine in old bottles without
visibly cracking them. But, alas! it is not the Western visitor to
India, but we alone who can realize this, because of our
familiarity with the bouquet and taste of the’ old wine, how
much of their innermost sartorial dharma, the natural naturans
of costume, these women are sacrificing. I shall try to
demonstrate this by analysing the latest evolutionary trends in
a number of common Indian feminine garments.
Let me begin with the kamiz (cameeze in Anglo-Indian
English), which is worn above the salwar, and then has the
dupatta or scarf thrown over it. This famous triad is regarded
by many Western and even Hindu aesthetes as the most
graceful woman’s costume in India if not in the world. The
word kamiz is supposed to have come into the Indian languages
from Portuguese, which in its turn is said to have taken it over
from Arabic. I am inclined to think that we got it directly from
Arabic instead of from the Portuguese. But I also take note
of the possibility that classical Arabic may have borrowed it
from Latin, for though the word in its Arabic form is found
in the Quran itself, the word camisia which has the same
meaning occurs in pre-Islamic Latin works. Some maintain,
however, that the Romans themselves may have adopted it
from an older form of Arabic, through the Idumaeans.
But whatever the origin of the word, there is no doubt about
the origin of the garment It is Islamic, and it came in with
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the Muslim invaders, to be adopted even by the Hindus of
the northwestern parts of India. Though it continued to be
worn in its standard form for centuries without any alterations
in its cut, in the last ten years or so its appearance has become
very unstable. It is exhibiting continual fluctuations. Thus at
times it looks almost like a corset without straps or suspenders,
but creating an impression, perhaps unfounded, of boning;
sometimes it has the cut of a laced surcoat, which European
women put on in the middle ages; but I also see it in forms in
which it is hardly distinguishable from a frock, and even a
dressing gown and house-coat, reaching almost to the ankles.
These side-to-side and up and down contractions and
expansions are wholly arbitrary, but, of course, we know where
the disturbing winds are coming from.
The salwar, on the other hand, is showing only a shrinking
tendency. It is admired as a very graceful apparel, and so it is
with its deep longitudinal folds. It is an ample garment for
ample figures, and its beauty depends on its very amplitude.
Those who pay for the material required by it in its classical
form know what that means. The average hip measurement
of those for whom the salwar is a natural wear, is to give a
necessarily impressionistic but by no means inaccurate estimate
fifty inches, though in first-rate figures it is much more. (Their
husbands, incidentally, like them to be like luxuriously
upholstered, deep club chairs.)
Now, the salwar to be a genuine salwar must be capable of
accommodating two such persons, and I can test that on every
clothes-line on adjacent roofs. Even such a garment has been
frightened by the abominable jeans into an attempt to slim
itself. In the last few years I have been noticing salwars which
ought to be called salwarettes, and which if they are not quite
like jeans, are perilously like the trousers of the teddy boys.
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The third component of the ensemble, the dupatta or scarf,
has undergone a more revolutionary transmogrification. It was,
above all, a shield of modesty, and therefore not only was it
made of heavy material, it was also thrown over the head like
a nun’s hood and over the bust like a cape or tucker. It gave to
its wearers the grave look of a religieuse, and to those who were
beautiful almost the grace of the famous Virgin of the
Annunciation of Rheims. These heads and shoulders can be
seen in Amrit Shergil’s paintings. But the dupatta no longer
covers anything. It has shrunk into a vestigial wisp, which just
floats on the shoulders and throws hardly a veil of gossamer
on an unbelievable ostentation.
To give only one other illustration of the disturbing effect of
the Western impact on our feminine costume, and one which
will be the least expected: for it is the effect on the sari, which
is justly looked upon as the most stable and typical article of
an Indian woman’s clothing. It is the garment of all garments
which makes her look most Indian, and to which as is widely
known, she is even more devoted than to her husband, great
and unquestionable as the conjugal devotion is. Even this sari
is stumbling. I have been following its evolution, rather
involution, ever since I became capable of reflexion, and I have
been taking note of a progressive de-Hinduization of a
supremely Hindu garment.
In its traditional designs and materials, as also in the manner
of wearing it, it had, and still has, in the regions where the
tradition of costume was, and remains stable, an immense range
of variation. Those who want to form an adequate idea of
this should not stare at modernistic Indian women, nor go into
the sari shops of the big cities; they should, if they can do
nothing else, visit only the textile gallery of the Indian
Museum in Calcutta, and that should serve to reveal the
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difference between genuine style and pastiche. But I am afraid,
nowadays, it has become virtually impossible to see the
traditional ways of wearing the sari without taking infinitely
greater trouble, because that can be done only by travelling
in the countryside over the whole length and breadth of the
land.
In the cities the sari is rapidly approaching an all-India norm,
though the process is still far from being complete, except
among Westernized Hindu women. This is due to Occidental
influences. How far down it should reach, how close it should
cling to the body, how much of it should be used for obscuring
the head, face, and bust presented no problems in the past.
Custom had decided all these questions. Now, however, the
problems have not only emerged, they are also being solved
in the light of the fashions of London and Paris.
It would be interesting to work this out more thoroughly, and
appraise the influence, direct or indirect, of Bond Street and
Rue du Faubours Saint Honore’ on the dress of Indian women.
Some years ago, speaking before the girls of the most
fashionable women’s college in Delhi, I showed them a
photograph of a gown, a creation of Parisian haute couture by
Jean Patou, and asked them to consider which way the current
was flowing,—from the sari to the gown, or vice versa. I incline
to the second opinion.
I did not hand the photograph to the girls, for fear of putting
ideas in their head. Already, to my thinking, the sari had shrunk
enough. This can be demonstrated by exact measurements. I
have a sari at home which is about one hundred and thirty
years old. It is 24 feet in length, and weighs 1 lb. 8 oz. My
wife’s wedding sari of gold brocade, bought about thirty five
years ago, is over 17 feet long, and is 1 lb. 8 oz. in weight. A
pretty neighbour of mine, who was married just before we
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got our national independence, was given two fine saris at her
wedding. The first, originally belonging to her mother, was
bought around 1917 when South Indian saris were still
maintaining their standard length. So it is 24 feet long and
weighs 1 lb. 4 oz. Even her second sari, bought at the-time
of her marriage, is over 17 feet in length, like my wife’s and
weighs 1 lb. But her new saris, all of which conform to the
latest fashions, are from 15 to 16 feet in length, and go to
scale at only 8 oz.
Even this weight, many ultra-modern Indian women find it
too heavy to carry on their shoulders, though the greater part
of it has necessarily to be carried below the waist, and the
shoulders are broad enough. So, even in the streets, or perhaps
specially in them, they take off the end that rests on the
shoulder and walk along throwing it back to slip off, all the
time.

