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Indians may differ from one another on a wide variety
of things: language, food, festivals, politics and much
more. Butif there’s one thing that unites people across the
country, it’s love for the sari. Almost anywhere in urban
orruralIndia — on the streets, in temples and markets,
at parks and cinemas and even at the beach — the sari
makes its presence felt. While urban Indian men have
adopted Western shirts and trousers as everyday wear
for several decades now, women still retain a fondness
for the sari, even if it makes up just one part of a larger
wardrobe that comprises salwar kameez (long shirts
worn with drawstring pants), skirts and, more recently,
jeans and trousers.

Spanning 3to 8min length, the sariis said to have
originated in the Indus Valley as early as 2800BC.
Historical records and even sculptures and statues at
temples from the early centuries of the Common Era
depict women dressed in loose, flowing garments. “In all
the early references to everyday attire, we see that both
men and women wore unstitched cloth,” says textiles
researcher and entrepreneur Sreemathy Mohan.

The fact that the costume we now know as the sari
has withstood the test of time is a testament to not just its
resilience but also its versatility. Although there are nearly
a hundred ways to drape the sari (also spelled saree), the
most common style — both in India and in neighboring
countries like Nepal, Bangladesh and parts of Sri Lanka
and Pakistan — is known as the Nivi drape. Here, the cloth
iswrapped around the body, pleated and tucked at the
waist and hung loosely over one shoulder.

Typically, saris are worn with a petticoat and a blouse
called a choli, with the midriff left bare. However, every
region and community has its own unique drape that
women may follow either in everyday dress or during

formal and festive occasions. Apart from the Nivi, there
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Two traditional dancers wear saris with a seedha pallu drape, where
the veil falls toward the front over the right shoulder (left). Pilgrims
dressed in saris leave the ghats in Varanasi (opposite).
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is the Bengali style of drape, with pleats in the front and
the pallu(the loose end, which can act as a veil) draped
over both shoulders. In the past, women from the upper
classes would also tie a bunch of keys to the end of the
palluto make it stay in place and to convey their status as
an important member of the household.

In the southern state of Kerala and in the northeast,
saris are comprised of two-piece sets known as set
mundu and mekhela chador, respectively. Then there’s
the seedha palludrape found in Gujarat, where the veil
falls toward the front over the right shoulder, leaving the
hands free. Several styles of drapes, such as the nauvari
in rural Maharashtra, also create a division between the
legs with pleats tucked at the back, so the sarialmost
doubles as a pair of trousers, allowing greater freedom of
movement. Women of the Brahmin caste in Tamil Nadu
have the somewhat similar Madisar drape, especially
as ceremonial wear. Whatever the drape, saris are
accessorized with different blouse styles and designs,
traditional jewelry and, often, fresh flowers in the hairora
bright bindi on the forehead if the wearer is Hindu.

Experts say that these drapes aren’t just influenced by
local culture but also by geography and function. Given
that the sariis a loose, flowing garment, it’s the specific
drape that allows women in India not just to walk freely,
but to dance, drive motorbikes and use crowded public
transport without constantly tending to it. In fact, there are
paintings and written records of royal women from the 18
and 19 centuries going to battle on horseback, their sari
worn like leggings, with ends firmly tucked at the waist.

“The way women wear the sari reflects their regional
identity and the local climate, as well as their lifestyle
and work patterns,” says Mohan. “For instance, women
working in the fields and going out to fish in their boats
still wear saris divided at the legs so that they can
comfortably tackle any physical activity.”

There are also innumerable textiles and weaves all over
the country, each with a long history and with specific skills
that are passed on over generations of weavers from the
same family or community. In fact, weaving techniques are

as indicative of a region’s cultural and sartorial legacies
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Saris can easily be pulled up and tucked at the waist to wear more like
shorts, allowing greater freedom of movement (opposite). A woman
selling flowers outside a temple in Pune wears her sari with a Nivi
drape, the most common style throughout South Asia (below).

as drapes are. Some of the most well-known weaves are
silks from Kanchipuram, Varanasi, Mysore, Patan, Uppada
and Paithan; cottons from Kolkata, Chanderi, Coimbatore
and Kotah and synthetic tie-dye work from Gujarat and
Rajasthan, covering the length and breadth of the country.
While cotton and silk remain the preferred fabrics,
saris are now available in a stunning range of materials,
from quick-drying polyester to organic jute. The weaves
differ in their textiles, thread counts, colors and, most
importantly, motifs, patterns and the intricacy of
handiwork on the borders and the pallu. All these factors
determine the price, which can start at 200 rupees (US$3)
and go all the way up to several hundred thousand.
Pavithra Muddaya, founder of the Vimor Museum
of Living Textiles and owner of the exclusive 45-year-
old sari boutique Vimor in Bangalore, says, “There is

such an impressive plurality in Indian textiles, and our

weaving traditions bring them together and keep them
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Women in saris chat in front of an auto-rickshaw (below). Though
Indian women also wear salwar kameez and Western clothing, saris
are often donned for festive, formal or religious occasions (opposite).
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elaborate sari costumes on red carpets to supermodels
in futuristic versions of the good old sari strutting on
international runways, this garment certainly seems to be
on a path to revival. In 2011, French luxury brand Hermés
even launched its own limited-edition sarisin Indiaas a
way of gaining a foothold in the market.

Just a couple of months ago, Indian Twitter was abuzz
with the hashtag #SareeTwitter, where women living all
over the world, from politicians to corporate honchos,
shared their favorite sari-clad images. “Every woman
who wears the sari makes it her own in some way,”
says Muddaya. "l see so many young women pairing it
with T-shirts, for instance, and | find it encouraging.”
Elsewhere, collared shirts and denim jackets are being
accessorized with saris, along with sneakers or boots.

Indeed, one of the reasons many Indian women love the
garment is because it's flattering and forgiving at the same
time. Or as Muddaya explains, “The sari is a one-size-
fits-all garment. It hides all kinds of flaws, is suitable for
women of all ages, sizes and shapes and looks graceful
on anyone who wears it.”

Mohan adds that the sari can never become irrelevant
in India because even today, wherever there’s a festive,
auspicious or formal occasion, most women reach for
their favorite sari. Apart from being an heirloom passed
on from mother to daughter, the sariis also an extremely
practical piece of cloth. “If you think about it, a sari is rarely
discarded completely,” says Muddaya. “It's either gifted to
someone else or recycled and repurposed in many ways.
From makeshift cradles for babies to colorful quilts and
cushion covers for the home, a special sari lives forever.”

The sari remains very much a living and evolving
fabric in India, with its traditional roots etched in the
cultural consciousness of Indians. It can be as modest or
as glamorous, as traditional or as trendy as the wearer
chooses. More importantly, it's a striking symbol of the
wearer’s Indianness. As Maudgal Kadam says, “The
garment is deeply entrenched in our identity as women
from this country, and most of us wear it proudly.” Or, to
quote Mohan, “There are some times when only a sari will

do.” @ By Charukesi Ramadurai Photographs by Boaz Rottem
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