OUTH Asians have had a simple answer

to Cinderella's fairy godmother for a

long time now, and this is the san. Itis

amazing how a simple piece of cloth
measuring roughly 12 yards in length and
requiring no form of stitching can transform a
woman into a symbol of femininity and grace.
Saris have been the attire of choice for our
women folk since ages ago, and are still reign-
ing today for their ability to'bring out the best
in a Bengali woman. These magic outfits come
in a wide range of fabrics and designs.

MUSLIN MASTERPIECES

Isn'tit hard to imagine a fabric making a mighty
Empire quake in its boots? Well, that was the
case with muslin saris during the Mughal era.
This fabric, which appeared sometime around
500 AD, reaching the peak of its popularity
sometime between the 15th and 16th centu-
ries, gets its name from Mosul, a place in Irag
where it was traded with Europeans.

The places near Dhaka such as Rupganj,
Kapasia, Sonargaon, Junglebari etc were well
known for weaving high quality muslin, It is
created from the corpus cotton grown in
Kapasia. The thread was so delicate and soft
that it had to be worked on in the early hours of
the dew laden morning. That way the moisture
would keep the thread pliable lest the heat and
dryness of the afternoon caused it to snap. In
fact Dhaka was the source for some of the finest
muslin pieces. The best muslin saris are such
that an entire outfit can be folded and tucked
into a matchbox. As a result it has taken pride
of place as Dhakai Muslin in the Victoria Albert
Museum in England.

In Dhaka the industry reached its height of
glory during the Mughal era. The royal women
folk preferred to swathe themselves in the
luxuriously soft material.  Nur Jahan and
Mamtaz Mahal took full advantage in aiding
their beauty.

When the English took over the
Subcontinent, they found this beautiful mate-
rial to be a threat to their own textile indus-
tries, which were farinferiorin quality, so it was
off with the fingers for the weavers, and thus
theindustry met asad end.

The present day muslin saris are a bit differ-
ent in the sense that these made with a differ-
ent thread and in a different weaving process.
This work in mainly carried on at the Mirpur
Benarasi Ward. The outfits are gorgeous with
heavy work, which determines the price. Mainly
these are worn during festivities and special
occasions like weddings.

JAMDANI JOURNAL
Historians cannot exactly determine when

jamdani came about but it is well known that
the descendants of the muslin weavers kept this
trade alive. Jamdani also needs climatic condi-
tions for proper development. It also requires a
humid environment and that is why many
weavers set up their business alongside river-
banks. Its creation is different from other
fabrics in the sense that it does not use needles
or the jacquard process. The craftsmen use tiny
wooden or bamboo spikes to draw the intricate
designs that consist of geometrical shapes.

It is unthinkable for a Bengali woman not to
have a jamdani sari in*her wardrobe. It is a
classical piece that makes any woman stand out
in a crowd. Amazing designs can be found at
Aarong, Mayasir, Nipun, Kumudinin, Prabartana
etc, Then there's the Hawkers Market, Mouchaak
and New Market. Of course, ifyou want alterna-
tive styles just head off straight to Demra or
Rupganj.

HAND WOVEN SARIS

In a country where jamdani and silk is only for
the rich but not necessarily famous, hand
woven saris are the choice apparel for those on
a budget. It has been in use during the English
rule when all else was considered a threat to the
English cloth industry. For both the weavers
and the common people this type of sari
became their preferred material. Taat or
handloom materials have a rather heavy tex-
ture: These came in solid colours or in simple
designs known as Dhakai Biti and Pabna Biti.
Check and stripes were the prevalent patterns
in a market that was starting to become
crowded with Indian and Pakistani brands.

For many years the women of this country
were inclined towards buying the foreign
goods. During the eighties this trend began to
reverse with the help of some creative industri-
alists with new technigues in weaving, design
and bold new colour combinations. In many
cases golden and silver highlights are woven
into the material to add a glitzy touch. At
present such saris are exported and a lot of this
credit goes to Monira Imdad who started the
Tangail Sari Kutir in Baily Road about two
decades ago.

The saris can be found at most of the shops
in the city while a visit to Babur Haat in
Narsinghdi will take you directly to the heart of
the operation.

BEAUTIFUL BENARASI

A sari is a simple piece of cloth but the varia-

tions are countless in the ways it can be worn or
in its design and materal construction.
Benarasi sari came about from the weavers of a
locality by the same name in India. They would
create exquisitely detailed saris interwoven
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with real gold or silver thread. Not surprisingly
these would weigha lot -- around 10-15 kgs.

It is a booming business in Mirpur where there
are several thousand artisans. It is a large area
comprising of Mirpur roads 10, 11 and 12. New
technology has allowed fibres like rayon or synthet-
ics to add texture and reduce weight of the gor-
geously designed katan and benarasi. Power looms
have made it a faster production process bringing
the pricey items within reach of the common peo-
ple. Prices can range from 2000 to 50000 taka. It'sa
special sani that people use on special days, It's
akin to a dream outfit interspersed with the dreams
and hopes of the weaver with that of the wearer.

People used to go to India to shop for their
wedding saris. While some still do the tides are:
starting to change. Many now come over from:
abroad to sample our offerings. The simple sari had !
its classical beginnings from the muslin trough the
humble handloom products Gill the present day
glamour pieces. It's style and elegance in a simple
package.
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