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Travel

The Lost 
Detail

A village in Odisha, a narrow lane in Srinagar, 
and the Jal Mahal in Jaipur remind us, in vivid 

detail, the painstaking slowness of creation and 
the rich rewards it begets

Siddhartha Das

Close-up of an embroidered Pashmina shawl, 
near Srinagar, Kashmir.
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A year ago, I was in a small village in the forest 
of Satkosia, by the banks of the Mahanadi River. 
Many in the village worked in the green and 
yellow checkered rice fields. One of the most 
beautiful sights I have seen in my life is that of a 
metre-high cluster of ripened grain, standing 
atop wiry golden straws, swaying in the wind as 
if moving to some ethereal orchestra. It is 
difficult to describe the sight unless you have 
seen it from a little field embankment with 
metres of yellowed stalks surrounding you while 
trying to reach the sun. It is intoxicatingly 
sensorial, and yet a simple thing if you think 
about it. Years ago, I was on my way to a steel 
workshop en route to Alwar, Rajasthan, and I 
chanced upon a field of ripened wheat. I still 
have a handful of straws laden with grain in my 
office room. Even after 14 years, they stand 
straight, ever so lightly bending under the 
weight of the turgid wheat grains, like a golden 
jewel peering out of my terracotta vase.

Returning to my stroll through the village in 
Odisha… from the fields I walked into a little 

All of this felt like incredibly arduous work, just 
to get rice from the field to the plate, and yet it 
was simple, connected and worked beautifully. 
The family were clearly living rather modestly 
in their mud houses and had little else than a 
handful of belongings. But they had all the 
means to connected sustenance; they had their 
field, their food, their animals and their life. The 
only incongruity was me and my friends as we 
looked on incredulously. Needless to say, we felt 
delighted when we bought their rice. I felt in my 
heart that if I was a grain of rice that grew up on 
that golden stalk, this is the love and care I 
deserved; someone should have to work to get 
to me.

It is with the same fervour and incredible 
perseverance that many create a plethora of 
works that demand that attention, but scarcely 
get it. About eight years ago, while 
photographing for a book on textiles, I visited 
Bashirbhai, a master embroider outside Srinagar 
who worked with the lovely Jenny Housego. 
Jenny, possibly in her late 70s, still inspires the 
same love and admiration that she did in the 
people she worked with decades ago. I went to 
meet Bashirbhai at his home. We went through 
narrow lanes of the village; there was some 
palpable tension as a few days before there was 
shooting between the militants and the army in 
the village. Kashmir is an imploding tinder box 
caught between many stakeholders with the 
people of Kashmir paying for it, but that 
discussion is for another time. 
Things were quiet; it was cold. Little children 
were playing in the sun and we were ushered 
into a small cosy room. Bashirbhai and his 
brother sat by the window. Bashirbhai, with a 
large beige Pashmina shawl draped over his 
knees, peered through his black rimmed glasses. 
With his one hand he held the shawl and with 
the other a little needle that went in and out of 
the shawl. He seemed to be in his 50s, had an 
unkempt beard, a woollen cap and an angeethi 
under his woollen kaftan-like outfit that kept 
him warm. He looked up very briefly and went 
on with his embroidery, said something 
incomprehensible, and in came a lady with 
steaming kahwa. I knew I was intruding but I 
wanted to photograph Bashirbhai’s work for the 
article on Jenny with the textile communities of 
Kashmir. So I inched closer to him little by little, 

mud road to a cluster of huts that had thatched 
roofs with the straw of the fields and a strong 
smell that, although foreign, felt like it belonged 
to harvested rice. A series of rhythmic sounds 
drew me in. I couldn’t make sense of the sounds 
till I could see what it was. There were two 
buffaloes tied to a pole; they circled it, making a 
large stone wheel milling the rice grain, while 
two farmers thrashed the grain and some others 
used a simple thresher to dehusk a freshly 
harvested paddy crop. Further on, two women 
sat on the porch of the hut. One operated a 
simple wooden implement to pound the grains 
of rice in a small pit, while the other, with an 
easy grace, kept putting fistfuls of rice grain into 
it. Both moved to a fabulous rhythm while they 
bantered on. In effect it worked like a mortar 
and a pestle, milling the rice by pounding it to 
remove the husk and the bran. Two little girls 
sat by their side to do the final cleaning by 
winnowing with a woven bamboo winnower, 
separating the unmilled paddy grain from the rest. 

Two women milling the rice, Satkosia Forest, Odisha.

Bashirbhai, master embroiderer working on the 
Pashmina shawl, near Srinagar, Kashmir.Buffaloes dehusking paddy, Satkosia Forest, Odisha.
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which in retrospect must have been wildly 
comical, but to me in my flawed logic seemed at 
that point very discreet. I didn’t dare alarm 
Bashirbhai, lest he threw me out. He, on his 
part, looked like a Sufi saint – quiet and 
ponderous as he created this magical bunch of 
tiny little flowers that sat delicately next to each 
other in some ethereal garden. I sat there for 30 
minutes sipping my kahwa and tried to cover the 
distance of  four metres with a stealth of a tiger 
(again, only in my head), by which time 
Bashirbhai had embroidered one square inch 
of the shawl. 

As a designer, I have always felt inadequate. It’s 
easy to design, conceive and never really make 
something with one’s own hands. As a maker, it 
is a completely different ball game; it’s one of a 
creator, and many a times painstakingly slow. In 
a similar trajectory of laboured and unhurried 
creation was a marvellous painted piece of textile 
piece that I had conceived but was created by 
seven gifted miniature painters of Jaipur. I was 
working on a little pavilion in Jaipur called the 
Jal Mahal that sits picturesquely in the middle of 
the Man Sagar Lake. I wanted to conceive an 
ambitious miniature painting that depicted the 
rains coming to the Jal Mahal. The 11-feet-long 
miniature painting was eight months in the 
making, adding up to almost an insane 14,000 
man-hours spent by the seven artists armed with 
the tiny bristled brushes that painted every little 
leaf that is possible. A large blow-up of it spans 
the entire length of the 33-metre-long corridor 
of the Jal Mahal. We are all very proud of it and 
our friendship remains to this day.

A labour of love takes its time to come to 
fruition. It doesn’t need an audience, gratification 
or admiration. The fact that it happened when it 
did, and manifested itself in a way that was 
complete, is its accomplishment. And across 
cultures and continents, it stands the test of time.

Detail of the landscaped part of the painting, Jal 
Mahal, Jaipur, Rajasthan.

Miniature painting depicting the rains coming to 
the Jal Mahal Painting, Jaipur, Rajasthan.

All Images Courtesy of Siddhartha Das.




