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Some months ago, there was quite a bit of excitement over some very rare drapes of the 17th century that had been woven in Assam and had found their way to the British Museum in London and other museums in Paris from Tibet some time in 1904. Not being part of the cognoscenti in such matters, I failed to understand why the hoo-ha over the fabric known as Vrindavani Vastra from Assam should have erupted more than a century after its dispatch to the British Museum and elsewhere from Tibet. However, what was very clearly understood was that politicians of the State were trying to make political capital out of the artifact. There was a clamour that the Vrindavani Vastra should be brought from the British Museum to Assam and kept here. I couldn’t overcome my amusement for quite some time. I shall come to the reasons a little later. The proper sequence is to get down to the Vastra first. 

By some strange coincidence, the word for cloth and what is made out of cloth is the same in several languages. In Sanskrit, ‘vastra’ means cloth as well as dress or garment or any drape or artifact made of cloth. There is also the adjectival form with the root vastra that could indicate how one was dressed, and bivastra would mean one who was without clothes or one who was being denuded as the Kauravas were trying to do to poor Draupadi until Krishna intervened. In Bengali too vastra means the cloth as well as the garment or dress made out of it. Ditto for Assamese. In Assamese, even the word kaapor means both the cloth and garments made out of it. In English, cloth means the fabric and clothes the dresses or garments made of cloth. Then we have clothed and unclothed that could function both as verb and adjective. A little more research into words in other languages that mean both fabric and garment could yield interesting results. But it is time to cut the cackle and get down to the discourse of the day.

On March 25, 2004, the world famous auctioneers, Christie’s, had an auction of artifacts in New York city where they put on offer an item of ancient silk from Assam with woven illustrations. The minimum price fixed for it was US $120,000 or about Rs 50 lakh in Indian currency at that time. It was not known who sold the silk drape and who bought it. It has always been a policy of Christie’s to keep such matters secret. This incident should suffice to tell everyone how advanced the skill of weaving was in Assam at one time. There are no specimens of such weaving any more in Assam. But at one time cloth woven in Assam was of such superior quality and design that such woven drapes were exported even to places like distant Tibet. Today, there are drapes of this kind in several museums all over the world, and in most cases such drapes have been collected from Tibet.
The distinguishing feature of such drapes is that most of them carry illustrations of the deeds of Krishna as a child as described in the Bhaagavata and in some cases illustrations of stories from the Ramayana. They also had Assamese words and sentences woven in threads of different colours. These cloths were most probably used to cover the wooden thrones of our Naamghars or community prayer halls. Even today we have the practice of having decorative drapes for the wooden throne in our Naamghars. Such drapes are called gõsaair kaapor or a drape for God. These drapes are usually made of red cloth with floral designs embroidered with white thread. Sometimes these cotton drapes also have a few words embroidered on them. The very purpose for which the cloth is woven justifies the use of the word drape in referring to them. The cloth that is the subject of today’s column is also generally red in colour with the pictures woven in threads of yellow, blue, black, green and white. And like the gõsair kaapor there are letters and words on these drapes as well. We learn from the Jeewan Charit of Sankardeva that he had got such a bolt of cloth woven at Barpeta at the request of Chilarai. It took six months to get sixty cubits of such cloth woven for Chilarai. According to Kathaaguru Charit, the woven cloth depicted the dalliance of Krishna in Vrindavan. It is also mentioned that the writings on the woven fabric were easily readable. This cloth was identified later on as Vrindavani Vastra.

Thereafter, a curator of the Victoria and Albert Museum, Rosemary Crill, published an article in a research journal known as HALI entitled “Vrindavani Vastra: Figured Silk of Assam” thereby drawing public attention to this special kind of woven silk. A few years later, the commemorative souvenir of the inauguration of the Sankardeva Kalakshetra reproduced the artcle of Crill, though all the illustrations published with the article in HALI were not published in the souvenir. 

On October 27, 2009, Richard Blurton, a senior curator of the British Museum, who has had many years of experience working in Karnataka as well as in Arunachal Pradesh, was in Guwahati. He made an impressive Power Point presentation on the Vrindavani Vastra that is now in the British Museum at the seminar room of Cotton College. There is a reason why the British Museum does not generally refer to Vrindavani Vastra (regardless of which museum has them) by that name. Since the British Museum exhibit was received from Tibet in 1904, it is still referred to as a cloth exhibit received from Tibet. The present exhibit in the British Museum which is nine-and-a-half metres long, is made up of several pieces of cloth joined together. It is surmised that the pieces were joined together in a Buddhist monastery in Tibet, an inference underscored by the fact that at least one end piece of the length of drape is totally different in character from the rest of the roll. That piece has the dragon motifs typically associated with Tibetan weaving. But the rest of the roll is unmistakably Assamese with even a song from Sankardeva’s Kaaliyadaman woven on it.
The British Museum exhibit of the Vrindavani Vastra is reckoned to have been woven in the 17th century. Blurton also made a statement in passing that is very reassuring for everyone concerned with the rapid disappearance of Indian artifacts and their appearance in other countries. He assured the distinguished gathering that the British Museum was very particular about acquiring its artifacts only through legitimate sources and in a legally approved manner.

I began the column by talking about my amusement at the clamour in certain circles to bring the Vrindavani Vastra from the British Museum to Assam. This sense of amusement stems from two facts. First, in India, there is nothing that we cannot politicize. We have politicized education, health care, sports and even the recruitment of members to our most hallowed institutions like the public service commissions. In fact, whatever the politician has touched, he has left sullied and degraded. What do politicians know about how to handle 17th century fabric without damaging it permanently? Let the Vridavani Vastra in the British Museum be returned to Assam and I shall bet my last shirt on the certainty that it will be put on a truck and taken from district headquarter to district headquarter and handled by unclean hands all through the process until the vastra becomes quite unrecognizable. In fact, I would not be surprised if seams are removed to retain a few pieces of the vastra for the drawing rooms of VIPs. 
The second fact stems from the first one. Preservation of delicate and fragile artifacts is not achieved through good intentions and prayers alone. Preservation of 17th century fabric that has survived through the best part of four centuries calls for very high levels of technology. It is not as simple a matter as preserving World War II weapons or metal armour. And the kind of air conditioning needed for preserving such artifacts (that call for different humidity levels constantly monitored and air conditioners that run 24 hours a day year after year) is not the same as what is needed by human beings for bedrooms and offices. I am, therefore, far more concerned that the Vrindavani Vastra that still exists elsewhere in the world should be allowed to remain in much better preserved conditions rather than be ruined by being brought to Assam where we have neither the expertise nor the dedication nor the pride in our heritage to undertake such preservation. 
I worked every Saturday for three months in the British Museum reading room in 1966 when the British Museum library and the museum had not been separated. The library was one of the best managed libraries I have ever worked in. But I also got to see how well all artifacts – from Egyptian mummies to rare manuscripts to the Elgin Marbles – were cared for and preserved. We may acquire bits and pieces of stray technology but we have no right to presume that we have also the dedication to preserve very precious elements of our heritage as they should be preserved for posterity. It is much better to ensure that some priceless facets of Assam’s heritage are left where they are likely to be preserved well for a few more centuries for the whole world to see and enjoy. 

Being an ignoramus of what I felt impelled to write on, I am grateful for all the help I have had from Samiran Boruah of the State Museum both through discussions and in terms of his generous permission to refer to his writings. 
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