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Introduction 
 
As a part of my master’s program in Industrial Arts and Design at Srishti 
Institute of Art, Design and Technology, Bangalore, I worked on an 
internship with Wovensouls.  

The subject of the internship study was ‘Banarasi Weaving’, a category 
of silks woven in Banaras or Varanasi that is the pride of a bride's 
trousseau. Banarasi silks are passed down from generation to generation 
and are coveted heirlooms that women are proud to inherit.  

In order to structure our understanding of the types of Banarasi weavings, 
interviews were conducted in Banaras (Varanasi) with three generations 
of weavers and dealers. 

In the following report I present the findings of the study conducted under 
the guidance of Jaina Mishra, Wovensouls.  

 

- Parv Kapoor 

October 2021 

  



 

2. Banarasi weaving  
2.1.  Introduction  

Banarasi weaving is done at multiple centers in Banaras like Peeli Kothi, 
Madanpura, Saraiya, Bajhadhiya, Lohta. Currently, there are 
approximately forty thousand people engaged in Banarasi weaving 
including weavers, dealers and dyers. The main product of Banarasi 
handloom weaving is the saree.  

2.2.  Jacquard Cards – Saree Designs 

Before the weaving, the silk yarn undergoes a few steps and then the 
weaving begins. The Jacquard card, spools and beam are set up with 
suitable colour yarns.  
 
The desired design that is to be woven on the 
saree is drawn on a sheet of graph paper (Fig: A).  
The designs are done in pixel calculations on the 
graph sheet. This graph sheet becomes the 
reference to punch the cards. Then these cards 
are punched according to the graph sheet that 
will have the desired designs. Once they are 
punched, they are made to a set of cards that 
will be tied together and then loaded to the 
jacquard machine. A large brown sheet is cut 
into small rectangle sheets of 
height 3inches and width of 
12inches   
 
 
 
 
 

Fig: A  (Courtesy Rajendra Kumar Kapoor,  
Kunj gali Chowk, Banaras), 1991 



 

 
Images of Jacquard Card Making in Banaras /  Courtesy WOVENSOULS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

2.3.  Yarns 

The yarns are processed, dyed and are available ready in bundles in the 
markets. They are either imported from China which are very high-quality 
fibers or locally made in Bangalore or Surat which are considered a little 
inferior in quality. But the weavers prefer dying it themselves, as they are 
very particular about the yarn and the colour.  

 

Fig. B 

After the initial stages of processing and dyeing the yarns are 
segregated to prepare it for the loom.  
 



 

 
Fig. C 

The threads are then spun to spools with the help of spinning wheel to 
prepare the spools to load to the fly shuttle. The threads that woven 
through fly shuttle (Fig: C) is called weft (bana).  

The warp (tana) (Fig: D) threads are attached to the loom via a beam 

  
Fig. D 

creating tension lengthwise. 



 

 
2.4.  Weaving 

 
The loom is set up with the threads and the process of weaving begins 
before which the jacquard cards are fixed to the jacquard machine and 
following the cards, the threads are pulled and the desired designs on 
sarees, dupattas, fabrics (Thaan and Yardage) are woven.  

 

 
Fig. E 



 

3. Banarasi Brocade Weaving 
 
3.1.   Introduction  
Brocading is done in both the weft and the warp. It can be discontinuous, 
which is called Inlay or Inlaid weave or continuous, going from selvedge 
to selvedge or from one end of the warp to the other. The warp threads 
are the vertical ones, the weft threads are horizontal. There are multiple 
wefts—one which goes from selvedge to selvedge creating the base 
plain-weave cloth, the others are additional (or supplementary) wefts. The 
brocade is discontinuous, meaning the motifs are placed, only in certain 
areas and lay on top of the plain weave. 

3.2.   Banarasi Brocade Weaving  
Banarasi brocade sarees are made of finely woven silk yarn with very  

 
Fig. F 

intricate design, their nature of design is Mughal - inspired such as floral 
and foliate motifs. This ornamentation is what makes the saree heavy. 
Figure F is an example of Banarasi brocade weaving. 

 



 

 
3.3.   Types of Brocading in Banarasi  
 

3.3.1.   Zari Brocade It means patterning in zari or gold/ silver threads. 
There are two types: -  

3.3.1.1.  Kimkhab 

By the 19th century, Banaras had emerged as the most important source 
for designer silk. Kimkhab design was introduced from Tibet in China. 
The design inspiration came from the Buddhist. Once it became part of 
India, the designs were inspired from Islamic art, and were mostly 
inspired by nature such as roots and trees, vines flowers, pinecones, 
rosettes, stylised poppies, peacock etc..  

 
Fig. G 

It’s a very intricate and time-consuming process and requires high skills. 
It is based on the usage of silver and gold thread. More than 50% of gold 
thread (zari) than silk fiber is used to create the surface of the fabric. Once 
the surface is ready with the gold thread, silver threads are used on top 
of it to create intricate patterns. Kimkhab covers multi - layered warp 
brocade. The number of layers of the warp differs from style to style going 
up to seven layers in one fabric. Three layer is called 'Tripara', four layers 
are called ‘Chaupara ’and seven layers are called ‘Satpara’.  

Fig: G is a saree design is inspired by Kimkhab. 

 

 



 

3.3.1.2. Bafta 

It comprises of more surface silk fiber than zari. It is very light in weight 
as compared to Kimkhab. Fig: H is a Banarasi saree weaved using 
Bafta brocading technique.  

 
Fig. H 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 

3.3.2.  Amru Brocade   

In this technique, the patterning is woven with silk fiber, but not with zari. 
A traditional Amru brocade is the Tanchoi.  The patterns are very 
extensive and intricate which are weaved mostly on heavy fabric like satin 
with no floats at the back - the “unused” threads are woven into the 
“foundation” of the fabric, so in a way it’s a sustainable brocade weaving 
too, as there is no supplement weft to cut, hence not generating any 
waste. It is believed that in the last half of 19th century, 3 Parsi brothers 
of Choi learnt the technique of weaving this brocade in China and 
introduced in Surat. The family of the brothers continued to make 
Tanchois in Bombay till the 1950s but they were impacted by the less 
expensive version of the Banarasi weaves.  

 
Fig. I 

This is a very intricate satin Tanchoi saree. 



 

 

3.3.3.  Abrawans  

The surface is a transparent Muslin silk or Organza, with a zari and/or 
silk thread patterning. So, this can be a zari brocade or an amru. The 
amount of zari visible can also vary, since it can be both Amru and Zari 
brocade. Zari on the fabric can cover more or less than 50 % of the 
base.  

 
Fig. J 

The above an example of Abrawans weaving. 

 

 

 

 
 



 

3.3.4. Cutwork Brocade  

This technique which also called Phekua (in hindi) requires 
supplementary weft (Bana) while weaving the fabric which extend across 
the entire width of the fabric, leaving floats at the back that are cut away 
by hand after weaving. This technique generates a lot of waste, as it 
requires cutting of the unused threads at the back of the fabric. Fig: K is 
a picture of a back of Jangla (Forest) design saree weaved using the 
Cutwork brocading. Here, the unused threads are already cut.  

 
Fig. K 

 

 



 

 

3.3.5. Tarbana  

This technique demands weft (bana) threads to be zari, not Silk, thus 
creating a metallic sheen. Patterning is created using zari and several 
other supplementary wefts, creating an extremely rich textile. Fig: L is a 
picture of silk-tissue saree, where the weft threads are zari. Hence giving 
it a metallic finish.  

 
Fig. L 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

3.3.6. Kadhua / Kadwa Brocade  

The elaborate and laborious Kadwa technique is used to incorporate 
motifs. In Kadwa weaving, each motif is woven separately as opposed to 
other Banarasi handloom techniques (also known as “phekwa" or 
cutwork). In this technique, there are no unused threads at the back of 
the fabric, which is why the weight of the fabric is light. Since no cutting 
is required, it results in zero wastage, making it a sustainable technique.  
Using this technique, many different motifs of different sizes, colours and 
textures can be woven on the same sari, which is quite difficult to do 
otherwise. While this takes longer on the handloom, it makes a more 
robust pattern, which stands out on the fabric.  

 
Fig. M 

 

Fig: M is an example of this technique where each motif is woven 
separately.  

 
 
 



 

4.  Banarasi Weaving Terminology  
4.1. Introduction 

Terminologies help in increasing communication and improve the 
efficiency of a company or an industry and help avoid cultural and 
linguistic misunderstandings. In Banarasi handloom industry weavers 
and dealers have their own terminologies. Here are some terms: -  

4.2. Elements of crafts  

Cutwork Brocading technique - Phekua technique  

Bumber - Artificial satin 

Meenakari - Multi coloured work. Kari stands for work. This follows 
jewelry terminology   

Katan - Silk fabric  

Alfi - In Alfi, the outlined pattern is made with coloured silk, the inner is 
always either in silver or gold thread. Two colours motif design. Fig: N is 
a traditional Jaal silk saree and the design is weaved using two colours 
namely gold and silver. The designing is done using the Kadhua 
technique. 

 

 Fig. N  



 

                                                                       

Tilfi  

In Tilfi, the pattern is made with coloured silk, silver and gold thread.  

Three colours motif design.  

 

      Fig.  0 

Fig: O is a Jaal Silk saree and the design is weaved using three 
colours namely red, blue and gold. The designing is done use 
Cutwork technique. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
4.3.  Elements of the Loom Structure  

Banarasi handloom (jacquard loom) are made using elements like 
bamboo, buffalo horn, wood etc., these things are assembled together 
to make a jacquard loom. Every element used has a specific name and 
their names are: -   

Hatha  It is a long comb like structure made using wood. Every shaft 
has a thread passing through, which help weavers in weaving.  In the 
adjoining picture, the weaver is weaving a saree and the thing he’s 
holding with his right hand is Hatha.  

  

 

Fig. P 

 

 



 

 

 

Dharki 

This is called Fly shuttle. It is made of buffalo’s horn. The threads that 
are woven through fly shuttle is called the weft 

 

Fig. Q 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Lapas ke bans  

There are so many elements hanging from the ceiling over the loom. 
The weaver sits facing the length of the loom. Along the length of both 
sides, loom is attached with two strong bamboos that are attached to 
the ceiling.  

 

Fig. R 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Tagh is a separated thread which are attached to a beam on which it 
will be folded before attaching to a jacquard machine.  

 

Fig. S 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Natawa  

The thread from the reel is transferred to the natawa, which is a 
bamboo frame to straighten the threads, then they are transferred to 

  

Fig. T 

Pareta, which is made using bamboo. It has a shape of an umbrella.  

See above image in which the threads are transferred from reels to 
natawa. 



 

5.  Designs  
 
Introduction  

There are countless number of designs in Banarasi weaving. From 
traditional Paithani of Maharastra to contemporary stripes design, from 
designs inspired by nature to designs abstract in nature, from designs 
inspired by the tie-dye technique to designs inspired by paisleys and 
foliage, the possibilities are endless. Here are some designs: -  

•  Baluchar design  

 In Bengal, around two hundred years ago near the Murshidabad 
region, with its long tradition of mulberry silk- weaving, acquired fame 
for its unique Baluchar saris. These sarees were elaborately brocaded 
with floss silk in multiple colours, their floral borders and field 
contrasting with pictorial end panels (pallu).  These panels depicted 
courtly activities. It was Bengal nawabs support of the weaving 
tradition that led to the development of the Baluchari as a luxury textile 
that was favored by the elite. Rabindranath Tagore's brother 
Abanindranath wrote that their mother wore a Baluchari on the 
occasion of "Maghotsava" festivities. The complex art of the Baluchar 
was nearly lost with the death, in 1903, of Dubrej, the last weaver of  

 

Fig. U 



 

Bahadurpur, but was revived in the 1960’s through the intervention of 
All India Handicrafts Board.  

The sarees which are woven in Varanasi are made using Kadhua/ 
Kadwa brocade and Cutwork brocade techniques. Designs weaved 
on the sarees are still a pictorial representation of courtly activities on 
end panel, but to give a contemporary look weavers give them pastel 
colours. Fig: U is a contemporary Baluchar silk saree with leheria 
concept. 

 

• Paithani design  

Paithan a place near Aurangabad in Maharashtra is where Paithani 
sarees made, an extremely rich silk and zari sari. The Maratha Peshwas  

 

Fig. V 

had a special love for this fabric so, he helped in the growth of the 
textile. Just like the Baluchari saree, Paithani also became a symbol of 
Luxury and social prestige. Paithanis were a must at traditional 
Maharashtrian weddings. Since, it was a symbol of luxury, women wore 
it to show off their wealth.  

The traditional paithani had a coloured silk (sometimes cotton) field. The 
designs on the field had a good amount of zari weft. The field is 



 

now commonly woven of pure silk. Border and end panel (pallu) are 
made using silk warp and gold zari weft, giving it a golden ground.   

The distinctive feature of the Paithani is the enamel-like quality of the silk 
fields and patterns on it. The pallu (end panel) is heavily woven. 
Traditional motifs include the foliage design, design inspired by 
Mughal. Weaving of Paithani sarees has also been introduced at 
Banaras  

The above picture shows a Banarasi handloom silk saree inspired by 
Paithani design. The saree is weaved using Kadhua brocading. The 
number of layer warp threads are three; which is why it is a Tripara 
saree, which is giving it an enamel- like quality.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

• Jangla design  

The word Jangla has been derived from the word Jungle (Forest). 
Patterning done on a fabric is densely ornamented with patterns 
inspired by the flora, fauna and foliage of a forest. The woven motifs 
of leaves and flowers are arranged in such a manner that one bel 
crosses another, the open spaces creating their own pattern. These 
bels are woven with Kadhua technique or cutwork technique. When 
an intricate Jangla saree is weaved using the Kadhua technique at 
least two weavers would be working on the loom. 

Fig: W is a Jangla saree made using Kadhua technique which requires 
at least thirty days to weave a single saree. If we had to add more  

 

Fig. W 

colours to the design, the time of weaving increases drastically. 

 

 



 

 

• Patan Patola design 

Among the most important resist dye techniques practised in India 
are those known popularly as ikat, bandhini and leheria. In the ikat 
process, pre-determined areas of yarn are tied off and then dyed, the 
pattern emerges once the yarns are woven into a fabric. Usually, 
either the warp or weft yarns are tie-dyed, but at a few centers, both 
warp and weft are dyed and tied, in this case, the patterns are  

      

     Fig. X 

independent on each other, this technique is called Double-ikat. The 
most famous design is Patan Patalo, which is dyed and tied in a 
small city of Gujarat called Patan. In Fig: X is a Patan Patola inspired 
saree woven using the cutwork technique without any tie-dye 
process. 

 

  



 

Summary 

The Brocade textiles of Banaras became famous in the 19th century, but 
it was believed that the weavers from Gujarat, who migrated to 
Banaras in 17th century started the silk brocade weaving. Since 
then, the industry has come a long way. From designing on just 
satin and silk fabrics to designing on different fabrics like silk-
tissue, organza-tissue, tussar (dupion) etc., from handloom 
weaving to power loom weaving, from traditional designs which are 
inspired by nature to designs which are abstract in nature, the 
industry has evolved a lot and is still evolving.  

Over the years the Banarasi weaving and its weavers have faced 
challenges. Just as local pollution and global warming have 
affected the condition of the water of the sacred river, similarly, the 
lives of handloom weavers have become very difficult. After the 
introduction of power loom and cheap Chinese products into the 
industry, many weavers have lost their jobs and committed suicide. 
Every year the number of weavers is going down, as they are being 
under-paid, and many master weavers have replaced small hand 
weavers with power looms.  

However, there are a lot of young evolving clothing brands that are 
focusing on designing sustainable wear. The issue according to me 
lies in the fact that sustainable handloom clothing tends to be quite 
expensive for the masses. So, it would make sense if we find a 
balance between profitability and sustainability. The weavers 
wouldn’t bear the brunt of varying purchasing power of the 
consumer and the industry would thrive again. 

 

 

 

 


