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Article by Manisha Chawda

IKAT- The irresistible resist-dyed 
textiles

Barpali, a sleepy little town in the 
Sambalpur region of  western Odisha, is 
known for its highly revered Sambalpuri 
Sarees. These sarees are famous for their 
detailed and curvilinear ikat motifs that 
are a rarity considering the complexity of  
the ikat technique. It is home to numerous 
national and state awardee weavers. This 
is where my Sambalpuri Ikat journey 

started in 2006 as a textile design student 
from NID, Ahmedabad. I had the honor of  
researching this one-of-a-kind craft, looking 
over the shoulders of  the highly skilled 
master weavers of  the region who had been 
practicing it for several generations. The 
weaver communities engaged in making 
Sambalpuri Ikats are majorly Bhulias and 
Kushtas.

 While the Bhulias majorly work with 
cotton yarns and excel in the art of  carving 
out complicated ikat designs in their sarees, 
the Kushtas are masters in silk weaving and 
create elaborate extra weft and warp designs 
in their ornate 
pat (silk) sarees. 
Those were fun times… I would go from 
one weaver to another and ask them all 
about their ikat journey and the most 
interesting part was seeing their Sambalpuri 
heirloom sarees. It always helps to see 
the journey of  a craft from the past to the 
present to understand the constraints and 
possibilities. My teacher, Aditi Ranjan, the 
author of  Handmade in India, always said 
that innovation only happens when you 
dig deeper and deeper into a subject and I 
experienced it firsthand during my project 
in Barpali. I was awestruck by the elaborate 
ikat motifs in multiple colors. (I will explain 
in the latter part of  the article why multiple 
colors here are so impressive.) Sometimes 
the saree aanchals (endpieces) looked 
almost like a watercolor painting with color 
gradations and a fine outline. The extra 
warp saree borders were equally elaborate 
with fish, rudraksha, and flower motifs. The 
older sarees were often named after the rows 
of  floral borders (phulia) they had, like char 
phulia (4 rows of  a floral border) or do-
phulia (two rows of  a floral border)
Some of  the earlier elements have 
disappeared in the new sambalpuri sarees 
and with time, new elements have been 
added - something that rings true with all 
the crafts. Sometimes these changes are 
designed to make the weaver’s job easier, 

which is a welcome change. However, quite 
often, these are just forgotten because they 
are out of  fashion or the skill set is lost 
from one generation to the next. This calls 
for design intervention where the craft is 
documented in detail and is revived from 
time to time in order to keep the craft alive 
in as many incarnations as possible. This is 
one of  the many areas I have been working 
on through my craft brand.
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A craft is always influenced by the lifestyle, 
the festivals, the food, and the surroundings 
of  the region where it originated. It is no 
wonder that so many sambalpuri saree 
endpieces are adorned with the very 
famous Konark chakra of  Odisha. Another 
major source of  inspiration for the weavers 
is mythology. Sarees are often named 
after famous deities and mythological 
figures. Festivals like nuakhai (the rice-
paddy harvest festival of  Odisha) are also 
translated into the sambalpuri sarees. 
Recently Vidya Balan wore a sambalpuri 
Ikat saree with mathematical equations all 
over in her movie Shakuntala Devi. These 
weavers can translate anything under the 
sun in their sambalpuri sarees. 
So what is ikat and why is it such a big deal 
in the craft community of  India and around 
the world? Ikat is a yarn-resist technique 
that involves tying and dyeing sections of  
bundled yarn to a predetermined design, 
graph marked on the yarns before weaving. 

The dye penetrates the exposed sections, 
while the tied sections remain undyed. The 
process has to be repeated multiple times 
to get multiple colored patterns. (Now you 
know why I was awestruck seeing these 
Sambalpuri heirloom sarees at the weavers’ 
homes that had elaborate multicolored 
motifs mentioned in the first part of  this 
article.) The patterns formed by this process 
on the yarn are then woven into a fabric 
that shows these feathery motifs on both 
sides. So the next time you go shopping 
for genuine ikats, remember to check the 
backside of  the fabric. Don’t fall prey to the 
lure of  fake printed ikats which are sold at 
throw-away prices.
The three basic forms of  ikat are Single Ikat 
where either the warp or the weft yarn are 
tied and dyed before weaving; Combined 
Ikat where warp and weft ikat may co-exist 
in different parts of  a fabric occasionally 
overlapping and Double Ikat which is by far 
the most complex form. 
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Here both warp and weft threads are tied 
and dyed with such precision, that when 
they are woven, threads from both axes 
mesh exactly at certain points to form a 
complete motif  or pattern. Sambalpuri 
Ikats are usually weft Ikats and double 
ikats.
Did you know Ikats are majorly found in 3 
states in India? Gujarat, Andhra Pradesh, 
and Odisha, each one of  these Ikats are 
strikingly different from the other. In my 
decade-long journey unfolding Ikat as my 
area of  expertise, I have made myself  most 
familiar with ikats of  Odisha, specifically 
Sambalpuri Ikats of  western Odisha. A 
few of the striking features of  sambalpuri 
ikats are the refined and curvilinear 
outlines of  the motifs and the ornate extra 
weft and extra warp dobby borders. The 
traditional motif  vocabulary is also quite 
distinct and detailed as explained earlier. 
Some of  the famous motifs are Lion, duck, 
conch shell, deer, florals, and many more. 
Over the years, a few borders consisting 
of  these motifs in a saree endpiece have 
given way to all-over jaal kinds of  designs 
in the body and the end piece. Unlike 
other states, Odisha has a very strong local 
market for the textiles created in their 
homeland. Sambalpuri Sarees in silk and 
cotton are still extremely popular in every 
Oriya household, be it a festival or a family 
function. It is an extremely encouraging 
situation for the weavers. However, the 
downside is that there is very little design 
evolution in this region as compared to 
other ikat clusters in terms of  designs, 
colors, and even the fibers used. This gap 

bothered me during the project and thus 
the seed for Neeli Titlee, my craft brand, 
was sown. The brand aims to re-imagine 
Sambalpuri Ikat so that it piques the interest 
of  a more diverse global audience. After 
all, why should this beautiful textile be 
accessible and useful only to saree-wearers 
in Odisha and sometimes outside Odisha 
through limited handloom exhibitions and 
online stores? I wanted to make sambalpuri 
textiles a part of  every contemporary 
wardrobe and, stoles and scarves turned out 
to be the most logical solution for the goal I 
had in mind. 
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Anybody could use a stole or a scarf  
with ease over a kurta pajama or denim 
and Tee and look fabulous. It doesn’t 
need a special occasion to be used and it 
can become a staple in a contemporary 
customer’s wardrobe. I used my design 
education to play around with the craft 
within its constraints to come up with 
designs and new color combinations that 
had a refreshingly new look that would 
appeal to a customer who wants to include 
traditional Indian textiles in their wardrobe 
without compromising their urban style.
Eventually Ponchos, Kaftans, and 
bandanas, and finally, sarees were also 
added to the product range to cater to 
every age group and occasion. Another 
very interesting product is the Ikat jewelry 
range that was introduced just a few years 
ago. These are created with the tie-dyed 
ikat threads. Every time I go to a weaver’s 
house, these colorful threads entice me. 
It was during one sunny afternoon that 
I played around with these bundles of  
threads to make a necklace and an earring 
set which looked quite cool and that’s 
how the brand’s signature Ikat jewelry 
line came into being. This line is my way 
of  celebrating each step involved in the 
making of  sambalpuri ikat. 
The brand has been positioned as a gifting 
brand which is why everything seen in our 
store is one-size-fits-all or free-size. Gifting 
is the best way to introduce a beautiful 
craft form to a near and dear one while 
supporting the much-deserving artisan 
community. We will soon venture into 
other resist-dyed techniques like shibori 
and batik and also Ikats from other states in 
India. 

Every visit to Odisha brings back memories 
of  the very first time I landed in Barpali 
from Ahmedabad like an alien and within 
a few months, it almost felt like home 
and it still does. I can never forget the 
delicious chawal Bada (my favorite street 
food from there), numerous temples and 
rice fields in my vicinity, the rattling of  the 
handlooms, and the countless festivals that 
I was a part of  during those months. Maybe 
these memories made Sambalpuri Ikats 
such an integral part of  my life journey. 
Our products are also available on www.
olivetree.life
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