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The Textlle Tourism In India

Dr Meena Sharma

Textiles in India are more than mere
fabrics; they are chronicles woven with the
threads of culture, art, science, history,
geography, and innovation. For centuries,
Indian weavers, dyers, and artisans have
perfected the art of blending aesthetics with
functionality. Cotton, silk, wool, and
natural dyes not only clothed generations
but also carried India’s fame across
continents, making it one of the earliest
hubs of global trade. From the cotton fields
of the Indus Valley to the silk routes of
medieval kingdoms, India’s textile heritage
has shaped trade, traditions, and even
global fashion. The interplay of natural
dyes, diverse weaving techniques, and
climate-responsive designs highlights not
only India’s artistry but also its deep
scientific understanding of environment
and sustainability.

cotton as “a wool more beautiful than that
of sheep,” and by the 1st millennium BCE,
cotton textiles had become India’s prized
export.

Cotton, being light, breathable, and
absorbent, became the perfect fabric for the
hot and humid climate of much of the
Indian subcontinent.

The story of Indian textiles is not just
limited to fashion, it is also about
understanding the science of materials, the
adaptation to local climates, and the
sustainable practices that continue to
inspire the world today.

Cotton and the Roots of Indian Textile
Heritage

India is often credited as the birthplace of
cotton cultivation and weaving. India’s
tryst with cotton began more than 5,000
years ago in the Indus Valley Civilization.
Archaeological findings at Mohenjo-Daro
and Harappa reveal spindle whorls and
cotton fragments, suggesting that the
subcontinent was among the first to
cultivate and weave cotton. Greek
historians like Herodotus described Indian
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The invention of the charkha (spinning
wheel) and the mastery of weaving
techniques enabled the creation of fine
cotton muslin—famously described as
“woven air” by travellers. The muslin of
Bengal and the calico of Gujarat became
prized exports, carried by traders along the
Silk Route and maritime trade networks.

Dyes: The Science of Colour in Cloth

India’s contribution to natural dyeing
techniques is unparalleled. The vibrancy of
Indian textiles has always come from
natural dyes. Indigo from the plant
Indigofera tinctoria gave the world its
iconic blue. Red hues were extracted from
madder roots and lac insects, while turmeric
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and pomegranate rinds offered brilliant
yellows. These dyes were not only aesthetic
but also eco-friendly and sometimes had
antimicrobial properties.

From indigo of the Gangetic plains to
madder red of Rajasthan, and turmeric
yellow of southern India, each region
specialized in extracting vibrant, lasting
colours from nature.

* Indigo (Blue): Known as “Blue Gold,”
indigo dye was cultivated in Bengal and
Bihar. Its deep blue hues were admired
globally and remained a staple in textile
exports.

» Madder and Lac (Red): The roots of
madder plants and secretions of lac insects
gave brilliant reds, commonly used in
Rajasthan and Gujarat.

« Turmeric and Saffron (Yellow): Apart
from being culinary ingredients, turmeric
and saffron produced earthy yellows and
golds in fabrics, often symbolizing purity
and sanctity.

» Pomegranate Rind, Myrobalan, and Iron
(Black): Black dyeing was common in
central India, using a combination of
tannin-rich plant material and iron salts.

The dyeing processes themselves revealed
advanced chemical understanding, use of
mordants like alum or cow’s urine fixed the
colours, ensuring longevity and brilliance
even after repeated washing.

Did You Know - The famous ‘“Blue
Revolution” of indigo once made Bengal a
global hub, with European merchants
competing to control its trade.
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Evolution of Regional Textiles: A
Climatic and Cultural Journey

1. North India: Wool and Warmth

In the cold climates of Kashmir and
Himachal, wool became the natural choice.
The Kashmiri pashmina shawls, woven
from the under-fleece of Himalayan goats,
became legendary for their warmth and
softness. Wool carpets, namdas (felted
rugs), and embroidered phirans reflected
both necessity and artistry. Meanwhile,
Punjab’s phulkari embroidery added floral
vibrancy to cotton fabrics, making them
both functional and ornamental.

Phulkari

2. Western India: Bright Colours for
Arid Landscapes

Rajasthan and Gujarat, with their dry and
arid climates, gave rise to lightweight
cotton textiles dyed in vibrant colours to
counter the dullness of the sandy landscape.
Tie-dye traditions like Bandhani and block-
printing centres like Ajrakhpur showcase
this heritage. These bright colours not only
contrasted the desert landscape but
reflected cultural exuberance. The loose
draped garments (ghagras, odhnis, turbans)
suited the hot, dry weather, providing
comfort while protecting from dust.
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Did You Know -The tiny mirror work
(shisha embroidery) of Gujarat was
originally believed to ward off evil spirits
by reflecting them away.

Glassork/ Embroidery
3. Eastern India: Fine Muslins and Silks

Bihar and West Bengal, blessed with humid
climate and riverine plains, produced the
famous Dhaka muslin, a fabric so fine it
could pass through a ring. The region also
became known for Baluchari silk saris,
woven with mythological motifs. Silk’s
natural thermoregulating quality made it
suitable for the fluctuating weather of the
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east. The perfected tussar and mulberry
silks from these and nearby regions remain
prized for their texture. Each silk variety
suited the humid climate, where light yet
rich fabrics were preferred.

Tussar silk

4. Southern India: Sturdy Cotton and
Silks

The Deccan and Tamil regions, with hot,
humid climates, favoured cotton weaves
like Madras checks and lungis, known for
breathability. Simultaneously, South India
became a hub of silk production, with
Kanjeevaram or  Kanchipuram  silks
standing out for their durability and
grandeur, with intricate zari borders, often
worn during ceremonies. The mulberry silk
thrived in the climate of Karnataka, making
Mysore another silk hub. Kerala, with its
hot and humid climate, popularized mundu
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and kasavu textiles, white cotton with
golden borders that kept the body cool.
Andhra Pradesh’s ikat weaving showcased
mathematical precision in dyeing and
design.

Kanjeevaram silk

>

Kasavu Mundu

5. Central India: Tribal Textiles and
Natural Fibers

Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh
developed unique handloom traditions like
Maheshwari and Chanderi, combining
cotton and silk to suit the transitional
climate. Tribal communities used natural
fibres like hemp and wild silks (tussar, eri)
that were not only sustainable but perfectly
adapted to local needs.
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Chanderi silk

6. North-East India: Rain-Resistant and
Cultural Richness

In the lush, high-rainfall northeast, weaving
is an integral cultural practice. Assam’s
Muga silk famed for its golden hue and
resilience reflects both luxury and
adaptation to local weather. Cotton
weaving in Nagaland and Manipur
incorporates bold motifs, with textiles
doubling as cultural identifiers as well as
functional clothing.
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Muga silk

7Ma{nipuri cotton
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Suitability of Textiles to Climate: Science
Behind the Choices

The evolution of India’s textile diversity
was not accidental but deeply linked to
climatic suitability:

« Cotton: Lightweight, breathable, perfect
for hot, humid plains.

» Wool and Pashmina: Insulating, ideal for
the Himalayan cold.

« Silk: Thermoregulating, comfortable in
both warm and cool climates.

» Blended Fabrics (Cotton-Silk): Adaptable
for transitional regions with varying
temperatures.

Ancient artisans displayed an intuitive
grasp of material science, choosing fibres
and dyeing methods that best suited their
environments while maintaining aesthetic
and cultural depth.

Textile Museums in India: Preserving
Heritage

To truly appreciate India’s textile legacy,
one can explore museums dedicated to
textiles and handlooms that serve as living
archives of this heritage:

« Calico Museum of Textiles (Ahmedabad,
Gujarat): One of the world’s most
celebrated textile museums, showcasing
centuries of Indian weaving, embroidery,
and dyeing traditions.

* Indian Museum (Kolkata): Houses
exquisite collections of ancient cotton and
silk fabrics, including samples of Bengal
muslins.

» National Handicrafts and Handlooms
Museum (New Delhi): Popularly known as
the Crafts Museum, it displays diverse
regional textile traditions alongside tools
used by artisans.

» Textile Gallery at Chhatrapati Shivaji
Maharaj Vastu Sangrahalaya (Mumbai):
Features historic textiles from Maharashtra
and beyond.

« Indira Gandhi Rashtriya Manav
Sangrahalaya (Bhopal): Highlights tribal
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and folk textile traditions, including natural
dye practices.

These museums not only preserve heritage
but also function as centres for science
tourism, where visitors can learn about the
chemistry of dyes, the mechanics of looms,
and the interplay between environment and
fabric.
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Fabric Map of India

The textile heritage of India is not just about
fabric—it is a living narrative of geography,
science, sustainability, and identity. From
the fine muslins of Bengal to the rugged
wool of Kashmir, from the indigo-dyed
cottons of Gujarat to the golden silks of
Assam, each weave carries within it the
wisdom of centuries.

As the world looks toward sustainable and
climate-conscious fashion, India’s ancient
practices, natural dyes, handlooms, region-
specific fibres offer timeless lessons.
Exploring India’s textiles is therefore not
merely a journey into its past, but an
exploration of how art, science, and
ecology were seamlessly woven together in
fabric that clothed civilizations and carried
culture across continents, where every
thread tells a story of rich heritage.
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Dr Meena Sharma has undertaken extensive
research work on textiles as a part of her PhD.
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