Dear friends,

Recently, I delivered the Second Hinohara Lecture at the Asia Pacific Hospice Conference held in Penang, Malaysia, and likened the work we do in palliative care to that of the rafoogars. I suspect I confused a number of people with this reference. In an effort to rectify this, below is a short note on rafoogars prepared by Priya Ravish Mehra who has been the voice of these expert darners for many years and is working on both a book and a project.

Thanks and regards.

Harmala   

Making the Invisible Visible
By Priya Ravish Mehra 
ʼRafoogariʼ is the traditional skill of darning in the maintenance and preservation of precious textiles by the Rafoogar community in India. It is still practiced all over the country by traditional darners, who repair and restore old and new damaged textiles, keeping the darning tradition alive. This near invisible darning technique has traditionally been applied to old textiles, garments, carpets and durries in the country.

ʻRafoogari ʻas a high skill is synonymous with the repair and renewal of old antique Jamawars/ʼKaniʼ shawls and robes of Kashmir that were always considered unique, precious and royal and received special place amidst other rare textiles. These unique textiles were loved by Maharajas and Nobilities whether it was the loom woven Kani Jamawars, needle embroidered ʻAmlisʼ or the reversible ʻDorukhas
The intricately designed woolen pashmina ʻ Kaniʼ shawls made in tapestry technique in twill weave came from Central Asia to India along with Islam and got further refined by local cultural mores, pushing the technique to its creative limit; in a certain process of appropriation and acculturation of more than five centuries.

The production of these shawls has almost become extinct. The socio- cultural condition that made it possible has changed. Normal production of these pieces is not possible any more. It is precisely the high value of these Pashmina shawls, virtually extinct led to rescuing these pieces from further destruction by ways of mending and reusing them. Thanks to these Rafoogars who have kept them in circulation and continuous use till today in different circumstances in an interesting simultaneous transformation of the product and allowed them to be still traded in the market.

With the change of time, the patronage extended by the Maharajas and nobility has ceased; however, the special skill of these darners and ability to maintain, repair as well as salvage these precious textiles from further destruction has continued with new patrons.

The continuing tradition and skill in darning becomes extremely significant in the context of the survival of these historical textiles.
The history of Kashmir shawls has always been a matter of romance for centuries. While the Kani shawls of Kashmir have been well researched, their unique weaving and fine needlework celebrated, an important role and major contribution of these traditional darners in the maintenance of these precious shawls by highly intricate and laborious work of preservation, restoration and renewal, has yet to be recognized.

One always did appreciate the skills of these rafoogars in making the mending ʻinvisibleʼ to the naked eye but along with the invisible repair, they too have remained invisible to the world at large. Possibly sheer ʻinvisibility ʻ being the hallmark of good darning.
It is time perhaps to make the invisible visible.
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