RELEVANCE OF CRAFTS IN FASHION

Indian fashion has taken generously from the country’s crafts. Fashion in the west too has taken from Indian crafts if not in tangibility then in spirit. The Paisley motif is one of the Indian motifs which have been popular in Europe ever since East India Company introduced it to the west.The Indian crafts have thrived due to their delicacy, uniqueness and traditions. The uniqueness comes as each piece is made individually by hand. The passion and emotions of the craftsman are transferred into the product. The Indian crafts have evolved over a long period of time enriching themselves with the old traditional aesthetics and the new adaptations. This process applied over a long period of time has given the Indian crafts the qualities and character they have today. The various crafts ranging from the Pashmina shawls of Kashmir in the north to the Kanjeevaram saris of Tamilnadu in the south, the tie and dyes and block prints of Rajasthan in the west to the unique weaves of the seven eastern states are some outstanding examples if we name just a few. It is the technique which is unique and gives the character, thus even when the craft is applied in a very contemporary manner it still retains its character. Indian crafts when used in fashion, transfer these qualities to the product however contemporary the product may be. The regional diversity and variety of skills and materials makes Indian crafts a very potent resource for fashion. The crafts show their tradition, evolution and their sustainability thus making one reflect on time and history.

The craft sector has accomplished a lot. It has bought together the strength of the thought, qualities of the craft, and the skill of the craftsman. The result has been an out come strong in concept reflecting the delicacy, precision and appropriate use of material.  The use of craft skills in the product enhances the craft. This keeps the craft alive. Many crafts are dying; they need to be applied to be kept alive. It is the responsibility of the designers to recognise the qualities of these crafts and find modern applications for them. This application will not just keep the craft alive but will make the user aware of its history and qualities. Crafts have certain strengths which can help bind the user to it. It is time tested and has evolved for a specific use, it has adapted to local conditions and has associations with ethnic groups. Therefore it has a unique identity. These attributes of the craft when transferred to a product make it special. 

Today with industrialisation products are made in mass and are exact replicas to each other. This dilutes or removes any individual character of the product. The industry survives by producing in large numbers and marketing its products to one and all.  It reaches out to the masses and industry made products are available everywhere. But this creates monotony in the market and generates boredom in the user. The industry is dependent on volume. Change or variation in products also depends on volume because of which design implementation is a slow process and is static from the design perspective.The users are varying thus variety in design is needed this does not match the industrial formula. For multiple choices multiple industries are needed.

The variations needed by the market can very well be provided for by the crafts sector, as it works on small output. Crafts can adapt faster to change as production is human based and man is far more versatile than machines. Good craftsmanship can sustain itself on limited output thus creating possibility of greater variety. To create some thing outstanding and unique the designers seek craftsmen for these very reasons. 

Aesthetically sensitive customers are willing to pay for the high cost of the unique character and small production of the craft sector. Industry has tried to imitate craft but this has not worked with the aesthetically educated market, which detest the industrial imitations. These imitations appear forced, very synthetic and are too are identical. Example of these can be seen in screen printed imitations of tie and dye machine embroidery instead of hand embroidery, power loom imitating the handloom. 

Industrial production cannot capture the uniqueness and spontaneity of a handmade product. The use of crafts contributes to the overall enhancement of the products. This is accomplished through the concern and care- human touch- given by the craftsman. Machines can be manufactured over night. Craftsmen need time to be trained and to attain mastery thus they are far more valuable. 

Crafts have always received patronage by the erstwhile rulers and then by Indian government and it is under this patronage that they have flourished. Today this patronage has to be given by the designers. It is through design that crafts can reach its elite patrons who use crafts because of its qualities. Designers are sensitive, creative and innovative. These qualities help them intervene to sustain the crafts and take them further. The craftsmen and designers have been able work well in tandem. This relationship is very valuable. Both respect each others strengths and often learn from each other together they make a very potent team. They can create masterpieces and guide the craft to sustain and to evolve further.
Crafts can cater to individual demands and needs which is what the buyer cherishes and values. This quality of crafts has been recognised and is catering to the very high end market and to the individual tastes of its customer. This has in fact become a selling point for this sector. It is because of this that crafts have always had strong bond with fashion. When a product is hand crafted it is unique due to the fact that it could be made in very small numbers or even just one of its kind. A very critical contribution crafts make is that it opens the possibility of personalisation of a product. This has a very strong market value and can be made a very desirable aspect.

Though the basic technique may be the same every region has its own variation and style. This not only gives the product a particular quality but also generates variety. 

There are many brands which have utilised and promoted crafts which makes them special. Some examples are Anokhi, Fabindia. International fashion houses like Armani, Dior and Indian fashion designers like Muzzafar Ali, Asha Sarabhai, Ritu Kumar, Rohit Bal use crafts significantly in their products. 

Fashion is a way of life. It goes beyond garments and accessories. It includes architecture, interior, furniture and domestic products. We may wear fashionable clothes and carry fashionable accessories but we want fashion to extend beyond this in our lifestyle as well only then our desire for fashion is satisfied. Here too the Indian crafts can contribute strongly this has been recognised by designers in the west. Those of them who have ventured into Indian crafts have found that their contemporary thoughts and traditions of Indian crafts can give very desirable products. 

In the year 1985 The Festival of India was held. One of the exhibitions was “Golden Eye”.  About a dozen internationally accomplished designers were invited to participate. Mary Mc Fadden, Jack Larsen, Sir Huge Casson, Mario Bellini and Ettore Sottsass were some of the designers. They were asked to study Indian crafts and design products for the western market. There was a direct dialogue between the craftsmen and these designers. The result was an outstanding collection. Mario Bellini’s stone bench made in a village near Agra was exhibited at the Museum of Modern Art, New York. Ettore Sottsass inspired by his Golden Eye experience had “Bharata”, an exhibition of his designs made in India. This exhibition was held in Milan in 1988 and a small production followed.

The craftsmen who produced for Golden Eye and “Bharata” were till then confined to local trade of decorative items. They were able to recognise the depth and potential of the designs generated by the designers. There was a strong collaboration of the most contemporary thoughts and traditional techniques. 
Similarly there are more examples of Indian crafts being used for International use. Odegard Inc. a US based enterprise pioneered by Stephanie Odegard are marketing hand crafted furniture and furnishings made in India across US and Europe very successfully.
The concept of craft has to be marketed. It has to be marketed not just as a tradition but as one which can be applied to our contemporary life and enhance it. Crafts will evolve with the needs and the thoughts of the time this has always happened to the crafts and that is the reason they have accomplished so much.

The marketing of crafts has to be done with some specific approaches 

Reflective marketing- This is to put the craft’s qualities in the buyer’s mind through macro level marketing. For this it’s history, traditions and the characteristic have to be marketed. Making it a rich resource for the designers who can be offered a new outlook and approach to design.

Decisive marketing- This can be done taking into consideration fashion trends, quality, durability and price of the craft. The crafts may have to adjust and adapt to the present trends and needs. If changes in the craft are needed then they have to be made. This has to be done by the designer and the craftsman together giving it a thought and deciding together. Not only the ongoing trends and directions, sometimes present day technology can enrich the craft. When a modern input improves the craft it is adding to its heritage. This has happened and will happen. Yet all effort has to be made to keep alive the unique qualities of the craft which have been there.

The use of craft can be a strong element in marketing the product, attracting the buyer and influence his or her decision to buy it. When showcasing the crafts we need to highlight its qualities which are- the human touch, effort and the emotions involved in making the product which add to the aesthetic strength and uniqueness. 

To conclude, the use of crafts in fashion and lifestyle will not only enrich it but will keep the crafts alive.

