Antarvasaka, blouse or choli – the ABC of Indian women’s concept of fashion 

Indian woman’s clothing identity has been married to the saree or odhana, however its romance has always been with the choli or the Indian blouse. The desire to experiment and hop across the border of modesty and sensuality has been displayed flirtatiously by the blouse hidden under draped fabric, as if mirroring the duality of mind. 

The ensemble counterparts of the choli have through ages stood for classicism and conservative tradition against the various political, religious and cultural onslaughts of foreign invaders in India. The choli however inconspicuously transformed and adapted fashion and lifestyle influences of overseas cultures.

The journey of what can be coined ‘80 cms of desire, design and fashion’ for every Indian woman has seen several avatars moving from bare breasts, antarvasaka, katori blouse, knotted choli, padded blouse, halter to the present rage- a corset blouse. The changes have usually occurred through retaining elements of fabric, colour and texture whilst playing with form, fit and style. This paper traces the influences of foreign conquests on the identity of Indian women and it’s visual expression through the perspective of history, cultural study, semiotics and psychology.
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Introduction

 “Choli ke peeche kya hai” (Bakshi, A.1993)

The above phrase is translated as “What is behind the Blouse” These are the opening lyrics of a very popular and controversial song from the Movie Khalnayak (1993). The trailing lyrics attempt to convince that it is the heart which is behind the blouse but the provocative question leads to multiple connotations. For the present context it sets the stage appropriately for an inquiry on this single piece of garment that conjures varied evocative images since the ancient times for Indians. The essay aims to set the basics of the context of choli and then create, reinforce and analyse its gradual evolution through the influence of the invaders.
The Choli has been called by several names in the past and present. It has been known as uttarasangha, uttariyavasana, uttariyavasas, udaramshuka, samvyana, stanamshuka, stanottariya  antaravasaska,,cholaka, chola, cholika, kancholika, kacali, angiya, kanjari, tai, phundia, kapadu, polka, kurpasa, kurpasaka(Goswamy 2000) and most recently and commonly as a blouse. The more commonly referred name at present is the blouse, however it is the word choli that evokes multisensory emotions due to its glamorous and nostalgic usage by artists, writers, poets and presently costume designers.
The most common version of the choli or the basic blouse is a style of an upper garment midriff- baring, usually with a u-shaped neckline, four darts for contouring the bust shape, a midriff yoke in the front and short set-in sleeves. It has common sisterly variations existing in a design without the midriff yoke and the katori blouse where the cup shape is achieved through the principles of a brassiere fit. It is a part of the ensemble created when combined with the sari and the petticoat (an ankle length A-line gored skirt worn underneath the sari). Thus the blouse either complements the sari or vice-versa, in either case it is planned with the sari in mind. The common fabrics used for blouses are locally known as rubia(100% cotton) and terryrubia. Saris these days are printed or woven with matching blouses that are designed along with the sari. These parts are separated from the blouse, lining is added to them and they are stitched in cut or form as desired.
The blouse today is to the sari what foundation is to fashion in the famous quote of Christian Dior “Without proper foundation there can be no fashion.” However unlike fashion which is ever-changing, the sari since has not changed too much and remained more or less the same due to its classic appeal, dynamism of drape and concept of conformity in the Indian Culture. The influences of the western world gradually seep into the mindset of people along with their more visible effects on the female attire. The Indian womenfolk began experimenting with the one garment that they could experiment with – The blouse. (Daru, 2000) 

Beliefs to the Breast band: Choli and the Indian Women’s identity:

The choli and its relation with the women’s breasts reveal the story of the women’s identity with her environment and the belief system of the cultures influencing it. The cultural context is an amalgamation of various beliefs and customs due to prolonged contact between the invaded and the invader. These multicultural and ethnical influences have collectively and significantly altered and shaped Indian costumes as well (Khanna 2004) Thus the understanding of the concept called choli calls for an understanding of its influencing themes- piousness in the religious context, the frugal approach towards life, the erogenous zones in the Indian context, the semiotic perceptions of the observer and the personal emotions of the wearer. 
Rites, Customs and lifestyle have often been prescribed by religion since the Indus valley civilization. The development of Hinduism in the Vedic times evolved the foundations of most beliefs that exist today, one of which connected unstitched and draped clothing with purity. Even till date priests wear unstitched and unwashed pure clothing for ceremonial purposes. Contrarily the external influences especially of the west associate nudity with sins. The choli has evolved and created a form for itself amidst these conflicting thought processes. Another important cultural aspect in the development of choli was the frugal approach of Indians, who did not believe in wastage of fabric. This led to most of the sewn garments being created through geometrical pieces, economically cut and put together to create forms around the body. Even in presen the basic saree blouse is drafted and created out of 80 cms of fabric, the placket as well as piping is used from the remaining fabric. 

One constant theme of choli, has been its embracement with the accepted beauty ideals. The curvaceous form of the woman who has narrow shoulder, large breasts, a small waist and broad hips is a representation of Indian ideal beauty which rejoices in physical health and naked form (Kumar, 2006).  A well made and fitted choli conjures not just emotions of beauty, attraction, sensuality but also power, control and confidence. I remember in my childhood an acquaintance approved of his bride to be (in an arranged marriage scenario, where the prospective bride and bridegroom meet in a formal family setting) because she wore a well structured blouse and an immaculately draped sari. His theory was that if the woman was particular and conscious of quality and perfection in her clothes, the same approach would extend in all other aspects of life as well. 
An attempt to understand the psychology behind the changing forms of the blouse can be better understood in the light of theories for clothing. The basic reasons for wearing clothing have been suggested as protection, decoration,  modesty and status/identification (Tortora& Eubank 1989). Protection is not a crucial factor in the context of Indians, however decoration, modesty and status have in the same sequence led to the changes in the form of the choli. What were initially bare breasts, or scantily covered breasts were ornamented with jewellery and stylized with drapes of the uttariya in an artistic endeavor to draw attention towards them. The influences of the foreign invaders and traders in the first millennium created a need for covering up the breasts with a variety of forms in bodices whilst applying the modesty theory. The bustier form of the choli probably developed and remained through the medieval age in India was an outcome of Immodesty or sexual attraction. This theory is based on the doctrine that familiarity breeds indifference, whereas concealment breeds interest (Kulshreshta & Kashyap 2007). The modern period saw the influence of the British and the western culture of Europe which altered the choli yet again to become more structured, decent and fashionable. It adhered to the British perception that the highly structured british clothes reflected their moral rectitude and the loose, free-formed clothes worn by Indians represented the moral laxity of the subjugated peoples. (Jaffer 2007). 

Breast band to Basics: The Pre-historic age to the Mauryas
The history of clothing in India has been a difficult area forever due to lack of material and evidence to support or explain what we wore centuries ago. The moist climate of the soil ensured that hardly any remains of fabric or garments existed. The limited information available at present is derived from sources such as archaeology, sculpture, literature, religion and paintings in the later years. A recurring debate in the costume research ponders over what was worn over the breasts in the ancient times and whether the art of sewing was unknown in the subcontinent, only to be introduced by Kushans or the later Muslims. 
Recent research reveals terms of cutting and sewing in vedic literature and  the recovery of tools for sewing at sites of Indus valley civilization have established beyond doubt that the art of sewing was not a foreign introduction. There are references of the breast band as being worn in the vedic literature and the name Vasaa being used to denote collectively all clothing. The earliest sewn clothes were very basic, and eventually evolved later. The reference to steeling garments by lord Krishna and vastraharan( unclothing by force) have mention in the Mahabharata. It is believed that tantalizing strips of fabrics in fine quality were taken over the busts and knotted most often at the back. The usage of ornaments and beautifully stylized drapes accentuated the visual imagery of the woman who has been endlessly described in Sanskrit Poetry.

The clothing did not much alter as it moved from the Vedic age to the Mauryan dynasty. The main clothing of these time consisted of the antariya, uttariya and the kayabandh. The antariya was a lower garment worn in varied drapes, the uttariya was a stole like fabric used to cover the upper part of the body and the kayabandh was a girdle like garment that held the antariya in place just below the navel. It was during this time that the Greek invasion in India happened and the Greek influence had silently seeped in to India. Chandragupta Maurya’s court had Greek ambassadors and also had a Greek wife – Helen and she brought with herself the classical drapes of the Athenian costumes. The impact of these influences did not have profound effect on clothing, however it did open the route for many more invasions to follow.
Basics to Bustier: The Kushanas and the Guptas
The Mauryan dynasty moved on to allow the Sunga and the Kanvas. The women continued to wear the antariya, uttairya and kayabandh with bare breasts or the breast band. The arrival of Sakas and more importantly Kushans later on were landmarks in the clothing culture history of the country. Noted historian H.G. Rawlinson considers the Kushana period to be of utmost importance in the History of Indian Culture. The Kushans came into India from Central Asia, where the climatic conditions and culture were drastically different. It was also a period of religious motley where ideals of Hinduism, Jainism, Buddhism and the very nascent Christianity were pitted against each other in the Asian Hemisphere. The Gupta age that followed celebrated the indigenous culture in its full glory after emerging through the foreign effects.

The kushans were an invading tribe form Central Asia and they retained their clothing structures and forms of clothing. They arrived from colder climates and the art of cutting and sewing was well developed. The influence of their arrival in clothing began to be witnessed and as Alkazi (1993) elaborately describes there were five types of clothing styles that co-existed. The first category were people who wore indigenous clothes, the next were the guardians and attendants of the harem who wore the sewn kanchukas. The foreign rulers along with the entourage and the other foreigners who came in for trade formed the third and the fourth category. The last category belonged to the mixture of foreign and indigenous garments. Some purely draped garments were gradually replaced with cut and sewn garments especially in the north where colder climatic conditions existed. 
The upper part of the body which was partially covered either by a breast band or the uttariya drape was now replaced with more modest clothing. Earlier the women moved about unselfconsciously but were now attempting through various cut and sew permutations to cover the bosom. The reason for this major change is not clearly known but speculation of the same make us believe that the theory of modesty and immodesty as mentioned earlier must have come to effect. The modesty theory meant that the women were now in view of foreigners who were not used to seeing women half-clad and also the impact of the beliefs of Christianity, Buddhism and Jainism which advocated that the body was sinful led to covering the upper part of the body. The hypothesis of the immodesty theory means that the Indian women realized that the indigenous women were now thrown into the company of  foreigners and felt that covering the bosom would be even more attractive than exposing it and accordingly emulated the dress style of the foreigners.
The interim period after the Kushans was a time of chaos which was then altered to a period of unity and peace under the Gupta age. It is justifiably known as the “Golden age and the Classical period’ All spheres of life saw prosperity, balance and harmony including politics, economy, art, literature, painting and even costumes. It is known as the “Golden age of  Sanskrit Literature” and the Gupta art is famous for its Rupam or concept of beauty. (Mahajan 2001). This period is explicit with reference to costumes and its connotations. Kalidasa, the great poet and dramatist describes the garment worn by Urvashi as being between the breasts which in the presence of the God ‘shook with tremor of her heartbeat” Many more references to the exoticism and coquettishness of the varied versions of choli have been described by Bana and Kurpasa. There exist in the Gupta age three encyclopedic works that document and describe costumes. Two of these are literary works are the Amarakosha and Brihat-kalpa-sutra.

 The third encyclopedia is the world renowned haven of art – Ajanta caves. The beautiful imagery of adorning the breasts in stylized versions from naked to stylized kurtis in asymmetric cuts showcases a wide variety of styles and cuts. The styles of the choli have remained more or less constant over centuries with very gradual changes. However the Gupta age saw the peak in terms of variety and scope in the form of the blouses.  Stitched garments are mentioned as the pesaas, kanchuki, kurpasaka, cholakas etc. The back designs were sometimes different from the frontal ones which had at times an apron like attachment. The rendering of the fabrics evidence examples of very fine muslins along with bandhanis, brocades, prints, knitting etc. The sleeves and their lengths also were seen in great variation. Some of these styles later evolved as full blown styles several years later. The pesaas saw a similar version in the pesaamsi of the mughal era. The tunics worn with the front overlaps were later seen in the rajasthani outfits.  Undoubtedly the society then was very stylish and fashionable.
Bustier to Blouse: The Rajput age to the Mughals:

The nation got disintegrated after the reign of Harshvardhana into various small states ruled by rajput kings. This was known as the Rajput era, where simultaneously in south there were the Rashtrakutas, Chalukyas, Cholas and the Pandyas. The Rajputs created niche kingdoms for themselves in their domains and though they fought very often with each other they were able to sustain themselves through the Sultanate period, Mughal period and also the Britishers. In terms of the preservers of the culture and religious integrity of the nation they even maintained the clothing styles through these years. The choli eventually came into its existence as we see in the visual culture of paintings, murals and architecture that is present today. The basic form of the choli consisted of a tight-fitting brassiere like garment that is held in place with strings around the neck and under the bust at the back.  It had many style variations some are knotted at the front, others have a flap; some cover the back, others leave it bare, others have a flap. The relative complexity of the cut of the choli is indicative of a marked progression in tailoring skills.(Kumar 2006)
The advent of the Muslim cultures brought with it interesting influences. The most prominent impact of the Muslims on Hindus was the incorporation of the purdah or veil into the Hindu society. The strongest influences were observed in the evolution of  textile crafts, techniques and motifs. The indigenous clothing remained more or less the same. Ain-i-Akbari documents the fashionable adventures of Emperor Akbar. He made changes in the costumes of men by altering them and making them more voluminous alike the Rajputi ones. He also ordered for the Muslims and Hindus to wear similar jamas with the difference being in the side of the overlap. The Hindus overlap lay under the left armpit and the Muslims lay under the right. He attempted to change the names of few garments to Indianize them, however this was not effective and widespread. He married Princess Jodha , a rajput and in his various endeavours aspired for the Hindus and Muslims to blend in the society together by retaining their religious identity through subtle semiotics. 
The women were restricted to the zenanas which was their own world. The Hindus and Muslims intermingled and there are many paintings which have ladies of both the religions. The colours, textures and the visual riot created by the garments look similar but on close observation one can recognize the Hindu women by their exposed midriffs and the Muslims by the paijamas worn beneath the peshwaaz. The choli of the Hindus came to be worn by the Muslims too under their peshwaz.  B. N Goswamy (2000) mentions that the whole process of court styles influencing and percolating down to the classes not directly connected with the court, is of absorbing interest. There are many imponderable in this subtle process, complexities of all kinds, and the strands are not easy to extricate or isolate.
Blouse to Bollywood: British India
The western invasion in India began with the Portuguese and was followed by the Dutch, French and the British. They set up colonies and the British eventually colonized almost the entire expanse of India. Their stay in India brought in the influences, thoughts, technologies and culture of the west.  The changes in all aspects of society are deeply engraved and altered forever. The same effect has been observed in the clothing too and more so in the appearance of the men. The overall appearance of the women did not change too drastically but on close quarters several changes did occur. The direction of the changes for men and women were more towards a structured, restricted and western version of the cultured look. The voluminous jamas, free flowing angarkas were replaced by achkan, chapkan and sherwani. The churidaar and pyzama were retained for the ethnic look. These new hybrid garments were offsprings of the eastern and western garments that took genes from both sides of the ocean.

The commoners clothing for women altered gradually as it percolated from the ruling class and the elite. An interesting feature of the 19th century was the difference between the garments of different communities getting blurred. The Muslims began to wear ghaghara, choli and odhanas similar to the locality in which they lived. Muslim women in Bengal began wearing the sari. The royals continued to live with their titles and estates in the British Raj and were patronized by them in several ways. The Royals were the first to experience the western life and assimilate it within their lives. A lot of the rulers took western women as their wives or mistresses and introduced them to the royal harem. Wives of the rulers also began visiting Europe more often and were among the fashionable elite. Several patronized designers such as Patou. Paquin, Schiaparelli, Ferragamo, Cartier etc. The royalty were photographed by the likes of Lafayette, Cecil Beaton and Man Ray. A most endearing image of the elite is a photograph by Lafayette of Lady Meherjee Tata wearing a sari with a blouse styled in the neckline prominent in those times. The image with ostrich feather and gloves, sari and traditional jewellery is an exquisite imagery of the fusion of east and west. 
Apart form their European extravaganzas the Royals also got together in the Calcutta season organized by the British. This was the melting pot of fashion and culture in India. All these multicultural exposures transformed their attires back home. The royal women retained their saris in India, however included more modest blouses and decent petticoats with them. The popular way of draping the sari was the nivi sari attributed to Gyanodanandini, sister-in-law of Tagore. The saris worn in the 20th century were of chiffons exported from Europe. This trend caught on with the entire royal clan. The flip side of this however was that it caused a crisis that decreased their patronage to the high-skilled weavers (Kumar 2000). The rajputs continued to wear the cholis but added a kurti over it. The choli got transformed into the blouse of today in a step by step transformation. The choli that ended at the bust line lengthened to cover more area, the backless cholis got their backs, the kasanis or tie-cords were replaced by hooks or buttons in the front, the ethnic fabric for blouses became more sophisticated and either complemented or supplemented the sari.
Bollywood to Beyond: 20th Century to the Future 
The influence of the royalty permeated through various layers and spread to the commoners. It was however Bollywood that accelerated the pace of trend setting for the Indian woman. The trends or fashions of the 20th Century revolved mostly around the choli. The second half of the century saw newer inclusions in the Indian wardrobe of salwar kameez and western clothes. However the sari and the blouse along with it still continue to be a strong segment for the modern urban woman. The rural woman still lives and dreams with the sari, and fashion for her is all about interesting and ornate necklines in the blouse. Their inspiration of styles is served by films and television and their aspirations only through the blouses.
The blouse of 1920’s was long and covered which shortened by the 1950’s There were variations of the choli sleeves which went short, three quarters, full, Magyar and the sleeveless. Different personality types chose different lengths and fashion too dictated the length. The accepted length for the blouse sleeve in the last decade has been short, while in the preceding decade it reached the elbow. Puff sleeves continue to make their appearances very often into the blouses, with occasional fads of umbrella sleeve, bell sleeve or the petal sleeve. The front of the blouse also seems to have witnessed changes such as the knotted front, katori cut or the no-bra Blouse. Key hole necklines, collared blouses and Rekha neckline are some of the popular styles that have been adopted at various times. The blouse styles and elements adopted by various women can send strong messages about the personality of the wearer and the absolute wonder of the blouse lies in its ability to alter the effect of the sari as the blouse is altered.
The continual connotation of blouse with coyness and coquetry (Daru  2000) goes on thanks to the influence of Bollywood. The portrayal of the saree and blouse teases the minds of the audiences. The images of Madhuri Dixit going Dhak Dhak and SriDevi in a blue sari in Mr India exhibit the almost impossibly perfect breast (Banerjee 2003) fondling with the sari which simultaneously conceals and reveals. The style and cut of blouses are most susceptible to latest fashions as aptly proved by the costume designers. The magazines and the fashion designers of late have become influential in the changing role of the blouse and modifying its role from the cultured air hostess appearance to the present glamourous avatar. 

 The blouse variations range includes halter neck, strapped blouses, strapless, off-shoulder, brassiere types to whatever else can be imagined. Inclusion of cups in blouses, princess seams instead of darts, concealed zips, boning, stays etc are all being incorporated into the sewing of the blouses not just for fashion icons but in boutiques of the two-tier cities as well. The blouse allows each woman to be her own designer by combining the sari with choice and cut of the blouse. The sewing of the blouse can be sourced from a design studio, boutique, tailor’s shop, local auntie’s house or by self, in each scenario it offers the customer to customize the blouse as per her desire and this option is available for any women who wears a blouse, irrespective of class, creed, caste or any other social consideration. 
Conclusion

A garment whatever it may be is all but an outward expression of the inner self. The rapid westernization of our society has accelerated further with the advent of television and most lately the internet. The entire world is simultaneously being fed with similar images, similar news and similar brands world over. Conformity in fashion is rapidly taking over diversity and the Indian youth is fast catching up with its global peers. It is to be seen where this new direction shall lead the Indian woman to? Will the sari and the blouse which are garments today become costumes tomorrow? Will these living garments that bind us with multiple layers of contextualization and meaning move away from our bodies and find place in museums or archives? Will I give up wearing these garments which most of my professional peers have almost given up on?
Answers for the future can be discovered only in the future. In the present scenario only speculations can be made. The Indian blouse may have altered its avatars, was attacked by numerous invading groups and managed to survive, so there are chances that it may further do so too. The western appearances of Aishwarya Rai at Cannes received flak from the media, while Deepika Padukone’s boho-glam sari by Sabyasachi Mukherjee got accolades. The youth may have gotten into their westerns in their day-to-day life but still want to wear glam sarees with sexy blouses for functions and social occasions. Most of the population of the country is still either untouched or unaffected by the westernization and by the time they are forced to embrace it, who knows the global trend for fashion would have changed and it celebrates the ethnic identity forever. The variables for the future are limitless but I suspect the blouse shall continue to witness these changes in a new modified avatar.
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