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Abstract

Purpose The aim of this paper is to contribute to the debate of whether the valorization of

craft in fashion has more to do with an understanding of the role of craft for symbolic artifacts

in capital i s tspeantalaeanactvity which secures & diréct human presence
amidst material things beyond the éromantic fi

Methodology: The research wikkhieflyc onsi der Mani sh Arorabs appr oaé
through the leses of designers, brand manager, the designed object and fashion editors before
using findings to refl ect upo mretunito(EBrdpedn)k oor t & s
textile crafts.

Findings: The I ndian case study and the unpacking of
case for the good health and prospects of a fashion industry that embraces the opportunities for
collaborations with craft wherever these might be while highlighting consegsi¢hat may

arise for the development of the crafts thus involved.

Originality: Uni gue access to Manish Aroradés operatior
view on how a fashion brand might utiéiscraft. In the process of analysinbservatios,

contibutions were made tour understanding of the ways in which fashion might engage with

craft, and the consequences this might lead to
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In 2011, Bruce Montgomery, Professor of Design Craftsmanship at the University of
Northumbria declaret(l)abour intensive craftsmansh@s)t h e n e wand quigped thatd
A(h)eritage wild/|l Eparevisipedviadi cgafé) phmiaysi mn
generation, allinl uxur yés ef fort t oandgeldca(®antgomerg20tlar bon f o
p.201). A couple of years prior, Li Edelkoort haatedictedi n her Odethaal | 6i ndu s
finspired by he work ethics of yesteryear, fashion will roll up its sleeves and get down to
construction, at once rebuilding our society,
2009) and in 2011 Kiene x p| or e d c r ta fadilitate culpucees of qualify ankbciaf
transformation in the i nt erAgamstthebackdopefthsi nabi | i
oftpredicted return of fashion to craft, Li Ede
manifesto for the next decade it shepraisestextiede si gner sé contsiicbuti on t
An(é) emerging economies (é) (and) their mills

to preview new trends and design inspiration g

Theaboveare amongsa chous ofauthors forecasters and desigsevhohaverecentlybeen

highlighting the value that traditional skills, local production and tkdathge of crafimight

add tothe global business dashion.The aim of this paper is to contribut® the debate of

whether this valorizatioonf makingh as mor e t o d oundeistanding®fahele i | | ar d 6
of craftfor symbolic artifact in capitalist economie@audrillard 1996) or Fryds potent
craft as an activity which secures a direct human presenidstamaterial thinggFry 2007)

beyond theromantic fictions ofraditional or authentii(Kiem 2011) In other words, it will

expl ore whether fashionds focus on traditional
is more aboutlidydeoi gcirdeersGsgnatpiatt erns of behayv
influencing Ahow the designed i s perustei ved an

anothermarketing approacim desperate timder the fashion industry

This paperconsides the case ofinternationally acclaimedndian fashion designer Manish

Arora alongside the work of Rahul Mishta explore relationships between contemporary

fashion design and traditional craftswill deliberatethrough the lenses of desigadorand

manages, the designedbject andashioneditorshow craft and fashion work togethand it

finally uses the evidence to reflect updhd el koor t @l lmharfiofre Stas hi onds (

clothesd) ret.urn to textile crafts



Figure 1 Manish Arora in conversation with Collette Paterson at HeriotWatt University,

Scotland, March 2016

In conversation with afifashion artisted

Researchers from the Indian Institute of Management in Bangplefaced their 2008

interview with Manish Arordy writingthathisbrandius es col our s

and

his garments and that heis especially adept atommmunicating symbolic value thereby

embedded intohis fashion products toshape and influenceconsumer preferencs.

(Ramachanam and Patwahan 2008, p.144) Interestingihetyc r e di t e d

embr

Arorads i

appeahoweverto hisl a b &bllitp te escape botbountry of origin biasndliability of origin

by registeringas a UKbusiness andyc o | | a b o r deep pocetedhultingtiondds such

as Reebok, Mairc a badriod) a Bawaess cohrésources, markets and building

reputational capital . 6 ( Rambspo@miacon&radictam d

Oi

nt

makes Mani sh Aror ads f agchse study forarsinvestgationinddo very i

the cultural intentions and connotations behind the use of crafts in luxury fashidime b

observations areot asincongruousasat firsttheymight seem:

Calling Manish Arora a oOsumegtenicevienawith hist ed and
commer ci al director O0Fashioning a busi nesso,
Institute of Management in Bangalore highlight ¢heardivision ofrolesbetweea t he | abel 6s
eponymous designer and libeg termbusinespartnerDeepak Bhagwanin his interview, lhe

latterstresses the freeddnom one another iwhich creativeandbusiness aspects of the brand

operate echoing that Arora had earlier described eh r rol es as 6cl
bi furcatedd. (Ramachandran and Patvardhan 2008,

Theinterviewreveat thatBhagwani sawegistering the business in the K a wayo ensure

that Indianness is nobecominga promotional disadvantagethe brandespecially in nascent

markets such as Australia and South Ametfigd do not (yet) associate the sulttiment with

C
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fashion(Ramachandran and Patvardhan 2008, p,15&)ra meanwhile confidently named

his first London c oand eitel indiaornessfiaM defining hisnstylée ndi a o
(Ramachandran and Patvardhan 2008, p.1B&b creative and commercial directagreel

howeveron the importance of being perceived as an international brand with its origin in India,
andBhagwand statementhatthebb andés i dentity i s idraiinebbynnovati v
Arorabds explanati on t héadryvdryecontermperary dnchuthuséah t ec hni
ways (Ramachandran and Patvardhan 2008, p.149)

Flexible traditions
Consiering the companyé6s attitude towaasds its |

presented in these 2008 interviewsamight seemthatt h e b corcernviithindian crafts

and craftsmanship wouldrincipally lie in economic opportunities of manufactur
(Ramachandran and Patvardhan 2008, p.&5@}he symbolic valueof traditional craft. Tie

| a b soménbat serendipitous arrival on the international fashion circuit does indeed suggest
a very relaxed relationship with questions of cultural authenticityraedrity of craft heritage:

Figure 2 Collection of Indian Fashion Awardsat Manish Arora, Noida (India), May 2016

In the interview with Ramachandran and Patvardk@amarecounts that in his fiftsuccessful

year at Indian Fashion weék 2004 heinventeda story around an Indian Princesso had

travelled to Thailand with Red India(sic); he iterates how the story was important to convey

meaning-to him and how thicrosscultural inspiration allowdhimt o 6 go beser k wi th
(é) in a napve wayb, t haenattha time inmddnfashibremond t he
contrast to his idiosyncrat@ p pr oach to the coll ectiwhands i nspi
A(t)hawliden () got to hear that it was very OIlr



(Ramachandran and Patvardhan 2008,46) Whatever cultural phenomenon we were
witnessing, it caught the attention of the British Fashion Council who invited Arora to show in
Londonwhich was his entry to the international fashion scene that would eventually see him

settle in Paris.

Having left thedasic silhouettésof the Indian markeandits focus on saleabilityather than
designgeographicallypehind(Ramachandran and Patvardhan 2008, p7)4®anish Arora
interestingly regained a sense alfbutitseeesyl f ocus:
India centriethe techniques, the fabric, and the embroidexie ( €) ar e mudrh sought
attributing his currentinternationalsuccess tdhese local tigshe asserts thdhe lack of a

foreign design education helped himai such a national flavoubefore claiming hat A (t ) he
advantagéhaveas an Indian designes thattheteani que bel ongs t o me so |
(Ramachandran and Patvardhan 2008, p.TAR) latter point is of particularly interest four

exploraton of how Aora employs crafts in hisrand and in his own words, it enables him

take a technique, and rather than duplicating Indian designs applyeitdeptional ideds
(Ramachandran and Patvardhan 2008, p.Hi8)approach thus links witRickering and
Edensor 6 s app rasreuring flexiility as they aré dorgimually reinvented in a

range of differat context (Edenso2002 p.6) and being always in the process of being

recreated subject to evaluation in terms of what théggbto a contemporary situation.

(Pickering 2001, p. 105)

Engaging crafts in fashion
Arora explainshow hereinventedraditional craftfor the contextof international fashioty

for examplecreating optical illusion out dfaditionallndian mirror work, or by updatinghe

use ofmaterial and motifo embroider 1500 glow in the dark butterflies fbe 2008 runway

He describeshis formula forutilising traditional craft skillan global fashion ashallenging

himselfto new techniques every seasmiorepairing these with novel themes,vaasthe case

when he persuadédle6 geni us mast er waeallawlaeparese warrfor nBtédsn ar a s i
ontotheirloomsThe f ashi on d eesgagincsech \&reratediaodoerdsrsmafti n
traditionsin a contemporary and global fashion contaight behelped by the existence of his

Indian by Manish Arordabelwhich isaimed at aindian marketind retains closer links to the

silhouettes and falws of traditional Indian dress.



Figure 3 Indian by Manish Arora alongside Manish Arora Paris garments on a rail in his
Noida premises

In the interview, he explains how he édcultivat
to get tlem excited about new challenges. We learn that tlsey come to his Indian shows

where they enjog perspective tbeyondtheirtraditionalsphere of experiencandwhere they

see immediate and continuoubusinessthrough engagement with contemporary desig
(Ramachandran and Patvardhan 2008, p. 8o m Edensor 6s point of view
showing flexibility towards their traditions as thaye open to a degree kdinventon for a
contemporarycontext. It will be of interest to later compare howanish Arorashifts the

balance of power somewhat further whelocatingembroiderers and tailors away from their
traditionalworkshopsand homes to work and live his Noida premises.

Collaborations such as the one between the Banaagers and Manish Aroease by no means

rarewhere strong existing craft traditions are paired with a political will to support them in situ.

NGOO s, nati onal and international designers as
involved in craft egagement activity all acrossdia at any one timelhe author of his present

paper has elsewhere publishedmefindings on the entrasting experiencesossible for

designes and makes in different such craftdesign engagemerscenarios Ethnographic

observation of communities and projects in India, Sri Lanka and Scotland revealsdniet

craftpracticescould thriveand develomn suchanexchange of knowledgehile others would

1 Seel ocality vs centralisation of craft for more analysis on this point.



experiencehe replacement of an embodiehft tradition by division ofdbour and jealous
guarding of design skills more akin to behaviour in the industrial revolutdreru and
Kalkreuter 2015)

The chaos of too many ideas
In the interview with Ramachandran and PatvardAaora initially dismisses criticism of his

collections as containingj ust t o o asmWestern poohteobiviewhat disregards the
chaotic nature of Indian sensibilities, but he later acknowledges the important role that
professional bodies like the British Fashi®auncil andthe press plagdin helping him gain

recognition in the global fashion scefi@amachandran and Patvardhan 2008, p-148
N i UV e I = b"
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Figure 4 Swatchesand materials in Manish Arora, Noida

Manish Arora hasindeed received a fair share of attentidrom international fashion

journalists and studying Suzy Menké&snline commentarie$or vogueon two recenManish
Parisshowsaffords a glimpse ohow generally positivehis take on craft is received in the

current wold of mainstream fashion editorials:

Rather gietly aiticalof t he &6écompl exi ty of paéditPerronr,addsecor a
s/s 2016 Romany Rave collection, Menkesseek e c ol | ect i o méafanchiseani ng i n
project with the companyVog that saw itespusing an environmental cause through a

collaboration on pollution busting face madiédsusuallyperhapdgor a fashion editor, and quite

possibly not without a d® of sarcasm, Menkes declatieat the fashion makeover for these

masksi seemed more worthwhile than a multitude of embroidery, floral autterfly

d e c o r dMenkesr20155Me later referredtotleésc ol | ect i on as fa Bol |l ywi
Indian clothing trying to look westedtbutdetected a return to integrity his aliv 20166 Pr ai r i e
goes sjhowdé and its fAmix of bright colours and pe

countyods (sic) sizzling shades, but the clothe



(Menkes 2016)What Menkes is describing herestagain muchto do withPickeringg s an d
Edensor 6s r adition yoeandifferenincontexterikese nt huses t hat AMani
come out of mdia to the international worddwith his Prairie goes poghow(Menkes 2016)
whileshedecl ared that At he sporty, international .
(Romany RaveMenkeop2015e ct i ono

Contemporary crafts
What sheseems to comment drerethenis the replacement cfomeof the traditionallyand

exuberantlyembroideed patterrsoevidentin s/s 2016 with digitally printed versisrby a/w

2016. @Qher commentatormsn these showexplicitly remind ughoughthatA r o rlatest(a/w)

collectionstill fifrenetically( é det( é9us travel back and forth from the Far East to the Far

West, at times making it even possible tdrbmore than one place the sametime ( Caf ar o

2016) So while a/w 201&innowayc o mpr omi si ng on Aror afits O6chaos
might beseekig more contemporary ways of expressing them hgreeing more restrained

on craft techniques.

The above editorial®f courseonly considerA r o rready 4o wear collections for the Paris

runway, which might not be considered by most to be pasoi@luxury fashion in its trust

senseandwhich are also not his onlgr most craft oriented ones, as earlier mentiorgath
readyto-wearcollectionsof Indian by Manish and Manish Aroti, however, display strong

links to craft theycommandoremium prizesind bottusetraditionalskills, patterns and fabrics

to distinguisha productas luxurious and increasingly s@s Arorahimself has recently

commented otn i s beaxwerahéesastar aj ect ory t o .@eanem28ld) | evel C
Critical observers mighfurtheri nt er j ect t hat mihemoderrfandtighdyr abs wor
mechanized technology of digital prias much as it uses hand embroidery, somes as

altemate versions of the same mothd/ or combined in one outfithe same iscreasingly

true even for his Indian by Manish Arora ljinand also for fellow designers from the

subcontinent entering the global fashion stage:

Timeless traditions
Menkesc ont r ast s Ar o r tacdesobeioudy ndianaestietics ovRahuhMhra

Afiwhose approach to building his burgeoning

provenance of his materials, the sustainability of his production lines and the necessary

preservation of I ndiads traditiana(lBock aft sn
2016)
His award winningashion labelists amongst its trademarkst he i ntri caci es of ¢

craft and the deep obcuetanalosfo weoanlctehd eisn thhaantd coértahf



board diverse, i nf | uéMeokestepoashaiv Mishirawmedstorshe t r adi t i
motivations behind the use of ‘traditional cCra:
quoteshi m as asla gftechgologyisragi red with the hand wor kma
mat c hes t oManes20& RBahdana Mewvarfashion features editof Wogue India

adds thatRa h u | [ Mi shra] won the Wool mark Prize (é)
skills, but for theconviction with which he believed that fashion can be a powerful catalyst for

social change, espettiain his own countryd (BoF 2016)

Menkes and Tewar. both separate out Mi shr ads
traditional Indian handworkas he level of precisionexpected of luxury fashion requires

coming together of hand work and technology to mitigatga i n st  tidiosyncfatcr mer 6 s
imperfectionswhen, for example matching hand embroidered samples to the seams of sharply
tailoredcoats Muc h of R a hcurtent Whrkss hnr tlaa respectinother excellent

example of howlexibility in traditional craftcan be achieved to successfulliegrate it intaa

contemporary context(Pickering 2011 and Edensor 2Q)0fhe role of the designdrere

undoubtedly is key to explain the demands of global fashion to the gatekeepers of local

tradition.

Figure 5 Junior designer Swati Chopra with feather fabric sample on display for machine
embroiderersin Noida

Safeguardinglocal production
Mishra is a graduate of the National Institute of Design in Ahmedabad, Gujarat, which since its

foundation in 1960 has been at the forefront of education at thelesafin interface. Its Vision
statement I i st s 6 Eplotessmrals of excdlemce torhelpaneet Indiagss i g n

di verse design needs6 alongside 6Design interyv

2The description is from Rahul Mi shraés a/w 2016 pf


https://www.businessoffashion.com/bandana-tewari

building and sustainable Iivelihood, empl oy menr
2015)
Mishra was one ofens ofthousands of signatorfewho successfully stopped the reptad
handloomreservatioract in India in 201%n a petitionwhich proclaimed that
feach weave has a cultural tradition and a
incentives for handloom weavers to continue weaving their traditional products and
saris, we would suddenly be (Change®rh2015f both
True to NIDO6s mission of desi getravelsittthelocale nt i on f
facilities of skilled artisans across the countrysturcecraft for his contemporary desigm
addition to the petition aims, though, Rahul Mishra, like Manish Arora, affords handloom
weavers economic perspectives beyond their traditionaluyats.

Locality vs centralisation of craft
Manish Aroraworks a differentset upto Rahul Mishrawhen it comes tdontegrating craft

productioninto his designs, andey another perspectiven craft and fashiosan be gained

when observing his face to fapersona and the actual operations of his business:

Onavisitto HerioWatt Uni ver sitydés School of Textil es &
Arora explainechow his business hathanaged to harnedsdian textile craf for a global

fashion audience by @hing total control over the craftsmanship shownthg traditional

embroiderers, pattern cutters and sewing stafking for his brand.

B B B

Figure 6 Master tailor wearing brand T-shirt at Manish Arora, Noida

Physically bringingogether designers and makers, and organizing thensystem of crafts
foremen andsupervisingdesign stafeallowedA r o ropefason to exercise a level of quality

3See Rahul Mi s hr ads hitps:.dweviy.tacelookpaengrahul.mishra7 d et ai | s


https://www.facebook.com/rahul.mishra7

controlwhich heregards as essential for the inclusion of traditional crafts into glasiaion.

He stressed thdte consideredutsourcing of production to existing localities of traditional
craftsmanship a considerable risk to ensuring the uniformity and timeliness of production
required on the global fashion circuit. His business pafespak Bhagwani, in his 2008
interview, had explained that this model of centralized produstasadoptedlsoto increase
productivity by aiming towards a work around a clock schedule, but had conceded that
important elements of haadhfting might bdost in a system that entirely fawed industrial
production schedulesver individual craftsmanship. (Ramchandran and Patvardhan 2008, p.
152)

Communicating designto craft

At Aroraods i nvitation, t he aut hor oledeasd abl e t
collaborative scenario some two months later on a visit to the heart of a commercial Noida

!

Figure 7 Machine embroidery section at Manish Arora, Noida

With Manish Arorahimself smoothing the waves for the arrival of his latest collectioa
flood ravagedParisin lateMay 2016,almost adozenrecent graduate designgirsternational
andalmostexclusively female were using props and persuasion teegetal dozeoraftsmen
(and 3 womenjo maket h e mdatedst Eashidrsvision a realiiy a mazeof production

rooms storage areaand roof terracesome 6500 km to the southeastotifs for his latest

4 An altogether more clichéd (and affordable) brand of Indian crafts is sold to rushing tourists at the
Tibetan market in southern Delhi, while controlled prices and adjacent showfmoandizzying array

of craftsfrom different Indian states allows for calmer consideration of purchases at the emporia
around Connaught Place and Janpath. Yet more expressions of Indian making skills, often post design
interventions find national and international buyers alike at demigjets in Khan market and beyond.

nei ghbourhood, a hot 30 minuté& taxi ride east

0



collection, showcased on the Paris runway some months prior, were cleanry &om

international sourcesnd the craftsmen at work were being guided and advised by the global
designers in Arorads studi o tedectwoollektionsygetvar ds ac
Feathers were being appliqued onto a wide range of fabmashine embroidery was used to

cover large areas of fabric with intricate flower arrangements, andehatmaiderers were hard

at work filling the outlines of digitallyrintedfabric with thousands dadtitches and sequins.
B/

Figure 8 Embroiderers adding sequins to a digitallyprinted fabric at Manish Arora ,
Noida

The Americana theme of thiBrairie goes popollection was exemplified by a jewel studded

denim jacket with pistols alongside the ubiquitous hediigsyoungcreatorGauri Malhotra

exemplified the quiet confidence of designers working amongst the almost alwaysfieale

olderand frequently Mudéin craftsmen, by combining the casual dress sense of global youth

with a determined management style as office manager of the entire Noida operation. She was
keenalsotopoimut t hat her design f ortebubrigitfofheac ket wa:

Manish Arorabrandj clearly understanding the demands of the global fashion business



Figure 9 Designer and office manager Gauri Malhotra with Praiie goes pop jacket in
Noida

The scene of thregaditionally cladcraftswomen sitting behind a pile of half embroidered
denim fabric ready to be turned into more such jacket$ectly demonstrated thahose
realisingt h e d ecdatpmsenr sAor o r through csafcauld beequally removed from
theintendedmeanings of theesignedbjecs.

Figure 10 Women finishing traditional Indian garments alongsde denim jacket in Noida



