CRAFTING

OUR FUTURE
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Artisans and craftspeople
are an interesting social and
economic anomaly in
modern day India - a
country that prides itself on
the 'development' and
'innovativeness' of its
population. With an
economy that leans more
and more in favour
technology and watches the
stock market with bated
breath, it is no wonder that
crafts are often overlooked.
The World Crafts Council
aims to preserve these
aspects of our heritage - not
only in India but in countries
all over the world facing a
similar march of progress.

By AnjaliAlappat

The silken skeins of a tightly
woven sari, the intricately carved
wooden idols, the delicately
wrought contours of a handmade
tile: the potential for the crafts
industry in India is enormous.
Several aspects of our national
heritage have fallen by the wayside
in our advance into the twenty first
century. With people ordering bed
linen from Italy, tiles from
Malaysia and in general turning the
world into a global marketplace,
there is a very real fear that our
local artisans may soon become
extinct, lost among the crowd of
factory workers and franchise
shopkeepers. The Crafts Council of
India (CCI) has worked for decades
to carve a niche for the cottage
industry and to preserve much of
the artistry that is handed down
from generation to generation. And
this year, in collaboration with the
World Crafts Council (WCe)
headed by its first Indian president,
Mrs. Usha Krishna, CCI is waging
a campaign to put crafts back on
the Indian cultural map.
Usha's involvement with local
arts is a long standing one. As a
committee member of the CCI for
35 years, she has had the
opportunity to explore a great deal
of the cultural and economic

aspects of the field. She held the
post of vice-president of the
organization for 15 years and in
2008, was elected the head ofthe
WCC at the General Assembly
meeting held in Hangzhou, China.

-. - _.;;-

II
II
I
I

THE STARTING POINT
"I have always been interested in
crafts because I was a dancer when
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I was young and craft has always
been a passion with me. I lived in
Bangalore, post marriage I came to
Chennai; the first few years went in
settling down and planning a
family. I was even a teacher at
Sishya School for a couple of
years. Then I heard of this
workshop that was going to be
conducted on vegetable dye
printing. I attended that after
becoming a member of CCI. That
was the stepping stone and then
everything fell into place. 1became
a member and held exhibitions and
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workshops and helped the council
with a lot of other activities."
Usha's pride in the group is
obvious, "When I became a
member, the CCI had only seven
to eight people in it. Now we
have about 270 members. From
a small seed, it has become a
big organization."
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GOING GLOBAL
"I was a member of the CCI
from 1976, so it has been nearly 35
years," she muses nostalgically.
"Now I am involved with the
WCC. The CCI is a member of the
WCe. It is divided into five regions
- North America, Latin America,
Africa, Europe and the Asia-Pacific
region. (India comes under the
Asia-Pacific region.) WCC started
in 1964 in New York City. Earlier,
every two years they used to have
an AGM (general body meeting)
and elect new people but now it is
every four years that we meet and
elect a new president and then have
a general assembly. Sometimes we
have something exciting happening
at the time; for instance, this
year we have a convention with
the seminar and some
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BEING ELECTEDTHE
PRESIDENT of a global
organization is a notable honour.
"This is the first time that an
Indian president has been
chosen, though Kamaladevi
Chattopadhyay was one of the
co-founders of the WCC. I don't

exciting workshops."
WCC EXPO IN CHENNAI

know why we have never gotten
an opportunity so far but anyway,
it is better late than never! It is
good that India got a chance,"
says Usha. "The last president
was from Chile in South America.

The crafts expo that will be
held in October promises to be
interesting with more than 40 stalls
already confirmed. "There will be
stalls from all over the world,"
she says. Ideally, Usha would like
the WCC Week to be held in

from what you can get in
Chennai. But Chennai has so

December annually. But for now,
the city will play host to
a plethora of artisans and their
representatives, eager to share their
expertise and assimilate new skills.
As part of her plan to elevate the
cottage industry to its former glory,
Usha and her team have introduced
'Kaivalam', an innovative new
project that encourages youngsters
to combine film with crafts - using
a modem medium to capture the
essence of the traditional mediums

much to offer as a cultural city
and eventually, I think, it should
develop into a big crafts centre."

that are fast becoming extinct. "I
am very keen on it, because it is
one way of bringing the youth into

But we had the general assembly
in China. This year too China
offered to play the hosts but I
insisted that we must have it in
India, in Chennai. When you talk
about having it in India, everyone
keeps saying - why don't you
have it in Delhi? Which is true,
considering

that the infrastructure

and the things that happen in
Delhi are quite, quite different
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this. Everybody is into filmmaking
and it has garnered a lot of interest
now and everybody loves to watch
movies. Anything that you 'see'
goes into your mind much faster
and stays in your mind for a longer
period than what you read
anywhere. So I thought cinema is
the best medium and marrying
crafts, children and movies - it is a
good amalgam."
THE WORLDWIDE
EXPERIENCE
"I have been travelling quite a
bit, especially in Africa. I went into
West Africa - Burkina Faso, the
Ivory Coast, the areas where, I
think, people are somewhat hesitant
to go. I went to Ethiopia, Zambia,
Zimbabwe, South Africa - I have
done a lot of globetrotting; it has
been fun and hard work also. It is
exciting and you are imbibing
something everyday. It is a huge
learning curve basically."
Visiting Rwanda remains one of
her most special memories. "It is
such a fantastic country. People
think that if you go to Rwanda, you
will only see endless miles of
desert sand. Nothing could be
farther from the truth. Rwanda was
absolutely green with hills and
meadows - and I thought it looked
like Switzerland! I never realised it
was such a beautiful country; in
fact, the locals call it 'the country
of a thousand hills'."
Her experiences have both
inspired and intrigued her - from
enforced communal trash collection
and cleaning to the friendliness of
the locals - it was an eye opening
experience for Usha: one that she
looks forward to sharing with
representatives of countries world
over at the annual meet in Chennai.
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