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In Pethapur, not far from Ganghinagar, the new capital
city of Gujarat, lives one of the national treasures of India,
Mr. Maneklal Gajjar, who keeps up the great tradition of his
ancestors, making wood blocks for printing cloth.

His father, Mr.Trikamla Gajjar, at the turn of the century
was making the blocks for the "saudagiri fabrics” which were
produced in Gujarat for export to Siam. "Saudagiri” {from the
Persian sauda, "goods for sale”), which means "trade,” was used
as a general term for these blocks as well as for the printed
fabrics and the designs especially created for the Siam market
in the 19th century. The trade between Gujarat and Siam flour-
ished for about one hundred years and ended around 1940.

Gujarat had long been a major textile-producing region
in India. It also dominated the Indian textile trade with South-
east Asia, particularly from the 17th century, as fabrics from
different parts of India were brought to Gujarat and then tran-
shipped to the export market. During the Ayutthaya period in
Siam, prints from India were already very popular and were
called "pha gujarat.”

When we met Mr. Maneklal in his house in May 1988, he
showed us design sample catalogues dating from his grandfa-
ther's time and told us that the original patterns for the "sauda-
giri prints” were always created in Siam. Simple designs drawn
in black outline on beige paper were sent by the Malabari trad-
ing company in Bangkok to three trading companies, Maskati,
Vasi and Baghwall, based in Surat (the important port in South
Gujarat which had been recorded by many early European
writers for its central role in the Indian textile trade, and which
gave its name — "pha surat"— to the Indian printed fabrics of
the Rattanakosin period in Siam). The textiles were so popular
at the turn of the turn of the century that they were known by
the names of the companies—"pha Maskati, Vasi" etc.

These trading companies would send the original Sia-
mese sample designs to the block makers in Pethapur. The
block makers would slightly modify the patterns by adding or
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removing some decorative lines in order to balance the overall
pattern properly, but always respected the basic motifs (Color
plate, p. 40). The innovations of the block makers were then
sent back by the Indian trading companies to Siam for approval.
Once the designs were approved by their Siamese counterparts,
the Suratbased trading companies sent messengers to the block
makers, who could start carving the blocks.

According to Mr. Maneklal, his father's designs were
highly appreciated and big orders were made for "saudagiri
fabrics."

The blocks were made, as they still are today, of teakwood
coming from South Gujarat. The process of making the blocks
was a long and difficult one. The teakwood had to be cut ac-
cording to the design, either 5x5 or 6x6 inches and 3 inches high.
The first step is preparing the surface, the procedure for which
Mr. Maneklal showed us: he rubs the surface of the wooden
piece using a file and then a smooth stone, sand and water.
The second step is the chalk process: he pours water and rubs
chalk on the surface of the piece using his index and third fin-
ger {Color plate, p. 40). Then the wooden piece is allowed
to dry in the sun. The chalk is made, as it was in the past, by a
nomadic tribe, the Vanjaras. They use block lome that thet bury
underground for over six months. They then take it out, put it
into a piece of cloth, and mix it with gum arabic (from the acacia
tree) and make balls which are dried in the sun.

When the wooden block is completely dried, it is ready
tobe carved. Mr. Maneklal starts drawing geometrical lines on
the surface of the block using different compasses. With iron
punches he hammers down the desired motif—flower, star,
sun—producing the pattern in deep relief on the block. Each
iron punch has a small embossed design at both ends; they
are known as leaf, sun, moon, three-petal flower punches, etc.
The fine outline of the pattern is chiselled with one among the
thousands of chisels used by Mr. Maneklal according to the
fineness of the motif. Then Mr. Maneklal makes fine holes with
a drill along the outline (Color plate, p. 40).

The "saudagiri blocks" were carved with "butti"—flow-
ers or sprigs—and geometric patterns. The flowers were com-















