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Nakshi Kantha is a traditional embroidered textile of the state of Bengal. Nakshi Kantha works as a utilitarian household object. It
is a means of women'’s expression. This method is practiced by women basically from rural area. This type of embroidery includes
layering worn cotton fabrics and embellishing them with running stitches. This helps in creating visually rich narrative surfaces.
The objective of present study is to examine Nakshi Kantha as a cultural and emotional language through which women expressed
personal experiences. It also helps in expressing social roles, memories, beliefs, and aspirations within a largely patriarchal rural
context. The paper used a qualitative and descriptive research approach. The paper used secondary sources. These sources include
scholarly books, journal articles. The study analyzes recurring themes including domestic life, nature, spirituality, folklore, and
emotional symbolism, highlighting how these visual elements function as autobiographical narratives. The findings indicate that
Nakshi Kantha is a way of self-representation. This helps in allowing women to transform domestic labor into creative agency. The
conclusion is that Nakshi Kantha should be recognized as folk embroidery. It is an important cultural document that preserves
voices, identities, and lived experiences of women in the state of Bengal.
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INTRODUCTION

Nakshi Kantha is one of the most beautiful and traditional forms of embroidery from Bengal, practiced mainly in West Bengal
(India) and Bangladesh. The word “Nakshi” comes from the Bengali word “Naksha”, which means design or pattern, and “Kantha”
means quilt or cloth covering. Thus, Nakshi Kantha refers to a “decorative stitched quilt.”

Traditionally, rural women created Nakshi Kantha by layering together old sarees, dhotis, or cloth pieces and stitching them with
colourful threads to form artistic patterns and motifs. These designs often depict scenes from daily life, nature, folk tales, and
mythology, turning simple pieces of fabric into storytelling masterpieces. Kanthas can be traced back to the pre-vedik age earlier
than 1500 B.C.E. a written record can be found in ‘krishnabad kaviraj’book shri Chaitanya charitamrita, in which he wrote about how
chaitanyas mother sent a homemade kantha to her son residing in puri in india.1 The artistic side of Nakshi Kantha lies in its designs,
patterns, and storytelling quality.

Each Kantha is like a painted canvas, but instead of brushes and colors, it uses needles and threads to narrate stories. The art
and craft of Nakshi Kantha beautifully demonstrate how creativity, culture, and craftsmanship can merge into one timeless tradition.
It is not just embroidery, it is a woven story of Bengal’'s women, their thoughts, beliefs, and artistic vision. With each stitch, they
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transform simple threads into tales of life, love, and heritage. Preserving and promoting Nakshi Kantha is essential to sustain this
living art form that continues to inspire both traditional artisans and modern designers.

These early forms were simple quilted cloths called Kantha, mainly used for practical purposes like baby blankets, wraps, or
covers.2

EARLY 20TH CENTURY: PRESERVATION AND CHALLENGES OF NAKSHI KANTHA
Early 1900s:
e Urbanization reduced the practice in many households
e Mass-produced textiles replaced handmade quilts
e Traditional Kantha making declined
However, cultural revival movements led by:
e Rabindranath Tagore’s Shantiniketan school

e Local craft societies helped reintroduce and preserve the tradition.

MID-LATE 20TH CENTURY: REVIVAL AND DOCUMENTATION
During the 1970s-1990s, NGOs, researchers, and museums in India and Bangladesh started:
e Documenting old Kanthas
e  Training rural women
e Introducing the craft into the global handicraft market

Scholars like Ruby Ghuznavi, Niaz Zaman, and Ananda Coomaraswamy wrote extensively on the craft’s cultural and historical
value.

Nakshi Kantha now became:
e Arecognized folk art
e Asymbol of Bengali identity

e Alivelihood option for rural women.

21ST CENTURY: MODERN ADAPTATION

Today, Nakshi Kantha has evolved into:
e Sarees, dupattas, stoles
e Wall hangings, cushion covers
e Bags, table covers, home décor
e Fashion and textile design project

Modern designers blend:
e Traditional motifs
e Contemporary colours and styles

This fusion ensures that the centuries-old tradition continues in a globalized world while keeping its historical essence alive. 2

EVOLUTION INTO “NAKSHI KANTHA” (DECORATIVE KANTHA)
Over time, these simple Kanthas evolved into embroidered and artistically decorated quilts.
The word “Nakshi” is derived from Naksha, meaning design, pattern, or artistic motif.
This transformation occurred when:
e Women began adding ornamental stitches.
e They stitched motifs reflecting their surroundings, beliefs, and daily life.
e The quilt became a medium of personal expression rather than just household utility.
This period marked the beginning of Nakshi Kantha as an art form, not just a craft.
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THE ROLE OF WOMEN IN THE HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT

In traditional Bengali society, women were responsible for :
e Managing household textiles
e Preserving old garments
e C(Creating quilts for family use

Because they stayed at home and had limited mobility, Kantha embroidery became:
e A form of creative outlet
e A way to express emotions (joy, sorrow, hope, memories)
e Asocial activity done collectively by women

Thus, the development of Nakshi Kantha is considered a women-led artistic tradition passed from one generation to the next.

OBJECTIVE

The main objectives of this research paper are- to study ‘ Nakshi kantha as a form of womens expression’ to analyze culture,
tradition of Bengal embroidery and analyze themes and motifs reflecting women’s expression. To understand the symbolic meanings
embedded in nakshi kantha. To highlight Nakshi kantha as a visual record of women'’s lived experiences in rural Bengal.

METHODOLOGY

This study Research methodology follows a qualitive and descriptive research methodology. This research is based on secondary
data such as books, journal articles, research paper, documented visual data of Nakshi kantha. Visual analyze of motifs, patterns, and
compositions has been employed to interpret symbolic meanings and thematic expressions. The study adopts an interdisciplinary
approach. To study define womens expression of Nakshi kantha embroidery. This study tracks developments from history to the
present.

Nakshi kantha is no longer just a means of employment, but has transformed into a modern fashion trend; this art is now being
done in a wide variety of ways. Bengali women express through symbolic forms of self-representation, like kanthas and alpna, rural
women assert their identities. Nakshi kantha depiction of visual diary reflecting personal stories thry is often unseen.3

Women would embroider motifs inspired by their surroundings. Lotus bloom for purity , peacock for beauty, tree for fertility
and fish for prosperity. Over time kantha evoleved from being domestic craft work to an art from celebrated worldwide.

This Fantha depicts a water scene with a lotus floating in the
center surrounded by elements commonly found in the many ponds
and rivers of Bengal.

The Iotus, sacred to the broader region, represents purity,
enlightenment and cosmic harmony. It is viewed as the center and
axis of the wniverse, and is often used as a mandala in Fantha.

The classic
boteh is
referred to as
“Kalka" or
mango in the
pi#d local

rituals fram
birth to death

Kantha are traditionally
quilted from scraps of cotton
clothing. Up until the 20th
century, Bengalis wore
primarily white clothing made
St ey from the indigenous cotton,
plant thought to be same of the
finest the world.

heirloams, many
exhibit miltiple
generations of
folk repairs
{look closely!)
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Nakshi kantha is a hand embroidery often by women artisans who infuse their experiences, belief and hopes into everyday
design. This art is a profound of personal and artistic expression for rural Bengali women.

NAKSHI KANTHA IN CULTURE

Role of Women: Nakshi kantha art traditionally, rural women created these quilts during leisure time to preserve memories or
express personal narratives. Bengali womens

e Beyond being functional blankets, they Cultural Significance and Symbolism: Nakshi Kantha is more than a decorative item;
it is a medium for storytelling, reflecting folklore, mythology, and social life. Common, deeply symbolic motifs include the
lotus (representing the universe), the Tree of Life, fish, birds, and intricate geometric patterns.

e A Symbol of Women's Artistry: Historically, this art has been the exclusive domain of women, passed down through
generations from mothers to daughters. It allows rural women to express feelings of love, joy, hope, and sorrow.

e Functional and Traditional Use: Traditionally used as blankets, quilts, or wraps, they are also used for, or as, gifts for special
occasions, such as weddings and the birth of a child.

e Regional Identity: It is a vital part of the Bengali cultural heritage, particularly in districts like Jessore, Kushtia, and Jamalpur.4

Figure 1

Figure 1 Folk Arts and Crafts of Bengal5

LITERATURE REVIEW

From the ancient time the women of the villages produce embroidered quilts from recycling worn-out materials such as sarees,
lungis, and dhotis with hand embroidered artistic pattern. They stitched quilts for their family use known as “Nakshi Kantha".
Through their artwork they represented culture, their stories, nature, festivals etc. The quilts in Bengal represent cultural identity
and folk art. The art of reflection in life, aspirations, and culture of the village women shown in the artistic pattern of the needle
work.6

Perveen Ahmad: Explored the, "Aesthetics and Vocabulary of Nakshi Kantha," highlighting its, "spontaneous expression".

Niaz Zaman and Jasim Uddin: Known for early, in-depth documentation of the, "Art of Kantha Embroidery” and the, "Nakshi
Kanthar Math" respectively.7

Academic Journals: Articles in publications like Global InCH and Romanticism on the Net analyze the semiotics of the motifs and
the, "narratives of social transformations” within the quilts.

CONCLUSION

Nakshi Kantha is a women'’s creativity, resilience, and emotional depth within the rural cultural landscape of Bengal. women
transformed everyday domestic labor into a powerful medium of expression through simple running stitches and symbolic motifs.
The embroidery encapsulates personal memories, social roles, spiritual beliefs, and aspirations, making each Kantha a unique visual
narrative. The story of Nakshi Kantha Embriodary is the story of emotions, expression of artistic lagacy. It reminds us that true beauty
lies not in prefection but in passions, in the countless stitches that join traditions with emotions. Every thread carry hart beats of
Bengol woman dreams. Nakshi Kantha as an important cultural document that preserves women'’s lived experiences and identities
often absent from written histories. Recognizing Nakshi Kantha as a medium of women'’s expression broadens the understanding of
folk art beyond aesthetics, highlighting its role in cultural memory and gendered creativity. In the contemporary context, the revival
and reinterpretation of Nakshi Kantha also raise important questions regarding commercialization, authenticity, and cultural
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preservation. Future research may further examine these dimensions, as well as explore comparative studies of women’s textile
traditions across cultures.
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