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TuE SLaves oF Fasiion ARTWORKES: AN OVERVIEW

S!aves OfFabeQ?I is an award-winning body of work
created by contemporary British artists The Singh Twins which

explore acies through the

empire, colonialism and their leg

history of Indian textiles as a global story of conflict, conguest

and slavery connected to trade in luxury goods during an age

of maritime exploration, colonisation and industrialisation —
all driven largely by the commercial interests of competing
and expanding European imperial powers at different times
from the 15th to the mid-20th century. The artworks also
reveal the ancient roots, pioneering c.mt'n;m.mship, beauty and
rich diversity of India’s textiles; their desirability as material

objects; their importance s a currency of exchange within a
wider lifestyle commodities market; and their influence on
global fashion and tastes, Alongside this they chronicle some
of the cross-cultural influences (arising from the migration of
people, ideas and culture) and key moments in world history
intrinsically linked to the story of manufacture and trade in
Indian textiles.

Reflecting The Twins' ongoing interest in the relationship
between pelitics, culture and identity and in making
connections between the past and present, some of the
imagery within the artworks suggests how the history
of empire and colonialism has impacted on and remains
relevant to the contemporary world in terms of attitudes
to race; cultural preconceptions; the politics of trade; and
debates around decolonisation, cultural ownership, ethical
business, responsible consumerism, and the environment.
Within the range of multiple and interconnected themes
explored, special focus is given to Britains colonial links
with India as a relationship that ties inte The Twins'

personal identity, experience and practice as artists of

dual Indian and British heritage. The title for this body of
artwork reflects the relationship that has historically existed
between enslavement and the textile industry. But in an

alternative, more generic interpretation it also denotes how,

in an increasingly materialistic, commodity-dependent global
society, we have all become slaves to the changing fashions
of consumerism without thinking about the negative human
iln(i L'f'l\'iT!J'I‘l'l!l'.l'lhl] cost.
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artworks” themes from multiple perspectives, to represent
dialogues around them through a variety of creative mediums
(involving painted and digital mixed-media contemporary
artworks, alongside poetry and film), and to develop a range
of exhibition interpretation that embraced both traditional
elements (wall text panels, labels and printed handouts) and
new technology (augmented-reality apps, and interactive
touchscreens).

Qur contact with the Indiennes at the Nantes History

Museurm had caused us to think much more deeply about the

didactic function of physical objects from the past, and about

their potential to encourage alternative ways of understanding
histary, of thinking about heritage and identity and of relating
to the present. How to convey the important role played
specifically by museum, gallery and archive collections in this
respect, and how to create an exhibition which would enahle
others to experience the kind of illuminating encounter
we had had with the collections in MNantes, became two
underlying aims of Slrves of Fashion. Qur answer to these

questions to draw on museum and archival collections for

creative inspiration and to display selected items from these

sources within the exhibition as part of a section dedicated
to the making of the Slaves of Fashion artworks. As well as
revealing how we are all connected through a colonial history
which lives on in the present, our personal analysis of and
artistic response to these historical sources, together with
how we chose to juxtapose them within the exhibition (in

relation both to each other and to the artworks), emphasised
the darker side of colonial history, presenting narratives
which sought specifically to question notions of empire as a
benevolent force and even as a glorious chapter in history —a
view still widely held in modern Britain. This emphasis served
our additional aspiration to contribute to debates within the
educational and cultural sectors on decolonising — aspects
of which highlighted the need for academic research and
curriculums to reflect a more honest and balanced assessment
of history, and for curatorial practice to better acknowledge
and represent the colonial and slavery associations of museum
and gallery collections as well as archives, public works of art,
and heritage sites,

Inaddition, the dialogue we created between the contemporary
artworks and their historical sources of inspiration within the
exhibition fulfilled a further aim: to assert the relevance of both
historical and non-Western expressions of art and material
culture to modern art practice. This aim may be traced back
to the institutional prejudice we faced at university when art
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tutors dismissed the particular style of work we had chosen
to develop at that time as ‘backward’, ‘outdated’ and having
‘no place in contemporary art' simply because it was rooted
in the ancient tradition of Indian miniature painting. We
were told instead to look for inspiration from artists such as
Marisse, Gaugin and Picasso: artists who were presented to
us as being the forefathers of Western art but who ironically
had themselves been heavily influenced by traditional,
non-European art forms, Our tutors’ Eurocentric view of our
art, the double standard implicit in their value judgement,
and the pressure placed on us to comply with Western
role models, were typical of the "West is best attitude that
we had experienced as British Asians growing up within a
predominantly white British sociery — a society in which
traditional Indian culture was stereotyped as oppressive and

antiquated, and which expected us to conform to a Western

lifestyle and values perceived as progressive, educated and
modern. The attitude is an example of ingrained cultural
bias which we attribute to a colonial mindset of Western
superiority, Within this context, our decision to use the Slrues
of Fashion exhibition to challenge how, in our experience,
culture and contemporary art have come to be defined and
evaluated from a narrow Eurocentric perspective informed by
a colonial past may be seen as a direct response to debuates
around decolonisation and the legacies of empire.

As artists with a formal academic background (in ecclesiastical
history, comparative religion, and art), we have always found
that research and analytical thinking play an essential part
in our creative process. This relationship between art and
academia is something we were keen to express within the

exhibition, both through the range of material dedicated to
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Indigo: The Colour of India

pair of blue Flemings jeans in the collection of

National Museurms Liverpool,’ led to the creation of

this artwork which explores stories around indigo, the
organic blue dye extracted from the leaves of the indigo plant
species, Indigofera tinctoria. This plant, with its pink-coloured
flowers, can be seen in the inner border of the artwork. It
is believed that indigo originated in India. For thousands of
yeirs, it was a valuable commodity traditionally used for rextile
dyeing and printing. Indigo dye and textiles became highly
desired across the globe — from the Far East and Affica, to
Europe, North America and the West Indies. Determined to
seize control of the market, European traders eagerly sought
knowledge ahout how to cultivate the produet.

The main figure in the artwork is the 17th-century Indian
queen, Mumtaz Mahal. Bedecked with jewels, she represents
the fact that indigo dye was once rare and very expensive;
a luxury commodity associated with royalty, political power,
authority. Known as ‘blue gold', it was so valuable that, when
prices were high, European traders and planmtion owners
used it as currency to purchase African slaves who were worth
their own weight in indigo. This fact is symbolised in the
artwork by the set of scales with an enslaved Aftican sitting

56 Inpiao: The Covour OF Inoia

on one side and blue-coloured bars on the other (see p59).
The scales themselves are based on a historical set (which
was actually used to weigh slaves) on display at the Casa dos
Contos Museum in Brazil. The African figure is inspired by
one of the four chained figures seen on the Nelson Monument
in Liverpool, UK, which some believe represent the city’s
historical connection with the transatlantic slave trade,

The magnificent Taj Mahal {depicted in the medallion, top
right) was built in Mumtazs memory at Agra, This city was
a main centre for production in India of high-quality indigo
known as ‘Bayana’ or ‘Agra’ indigo, which was most sought
after in the West. Another high-quality indigo was ‘Sarkhej’,
produced in the city of Ahmedabad, which is represented by
the gateway to one of its famous landmarks (‘Shah-e-Alam
Roza') seen at the very bottom of the medallion (see pS9).
To the left, the marigold and fAame of the forest flowers
symbalise the Indian states of Gujarat and Uttar Pradesh in
which Ahmedabad and Agra are situated respectively.

Indiigo: The Calour of india
The Singh Twins, 2017
Digitai moed-medium
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Early Egyptians and ancient Greeks called the dye ‘indikén’
(meaning ‘from India’) and the Romans Latinised the word
to ‘indicum’ before it finally passed into the English language
as ‘indige’. Meanwhile, for many centuries in Japan, indigo
has been used for dyeing traditional clothing — particularly
summer kimonos which, because of the dye’s insect-repellent
properties, protected their wearers from insect bites, These
kimonos were often decorated with patterns recalling the blue
sea. This is represented in the artwork by the typical stylised
Japanese wave pattern that decorates the sea.

Since the left side of the body is where the heart (the seat of

emotion) resides, in ancient Egyptian culture the left-hand

side was associated with pos ty, light and life, whereas
the right-hand side was associated with negativity, darkness,
death and evil. As such, figures in Egyptian art are most often
represented stepping out on their left foot, a gesture signifying
the trampling on evil so that the heart could move forward
into life. Inspired by this ancient symbolism (and following
the logic that the absence of a left foot would indicate the
absence of the left side of the body and, therefore, heart),
Mumtaz has been depicted with two right feet to denote
the heartlessness of the indigo trade, which — rather than
stamping on evil and bringing life - instead brought the evil
of slavery and death to millions.

Tre Covaur OF [nma

War and conflict had a significant impact on the supply of and
demand for Indian indigo. For example, during the Anglo-
French wars of the early 19th century (represented by the
figures of Napoleon and Nelson in the top corners) demand
for indigo increased as it was needed for the uniforms of both
the English and French troops. Conversely, in 1806, a British
naval blockade caused a shortage of indigo, forcing Napoleon
to order white coats for his infantry! Likewise, the Haitian
Revolution of 1791 {denoted by the pattern in the background,
inspired by a postage stamp issued 1892-1895, depicting
the coat of arms of the Republic of Haiti) virtually ruined
the lucrative indigo plantation industries established by the
French and English colonies in the Caribbean. Conseguently,
this slave-led rebellion contributed to the rise of Bengal (by
then an Indian territory governed by British merchants of the
East India Company) as a major centre of indigo production.

The immense human suffering caused by global demand for
indigo is symbolised by the two figures seen at the feet of
Mumtaz. On the left, a cowering, shackled African woman
symbaolises the indigo plantations in the New World which
retied on the labour of enslaved Africans. Slaves were often
treated cruelly, and fermentation of the indigo plant’s leaves,
needed to extract the dye, produced nauseating, toxic fumes.

According to the narrative of James Roberts, a soldier under

the effect of the indigo upon the lungs of the labourers,

General Washington in the American Revolution ‘such [ws

that they never [lived] over seven years’. The slave’s thigh is
branded with the initials 'E L P'which represent Eliza Lucas
Pinckney (1722-1793), the American plantation manager
who introduced indigo production w South Carolina in
the mid-1700s when India was unable to meet increasing
European demand. Having learned the secrets of successful
indigo cultivation, Eliza shared her knowledge (and indigo
seeds) with neighbouring plantations. Consequently, indigo
became established as a major cash crop in South Carolina,
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helping to boost and sustain its economy. Whilst South
Carolina exports increased from 5,000 to 150,000 pounds
of indign in just one year (1746—47), India temporarily lost
dominance of the market. On the right, a starving Indian
figure (see pbd) symbolises the suffering endured by Indian
peasant indigo farmers under British rule. According to the
terms of their lease, tenant peasant farmers (‘ryots’) were
forbidden to grow food crops which, having 4 lucrative local
market, were vital to their livelihood. Instead, they were forced
to use the best part of their land to grow indigo for export
to Europe, The farmers were given an advance to cover the
cost of cultivation, but were then paid a pittance (just 2.5 per
cent of the market value) for their indigo. Consequently, they
were never able to repay this crippling loan (given its high
interest), nor pay the high taxes imposed by greedy British
indigo plantation managers (or planters, as they were known),
Thus trapped in a cycle of debe, the peasant farmers were kept
impoverished and in servitude. In addition, this system of
exploitation — which left them without enough food crops to
set aside surplus stock as a safety net during times of harvest
failure — resulted in a famine that killed millions. Bengal, an
important indigo-producing region of eastern India, was one

of the worst to be hit. Hence, above the starving Indian (based
on an actual photograph of a Bengali famine victim), a sprig
of night-flowering jasmine, the state flower of West Bengal
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Riches to Rags and
Rags fO RiCﬁes {iiﬁr1'd;qg:¢f'\-'u'sl'0rﬂ

neorporating both hand-painted and digitally created
imagery with digitally scanned and reworked archive
aterial, this triptvch artwork is an abridged version
of a 17-metre-long mural (see p192) commissioned for
Manchester Museum's South Asia Gallery, a British Museum
partnership, which is the first gallery in the UK to be dedicared
to the stories of the South Asian diaspora, The artwork
eomprises three allegorical female portraits, each representing
a different period in South Asia’s (particularly Indo-British)
history: pre-colonial, colonial and post-colonial,

Reading the triptych from left tw right, the first panel
represents India as the ‘golden bird' (a name originating in
ancient times and reflecting how the region was known as a
fabled land of untold riches and prosperity) with the world
at its feet vying for trade, eager to acquire its precious spices,
gems, incense and textiles — various examples of which are
represented by the attire, adornments and objects worn or
held by the main figure, as well as other details in the artwork

which immediately surround her.

The second panel explores the impoverishment and
enslivement of India under Western colonial exploitation
and in particular British rule, but also explores the oppressive
character and negative impact of imperialism globally, driven
by the competing commercial interests of Western nations

and demand for consumer goods.

The third panel explores how South Asia and its diaspora
communities have historically enriched, and continue to
contribute to, countries across the world not only as an
ongoing legacy of South Asias colonial relationship with
the West but also as a consequence of modern South Asia
emerngence as an economic power which has invested in the
development of scientific knowledge and advancements that
benefit humankind. The composition centres on a portrait of
Brit-Asia — an artistic reinterpretation of traditional figures of
Britannia, symbolising how South Asia’s influence on Britain
has come to redefine notions of Britishness.

1% Riches To Rags Anp Racs To Rickes

Riches to Rogs dnd Rogs fo Riches fabridged version
The Singh Twins, 1034
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Ricues To Racs Ann Racs To Riches

The original mural version of Riches fo Rags and Rags to Riches
(see above) contains imagery that reflects how the artists’
identity and experience as British artists of dual Indian and
Enplish descent connects to some of the themes explored
within the artwork. For example, incorporated just after the
figure of Brit-Asia is a narrative portrait (see left) of the
artists’ father Dr Karnail Singh who as a small boy travelled
to Britain in 1948 with his mother and younger brothers
following the Partition of India. The portrait depicts his long
journey by sea from Bombay (today’s Mumbai) to Tilbury
dock. To the left of the ship a sign reading ‘Ancoats’ points to
the deprived area of Manchester where the family eventually
settled and where during the early years of hardship the young
Karnail Singh helped his father sell textile items and fancy
goods door to door: a commen eccupation amongst the first-
generation South Asian, Punjabi-Sikh migrant community
to which he belonged. On the riverbank behind the ship are
landmarks representing London and Liverpool — two cities
associated with a later period of both self-taught skills and
formal education which would enable him, against all the
odds (given the family’s social and economic circumstances,
the language barrier, and the racial prejudice of the times),
to fulfil his dream of attaining a medical degree and, with
it, financial stability for his family. This achievement is
symbolised within the same composition by a figure of Dr
Singh in adult life, shown with a stethoscope around his
neck, seated at his surgery desk, and holding an old family
photograph (taken in Ancoats) — denoting pride in his Indian
roots and humble beginnings,

Although a personal tribute to an individual whose
extraordinary life was shaped by political events and racist
attitudes arising from Britain’s imperial relationship with
India, the portrait represents the universal rags-to-riches,

migrant success story. This is highlighted by the words which
are enclosed within an Indian-style design just below the
portrait. These extol the characteristics shared by so many
individuals within the first-generation South Asian diaspora
who rose to the significant challenges they faced as strangers
in a new land, and laid the foundations for a better life for
future generations.
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only the growing call for more responsible and sustainable
consumerism but also how such campaigns highlight the
fact that making informed choices about what 1o put in the
shopping basket can help to secure better working conditions,

rights and wages for those at the bottom of the supply chain,

Other details (see the full artwork on p203, and detail, right)
in the artwork reveal how the history of large-scale corporate
and government control of the banana industry — through
land grabbing, labour exploitation and the abuse of human
rights — dat

: back to colonial times, Extending from the
ends of the banana plants around the outer border are flower

heads and buds comprising pearls and golden pound-signs

(denoting wealth), and emeralds (symbols of greed).




The artwork incorporates three details of enslaved Africans
(see right) based on historical representations: the hanging,
torfured figure of an enslaved African from an 18th-century
illustrated account of slavery in the Dutch plantation of
Surinam; the figure of a shackled African woman from a
19th-century engraving of slavery in the Caribbean; and the
figure of an enslaved African kneeling on bales of Indian
cotton, based on an iconic anti-slavery propaganda image
originally produced for the British abolition movement. The
cotton shown in the third image would have been produced by
Indian craftspeople impoverished under British rule; it would
have been destined for British mills whose markets included
British plantations and colonies across the globe. Indian raw
cotton was to become a lifeline for British mills when imports
from southern plantations in America were interrupted by
the American Civil War. Collectively, these details represent
how the story of slavery in America is part of a wider history
of empire and colonialism: one which was not confined to the
transatlantic slave trade alone but which was connected to a
commercial exploitation of people and countries that spanned
Fast and West, Further details in the artwork represent two
cash crops (cotton and tebacco) which were widely cultivated
using slave labour on American-owned plantations. These
symbolise the commercial foundations of a slave trade built
on the demand for consumer goods.

The idea of slavery being the scourge of humanity is symbolised
by another plant depicted in the inner border of the artwork:
the convelvulus, popularly regarded as a destructive, parasitic
weed that devastates crops = just as the institution of slavery
devastated and continues to devastate lives,

The artwork celebrates several African-American abolitionists
and civil rights activists. One of them, Carrie W Clifford, is
represented by her poem (depicted in the left-hand border) as
awritten response to the murder of Wilbur Litde: an African-
American soldier of the First World War who was lynched for
refusing to remove his uniform after returning home from the
war. It reveals the ‘lynching’ mentality which many identify
with repeated incidents of racist, unlawful and extrajudicial
killing of African Americans like George Floyd in America
today. The poem resonates with another artwork in the Sfaves
of Fashion series (Jalfianwala: Repression and Retribution),
which highlights the experience of Indian soldiers in the army
of the British Empire who fought in the First World War
and who fully expected their sacrifices for the cause of liberty

in Europe to be rewarded by greater freedoms and respect
for all Indians as equals under British rule in India. Instead,
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Since the film and television adaptations of Jane Austen’s novels
in the 1990s, the muslin dress, for example, has been associated
with the elegance of early-nineteenth-century British society - a
society that was dependent on, and shaped by, Britain's trading
empire and interaction with other cultures, How far viewers of
the productions that filled our television screens in the 199%0s
were aware of this, and production companies wanted us to see
it, is debatable; but Jane Austen’s characters did hint at it. In her
novel Northanger Abbey (1817}, Henry Tilney praises ‘true Indian
muslint In doing so, he is talking not only of fabric but also of
British exploitation and appropriation.

The history of the paisley shawl is another example of a history of
influences from the East 'hidden in plain sight’ The paisley design
became popular in Britain during the mid-eighteenth century
when the East India Company began to import soft shawls made
from the wool of Kashmir goats. Intricately patterned and warm,
the shawls, which were given as prestigious aifts and worn by
Persian men around the waistand Indian men across the shoulder,
were brought back by travellers and merchants and epitomised
Oriental luxury. The opulent hand-woven textile reached France
following Mapoleon's Egyptian campaigns, when his generals
and officers brought back Kashmir shawls among other Oriental

246 Crosmg Essay - By ProFessor Kate Marss

thev. (e Trminine:

goods and trophies - a fact evoked in The Twins’ Kashmin Shawis:
From Punjab to Paisley, with portraits of Josephine and Napoleon
almost forming a diptych at the top of the work, Having taken
the Kashmiri shawls from the soldiers of the Egyptian army,
French soldiers wrapped their plunder around their waists as
belts. Mapoleon presented Josephine with several Kashmiri
shawls. Initially she was unenthused, but subsequently built up
a collection of shawls and sent regularly to Constantinople for
new designs; the famous 1801 painting of her at Malmaison by
Frangois Gerard shows her with the opulent fabrics. The shawls
were in fashion for almost a hundred years in Europe, between
the 1780s and the 1870s, when the Franco-Prussian war 1870-71
prevented exports from Kashmir and the popularity of the design
began to wane,

By 1800 demand for shawls was such thatimports could not keep
pace. European manufacturers, anxious to exploit the market,
began to imitate the designs in Edinburgh (1790}, Norwich (1792)
and Paisley (1805). The shawis were made on handlooms; initially
the imitations were of poor quality, consisting of anly two colours.
In 1812 in Paisley, an attachment was added to the handlcom
which meant that five different colours of yarn could be used, and
the resulting fabric imitated more closely the Kashmiri shawls.

thar left] - Limperatrice Josephine Dans Le
Pare De La Molmais Tableau de Pierre
FPrudfion - Musee Du Loovre)
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With the introduction to Britain in the 1820s of the Jacquard
loom (invented in France in 1804}, allowing the creation of
complex patterns in fabric, Paisley became an important centre
of praduction. The name of the town became the English word
for the intricately patterned fabric that had its origins in India
and Persia and relied on traditions of block printing and weaving
by hand.

The domestication of goods, exemplified by the Kashmiri shawl
becoming known as the Paisley shawl, is only one way in which
a history of plunder and exploitation might be hidden. As Nehru
remarked in 1946, History is almaost always written by the victors

and conquerors and gives their view. Or, at any rate, the victors'

version is given prominence and holds the field! All dominant
histories hide other stories that, uncovered, can challenge and
unszettle any simple narrative. For British people, particularly
those of us who remember the 1980s - the period which Salman
Rushdie scathingly referred to as that of the ‘Raj revival' and
which saw the release of Richard Attenborough’s Gandhi (1982),
David Lean's adaptation of E M Forster's A Passage to India (1984),
and the televisation of Paul Scott's The Raj Quartet as the Channel
4 series The Jewel in the Crown (1984 - the history of the Indian
subcontinent before 1947 is a simple one: that of the British Raj.

British crown rule of India had been established in 1858, ending
almost a century of rule by the East India Company and ushering
in a period that would be known as the British Raj (coined from
the word for ‘rule’ in Hindustani). The British Raj lasted until the
creation of the two independent states of Pakistan (14 August
1947) and India (15 August 1947); for seven decades, India was
the jewel in the crown’ of the British Empire, A small number of
British officials and troops (20,000} ruled over 300 million Indians,
a disparity frequently viewed as evidence that Indians were
content with British rule.

isbove, left) - A detail from a 19th-century print (12« 1 1.5cmiL, showing Indian hand-toom weavers.
tabsove, fight) - A detad fram  190%, Liskia fracle card (7.2 7 10.5em), depicting » Jncused loom
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labera, top] - Tha Singh Twins with thai
father, on the oocasion of receiving theds
MEES in 2011
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tabewe, battomi - Arts Matters: The Fool of Life

The Singh Twing, 2008

Watercolour and gold pamt on archival paper

124 83cm

& b g the UK £

Capital of Culture in 2008, currenthy on long-term loan to National
Muszisms Liverpool. for display at the Museum of Liverpocl.
© The Singh Twins
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Past exhibitions include solo shows at London’s National
Portrait Gallery, National Museums Liverpool, National
Museums Scotland, the National Gallery of Modern Art,
Mumbai, and the National Gallery of Modern Art, Delhi,
when, in 2002, they became the only British artists (besides
Henry Moore) to have been offered a solo show at this, one
of India’s foremost venues for contemporary art. The Twins
have also exhibited individual works by special invitation at
the Royal Academy, and at Tate Brirain.

Media coverage includes interviews for BBC HARDfalk,
Women's Hour, Midweck, Front Row and Befief, features on
the One Show and Inside Out, and on CBC Radio’s Here and
MNow; the Granada TV documentary Singh Ouwr Sisters; and
appearances in two BBC art series (The Face of Britain and
Civilisations). An independent Arts Council film about The
Twins, titled Alsme Together, received “The Best Film on Art'
prize at the 2001 Asolo International Film Festival. In 2021,
The Singh Twins appeared as guest artists on Channel 4%

Graysan’s Art Club, discy
NHS v Covid-19: Fighting on Twe Fronts, in conversation
with Grayson Perry.

ng one of their latest works, titled

For more about The Singh Twins (including full listings of
reviews, awards, exhibitions, and other projects), and to view
their online gallery of further artworks, visit:

Website: www.singhtwins.co.uk
Instagram: @thesinghtwins_art

Facebook page: The Singh Twins

{rsght] - The Singh Twine standing in fronk of their
digital miwed-medium, triptych lightbos artaork e
intannia: Legacies af Exchange (from fhe Sover of
Fashion seclesi, at Firstsite Gallery. Colchester in 2022
Photo credit: Babdndes Singh
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