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 I gave a short paper on lotus stem weaving--see below which is hopefully a teaser for a book that is coming out next Spring on bast and leaf fibers of Asia, which is being put together by the Fowler Museum.  This is a very truncated version of the article which had to be whittled down to 20 minutes to fit in the format.

You are most welcome to post it on the Travelin Weaver website if you wish.

Sylvia

TSA CONFERENCE, TORONTO 10-14 October

Paper from a panel entitled Bast and Leaf Fiber Weaving: Cultural Preservation in the Asia-Pacific Regions


Stemming from the Lotus: Sacred Robes for Buddhist Monks

Sylvia Fraser-Lu and Ma Thanegi  

The obscure art of weaving monk’s robes from lotus stem fibers first came to national attention at the annual Shwedagon maho-thingan festival where teams of young weavers participate in a nation-wide-wide weaving competition to honor a Buddhist legend which asserts that Maya, the mother of the Buddha stayed up all night in the Tavatimsa heaven on the eve of her son’s Enlightenment, to weave him a suitable robe.  In November 1981 a team of weavers from the remote village of Kyaing Kan, on Inle lake, some 600 km north of Rangoon were invited to compete.  Weaving in a rougher fiber than their competitors, who used milled cotton, they did not win, but their sturdy beautifully woven robe caused quite a sensation amongst the devoutly Buddhist on-lookers.  Such an enthusiastic reaction was not unexpected, given the symbolic importance of the lotus in Hindu-Buddhist culture. 

Sons of the Lake

The In-tha. a Burman sub-group, whose name means ‘sons of the lake’ were originally from Tavoy far to the south. They first settled along the shallow shoreline of scenic In-le Lake in Southern Shan State between the fourteenth and eighteenth centuries.  Since the land bordering the lake originally belonged to the aggressive and numerically superior Shan, the In-tha had to make creative use of all available natural resources in order to survive. They built pile-supported villages protruding into the lake, refined the art of fishing with a cone-shaped net, and evolved unique leg-rowing abilities. They also cultivate vegetables and flowers on fertile floating islands formed from composted water hyacinth enriched by silt from the lake. and supplement their income with trading, food processing and artisanal work such as silver and black-smithing, carpentry, pottery and weaving.   

Buddhism and Indigenous Folk Beliefs

 Like their Shan neighbors, and the majority of the population in Burma, the In-tha are devout Theravada Buddhists and their large barn-like monasteries continue to be the most prominent buildings in lakeside villages.  In addition to observing the Five Precepts, the average believer is preoccupied with improving his/her karma within the chain of rebirths through performing acts of merit.  Buddhist in Burma have been known to spend anywhere from 10 to 25 percent of their disposable income on such activities. A majority of Buddhist householders, offer food to monks daily.  Devotees also supply basic necessities such as robes and alms bowls  and all are deeply honored to offer their sons as novitiates, an act that formerly constituted a rite of passage. 

To cope with everyday crises considered outside the scope of orthodox Buddhism, many in Burma turn to indigenous pre-Buddhist systems of belief that center on the worship of a host of animistic spirits known as nat.  Propitiation ceremonies for various nats may be held at times of individual and communal vulnerability.  Weavers regard as their patroness, the nat Ma Mei U, a brave and faithful maiden, abducted by a rebuffed suitor in the form of a tiger while working steadfastly at her loom. Many weavers include her effigy in the family shrine.

The Symbolism of the Lotus 

Anchored in the sludge of the primordial waters of the universe, and rising unsullied above the surface in perfect splendor, the lotus in Buddhism has come to symbolize the potential in all sentient beings to grow beyond the base mundane desires of earthly existence to become truly enlightened beings, as personified by the Buddha within this bronze lotus

In Burma devotees press their hands together in the praying position said to resemble a “lotus bud. The termination folds of the robes on a number of Buddha images  have been molded to resemble lotus leaves.  An auspicious icon found in many a Burmese home is that of the Dakkhina Sakha, Buddha.  Seated in the earth-touching position with a lotus scalloped hairline, this squat heavy-set image represents an infant Buddha who delights to frolic amongst lotuses.   This icon has a special place of honor in the household shrines of lotus-fiber weaving establishments.             

Lotus Weaving Myths

 Although now firmly ensconced within the Theravada fold, Burma, through early trading and missionary contacts has been exposed to a variety of religious philosophies from India. This is significant because the lotus also figures prominently in Hindu art, mythology, and literature, and in a number of instances a connection has been made between weaving and the lotus.

Of particular note is the account of how the Hindu deity Visnu as the supreme god Narayana gave birth to the universe. While reclining on a serpent in a mysterious slumber, a lotus stem sprung from his navel bearing the gods of the Hindu triad—Brahma, Visnu, and Siva.  This popular Hindu creation myth, has been taken by the Devanga weaving caste of Mysore, to herald the origin of weaving on the subcontinent. This is because Manu, the mythical progenitor of the human race, fetched the thread for weaving from the heart of the lotus stems that grew out of the navel of Vishnu. 

            Stone reliefs depicting this creation myth uncovered from the fifth- to ninth-century archaeological sites in Burma attest to the fact that early inhabitants there were familiar with such popular Hindu mythology.  There is also a reference to the weaving of lotus robes for a future Buddha in a neighboring central Thai version of the Hindu Ramayana epic, where the hero Rama slays a powerful giant whose daughter was betrothed to Maitreya, the Buddha of the future.  While she awaited his coming, she kept herself busy by weaving him robe made from the filaments of lotus stalks.  It has been noted that some legendary beauties of Burmese literature owed their physical charms to the fact that they had woven lotus thread in previous existences.

                    With respect to written records, the Burmese like to trace the weaving of sacred robes from lotus fibers to a popular local nineteenth-century Buddhist text, the Jinattha-pakasani, which states that when the Buddha-to-be severed his hair to symbolize the renunciation of his former princely existence, he was offered a set of monks’ robes by the Brahma Ghatikara who found them in a lotus blossom.  While this text may be at variance with orthodox accounts, there is no doubt that lotus robes refer to a set of garments of great purity and significance.

Lotus Fiber Weaving of Kyaing-kan Village

 Lotus-fiber weaving takes place in the eastern quarter of Kyaing-kan village, the largest settlement at the southern extremity of In-le lake.  According to informants, this activity began around 1910 when a Daw Sa Oo (Madame Sparrow’s Egg) in the interest of gaining merit set out to produce a set of robes for the highly revered abbot of a nearby  monastery, from the fibers of the local padonma-kya lotus plant, which grew wild in the shallows of the lake. With the help of her friends she experimented with various filament extraction and preparation processes, eventually weaving a set of robes to her liking.11 The delighted abbot had the weaver’s name changed to Daw Kya Oo (Madame Lotus Egg) in honor of her pious achievement. Daw Kya Oo and her friends throughout their lives continued to weave with lotus yarn for meritorious rather than commercial purposes, producing one or two sets of robes a year for eminent local abbots.  None of Daw Kya Oo’s progeny are currently involved in weaving, but the descendants of her friends have continued the tradition. 

The surge in orders generated by the 1981 weaving competition in Rangoon meant that more women were needed. A craft cooperative known as Padonmar Kyar Thingan was formed in the early eighties, and three workshops emerged, all managed by  women noted for their business savvy. The best known is the Padonmar workshop operated by Daw Ohn Kyi and her family.

Finding extra workers has not been a problem given the flexible nature of weaving.  Although the wages are low, being associated with a merit-making activity has attracted the services of many devout older women, most of whom already know how to weave.   The seasonal nature of lotus-stem gathering also meant that the younger women did not have to work all year round. Working early in the morning, many have their afternoons free for domestic chores.  

Fibers and Looms

 To procure stems of optimum length, the harvesting of lotus stems takes place during the rainy season from June to November when the level of the lake is at its highest.  About a week prior to harvesting, popped rice is scattered on the water and offerings are made to placate the spirits of the locality to seek their permission and to ensure a good harvest.   

            On the day of harvesting, the gatherers propitiate their patroness Ma Mei U.  Prayers are also offered to the Buddha for a bountiful harvest. To protect the loom and its products, bamboo talismans along with small banana plants, are tacked to the looms.  In addition, throughout the process, all involved must strictly observe the Buddhist Precepts. 

            The lotus leaf stems are gathered by younger women in the morning.  After removing the nubbly prickets with a coconut husk, the stems are then placed beside the young woman seated at a low table. A shallow knife cut is made around a bunch of 5-6 stems which are quickly snapped off and twisted to reveal some 20- to 30 fine white filaments that are drawn and rolled into a single thread which is coiled onto a plate seen on the left.  It takes approximately 25 women making thread to keep one weaver busy. 

Weaving the Yarn

The yarns are prepared for weaving by placing the skeins on a bamboo spinning frame and transferring the thread onto winders in readiness for the warping process.  Taking care to avoid tangling, the 100 yard long threads are then lifted from warping posts and coiled into huge plastic bags, while yarn for the weft is wound onto small bamboo bobbins.

             Lotus-fiber fabric is woven on a traditional Thai/Burmese frame loom. Weaving components include a cloth beam, a large warp spacer-beater, and a pair of heddles supported by a transverse bar resting above the frame. The heddles are connected by rope to a pair of wooden, disc-shaped foot treadles.

             There is no warp beam on a Thai/Burmese loom.  The excess warp is stored behind the weaver and released as weaving progresses.  This limits the width of cloth woven to around 24 inches (60-75 cm). The use of a temple keeps the selvages straight while water is on hand to moisten the threads during the course of weaving. Given the aquatic origin of the fabric, weavers feel that lotus fibers need to “remain cool.” The fabric is woven in 100 yard (90-meter) batches, which take about a month and a half to complete.  The weavers have estimated that fibers from around 120,000 lotus stems are needed to weave a set of monk’s robes.  The fabric is then dyed either with chemical or natural dyes to a reddish- brown shade before being cut into patches of different sizes and machine sewn together in rows to resemble the mosaic-like appearance of community owned rice fields prevalent at the time of the Buddha. 

Not a scrap of this precious fabric is wasted.  Remnants are made into sequin studded mini-robes for Buddha images.   Leftover scraps of yarn are twisted into wicks for pagoda lamps.  Acquatic in origin,  “lotus wicks” are thought to “cool the flames of worries” and bestow on the donor a “cool heart.”

Wither the Lotus?

With the opening up of Burma to tourism in the nineties, In-le Lake has become a popular destination for foreign travelers. Visits from Japanese tourists with an affinity for natural bast fibers eventually led to contact with some haute couture designers in Japan who expressed an interest in obtaining large amounts of lotus-fiber fabric in longer and wider yardages to make blazers and skirts for exclusive clothing boutiques in Tokyo.   

 The prospect of secularizing this exclusively religious product initially presented those involved with a dilemma.  The idea of this sacrosanct fabric being “subverted” into women’s clothing, appeared sacrilegious to some due to a traditional pollution taboo, that decrees that the lower garments of a female should never come in contact with a male. 

Despite these concerns, with the blessing of the Township Cooperatives Offices, a few younger textile entrepreneurs set up workshops to take advantage of the economic prospects offered by selling lotus cloth to foreigner.s  Some entrepreneurs have also been experimenting with mixes of silk and lotus thread with a view to selling abroad.

            After initial interest in Japan, it was found that exclusive clothing from lotus fiber did not sell as well as projected (much to the secret relief of the older weavers)   Instead, objects such as napkins, place mats, scarves, and bags colored with subdued natural dyes have found a small niche market not only among Japanese textile buffs but other tourists as well.

Although initial attempts to commodify lotus cloth for a more diverse clientele have not been as successful as initially hoped, an enterprise that evolved from the desire of one woman and her friends to accrue merit has become a source of income for nearly a hundred women. As long as the lotus continues to encapsulate the nobility and purity of the Buddhist faith, the fabric woven from its filaments will live on as a unique and enchanting tradition in a deeply religious Burma.

 

 

 
