
FLOWERS OF PUNJAB 
A NOTE ON ANTIQUE PHULKARI SHAWLS OF PUNJAB 

 
 
  

by Jaina Mishra | Wovensouls.com 



PREFACE 



In this note, I have attempted to classify Phulkari textiles of pre-partition Punjab using several approaches.  
 
It is a work-in-process and it will always remain one. This note is to be viewed as a starting point for those 
beginning to get familiar with this category of textiles.  
 
Most of the collectible textiles are several decades old and the conjectures we make about them today are 
similar to determining the path taken by a car by looking into its rear view mirror.  
 
Nevertheless, with a living language as a guide and some literature from the '80s in which enthusiasts 
and researchers managed to interview eighty year-old women of that time, we are given a reasonable 
peep into the cultural history of this textile entrenched in history. 
 
While there are several types of textile artworks from Punjab such as Phulkari, Baghs, Sainchis, Chopes 
etc, for the purpose of this note, these are collectively referred to as Phulkaris.  
 
All examples described are / were from the wovensouls collection at the time of writing and are estimated 
to be from the early-mid 1900s. 
 
Corrections & additions are welcome. 
 
 
  
 
 



INTRODUCTION 



INTRODUCTION 
 
The Textile Art of Punjab - in the shawl / coverlet format is seen in many forms collectively called Phulkaris.  
Although many variants of Phulkaris exist, each with its own special name, the common name for all types 
is 'Phulkari'. 
 
The name is derived from the motif of flowers that is the basic element used to create various patterns of 
embroidery. 'Phul' = Flowers. 
 
These were all a part of the gifts given to and used by the bride during various ceremonies. The economics 
of the family determined the number of phulkaris a woman owned. Some received 51 while others 
received 1. Hindus as well as Sikhs from undivided Punjab created this textile art.  
 
The base is always handspun coarse cotton called ‘Khaddad’ that was woven on narrow looms. After the 
embroidery was done on each panel these were joined together – often resulting in minor 
misalognments.  
 
The thread used for the embroidery was untwisted silk floss that is now scarce.  
 
The embroidery colors commonly found are golden, orange, white, magenta and maroon while the base 
cloth may be dyed brown, maroon, blue, black or left undyed white.  
 
 
  
 
 



CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS 
 



CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS 
 
We can approach the classification of  Phulkaris based on 

 
1.  The Layout 

2.  The Base Cloth 

3.  The Motifs 

4.  The Colors of Silk Thread 
 
5.  The Type of Stitch 

6.   Traditional Usage intended 
 
Each of these approaches gives rise to its own grouping. By examining all of these aspects it is possible to 
grasp, at least partially, the spirit of each Phulkari.  
 
Further,  since each region had a unique aesthetic preference, such an analysis can also lead us to the 
story behind its creation.  



CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS	
 
 

These approaches are not mutually exclusive and although a particular Phulkari textile may obtain its  
primary name because of one of the above factors, an alternate name may be equally valid.  
 
It is important to note that some of these names are  descriptive and may have not arisen than organically 
from within the culture. It is likely that some have originated from the trader community rather than from 
the original users.  
 
Some common lists have been presented below with descriptions and examples. 



1.  THE LAYOUT APPROACH 



CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS –  LAYOUT 

1. CLASSIFICATION BY LAYOUT 

TYPE DESCRIPTION REFERENCE 

PHULKARI Sparse Embroidery 868 

BAGH Dense Embroidery – Base cloth is almost invisible 670 

SUBER Has only 5 floral motifs - 

CHOPE Double Sided Holbein Stitch – Sparse Geometric pattern 871 

GHUNGHAT Triangular Panel along the length for the Forehead  - 

SAR PALLU Triangular Motifs running along the Length – No end Pallu 818 

MATHURAWATI Rectangular Panel along the length - 

SAINCHI Village scenes all over 795 

DARSHAN DWAR Symbolic  of a Sikh Temple   
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PHULKARI & BAGH 
 
If the textile is covered completely 
with silk, it is consodered a Bagh or 
Garden but when the flowers are 
strewn sparsely across the field, it is 
called a Phulkari. 
 
Both forms usually have Pallu ends 
in which the narrow end on both 
sides is worked on with a different 
pattern of embroidery.  
 
In general, motifs are geometric and 
repeated all over. 
 
 
   
	

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS –  LAYOUT 



CHOPE 
 
A Chope has a geometric layout 
with large triangles & diamonds 
filled with smaller patterns that 
are plays of figure and ground.  
 
These are significantly larger 
than Phulkaris or Baghs. 
  
 
 
   
	

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – LAYOUT 



SAR PALLU 
 
Sar Pallus have triangles along 
the entire length of the textile.  
 
The central field may be empty 
or may contain filler elements. 
 
They may or may not have Pallu 
end panels.  
 
This is a special Sar Pallu that 
also has village motifs that are 
usually seen in the next type – 
the Sainchi.  
 
 
 
   
	

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS –  LAYOUT 



SAINCHI 
 
Motifs are village scenes with 
animals, people and objects 
rather than geometric absrtact 
motifs.  
 
Geometric motifs are absent 
but Pallu Ends may be 
present as seen in this 
Sainchi.  
 
 
 
 
 
   
	

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS –  LAYOUT 



DARSHAN DWAR 
 
The motifs represent view 
from the gates of the 
Gurudwara considered holy 
by the Sikh community.   
 
These are usually offered as a 
coverlet to the Temple during 
cultural ceremonies or as a 
token of thanksgiving  
 
 
 
 
 
   
	

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS –  LAYOUT 



2.  THE BASE CLOTH APPROACH 



CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – BASE CLOTH 

2.  CLASSIFICATION BY BASE CLOTH TYPE 

TYPE DESCRIPTION REFERENCE 

THIRMA White Base with Maroon or Magenta Silk 516  

NILAK Black Blue Base with crimson and Yellow Silk  684 

HALVAN Fine Cloth - 

MOST COMMON Maroon, Red or Brown Khaddad Base 788 
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THIRMA   
 
Maroon or Magenta silk 
embroidery on a White base 
cloth are the two defining 
characteristics of a Thirma.  
 
These are associated with 
Hindu families.  
 
 
 
 
   
	

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – BASE CLOTH 



NILAK  
 
Black or Dark blue base cloths 
embroidered with Crimson 
and yellow silk are called 
Nilak Baghs.  
 
 
 
 
 
   
	

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – BASE CLOTH 



3.  THE MOTIFS 



 
The name ‘Phulkari’ is derived from the motif of flowers used in these embroidered textiles.  
 
Over time, the motifs varied and all kinds of symbols that were common items in the daily lives of their 
creators were depicted in the textile embroidery. A list of motifs that give the Phulkari a descriptive name is 
given below.  
 
This is not a complete list and a native Punjabi would know of dozens more. Further, one could creatively 
use a fresh new household object as a motif and a new name would be applicable.  
 
Most motifs are geometric and repeated all over the textile.   
 
In some, such as the Shalimar Bagh, the motifs are large and a single motif is present on the complete 
textile without any repetition. 
 
Finally, there are some that are like paintings in the sense that there is possibly only a single piece of each 
type is seen. Such pieces are true artworks as it is the result of the creative genius of the artist. These have 
been showcased in the end as a list of Creative Masterpieces. 
 
 

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – MOTIFS 



3.   CLASSIFICATION BY MOTIF  (A) 

MOTIF MEANING REFERENCE 

ASHRAFI Round Gold Coin - 

BAWAN BAGH* 52 Motifs in a single textile  794 

BELAN Rolling Pin 610 

BHOOL BHULLAIYA* Maze motif 840 

CHAND Moon 673 

CHARBAGH Names of Garden Layout 823  

CHAURASIA  Names of Garden Layout   

COWDI Sea Shell 788 

DARIYA* River Waves 821 

GENDA Marigold flower - 

REFERENCE NUMBERS ARE FROM TEXTILES ON WOVENSOULS.COM 

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – MOTIFS 



3.  CLASSIFICATION BY MOTIF  (B) 

MOTIF MEANING REFERENCE 

GEHU Wheat grain - 

GOBHI Cauliflower - 

IKKA Ace in playing cards - 

KARELA Bitter Gourd - 

KAKRI Cucumber - 

KHANJAR Dagger 517 

LAVANG Clove 445 

LEHARIYA Waves 669 

MEENAKARI Emulating the ‘meenakari’ style of jewelry 
work 546 

MIRCHI Chilli 824 
REFERENCE NUMBERS ARE FROM TEXTILES ON WOVENSOULS.COM 

 

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – MOTIFS 



3.  CLASSIFICATION BY MOTIF ( C) 

MOTIF MEANING REFERENCE 

MOTIA Jasmine - 

MOR Peacock 827 

NAKHOON Nail - 

PATEDAR Stripes 671 

PATANG Kite 670 

PRATA Paratha - 

SARU Cypress tree - 

SHALIMAR* Name of a Garden 712 

SURAJ MUKHI Sunflower 640 

TIL Sesame Seed - 

TOTA Parrot - 

REFERENCE NUMBERS ARE FROM TEXTILES ON WOVENSOULS.COM 
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BELAN BAGH 
 
The central field is filled with  
the motif of the “Rolling Pin” 
or Belan.  
T h i s d e m o n s t r a t e s t h e 
modelling of motifs on 
household objects.  
 
 
BAWAN BAGH 
 
Bawan means 52 and this 
name is given to Baghs that 
showcase roughly 52 motifs 
in a single textile. The actual 
number may be a few more or 
less. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
	

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – MOTIFS 



CHAND BAGH 
 
Chand refers to the Moon. 
White silk that is difficult to 
maintain is used in this type.  
 
 
 
 
 
SHALIMAR BAGH 
 
This  motif is based on the 
Shalimar Gardens of Mughal 
Delhi. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
	

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – MOTIFS 



KHANJAR THIRMA 
 
The Weapon Khanjar is said to 
be the basis of this motif. 
 
In this masterpiece rows of 
the Khanjar motif can be seen 
at 3 levels – the one pointing 
upwards in maroon, the one 
point ing downwards in 
maroon silk and the one 
pointing downwards in the 
white background.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
	

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – MOTIFS 



MEENAKARI 
 
The world of jewelry is as 
evolved as the world of 
textiles in India. Meenakari is 
the name for enamel work 
crafted onto gold ornaments.  
This type of work fixes blue, 
red, green, pink white paint 
onto gold.  
 
The word Meenakari has been 
borrowed from the art of 
jewelry as it replicates the 
effect. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
	

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – MOTIFS 



LEHARIYA  
 Waves 

SURAJMUKHI 
Sunflowers 

PATEDAR 
 Stripes 

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – MOTIFS 



LAVANG 
 Cloves 

MIRCHI 
Chillies 

MOR 
 Peacock 

COWDI 
 Cowrie Shell 

SHATRANJ 
 Chess Board 

PAN 
 Betel Nut Leaf 

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – MOTIFS 



RARE MOTIFS 

GULAB 
 Rose 

NARIYAL 
 Coconut  

[Symbol of Auspiciousness] 



A SPECIAL MOTIF – THE NAZAR BUTTI 
 
The In several parts of Asia there is the concept of nazar or the evil eye. In the days when common 
illnesses were not understood or had no cure, the solution was outside the realm of human control.  
While remedies were beyond control, the psychology could be managed. To counter the evil eye, 
prophylactic measures as well as remedial ‘feel-good’ devices were created of which the Nazar Butti 
is one.  
 
Somewhere within the embroidery, an anomaly is introduced either through change in color or 
stitch or omission so that it stands out against the backdrop and is easily noticed.  
This little anomalous motif in the textile attracts the eye and thus absorbs the evil eye and prevents 
it from being cast upon the bride. 
 
And so the bride is sent off under a canopy of memories of maternal love and a feeling parental 
security. 
 
The Sikh community believed that this particular idea is one of ‘blind faith’ and so this device is 
found only in Phulkaris of Hindu origin. 
 
	

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – MOTIFS 



NAZAR BUTTI 
 
A motif used to ward off the evil eye.  
Not used by Sikh families.  
 
 
  

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – MOTIFS 



4.  THE COLORS 



4.  CLASSIFICATION BY THE NUMBER OF  COLORS OF SILK THREAD USED (A) 

TYPE DESCRIPTION REFERENCE 

CHAND White Silk Embroidery 605 

THIRMA Maroon Silk Embroidery 1233 

WOVENSOULS.COM 

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – COLOR 



WHITE SILK 
 
Chand Bagh 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRMA BAGH 
 
Maroon or Pink Silk on White 
Base Cloth 
 
 
   
	

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – COLOR 



4.  CLASSIFICATION BY THE NUMBER OF  COLORS OF SILK THREAD USED (B) 

TYPE DESCRIPTION REFERENCE 

PACHRANGA Five Colors 
[Reference Example has 5 colors in the Border] 511  

SATRANGA Seven Colors used [Rare] 685 
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CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – COLOR 



SATRANGA 
 
Baghs with the use of seven 
colors such as this one are 
extremely rare. 
 
Maintenance is difficult as the 
magenta and purples are 
extremely fugitive.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
	

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – COLOR 



4.  CLASSIFICATION BY THE NATURE COLORS OF SILK THREAD USED (C) 

TYPE DESCRIPTION REFERENCE 

DARKER  COLORS  
ORANGE / HOT PINK 

From East Punjab 
[Now India] 815, 829  

SOBER  MUTED GOLD From West Punjab 
[Now Pakistan] 420, 550  
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DARKER BRIGHTER COLORS 
 
From East Punjab that is now India 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SOBER MUTED GOLDEN COLORS 
 
From West Punjab that is now 
Pakistan 
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5.  THE STITCH APPROACH 



THE TYPE OF STITCH 
 
The main stitch employed in most Phulkaris is the simple Satin stitch laid out in a way 
so that it is hardly seen at the back. The segment of each stitch on the front is 
maximised and the segment on the back is minimised. The reason for this was 
economic efficiency. 
 
Using this stitch the desired pattern is created on the complete textile, sometimes using 
an arrangement of building blocks. 
 
By varying the start and end of each stitch various building-block patterns are created 
and these have been described below. 
 
The arrangements of this basic stitch, that are popular and seen commonly in antique & 
vintage phulkaris are listed below.  
 
 
 

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – STITCH 



5. CLASSIFICATION BY STITCH FORMATION 

STITCH REFERENCE 

SATIN STITCH – DOVETAIL / ENCROACHING 715,  812,  684 

SATN STITCH - CONCENTRIC LOZENGE  511,  546,  

SATIN STITCH - RADIATING ANGULAR STITCHES 422,  446 

CHOPE (HOLBEIN) STITCH  817, 871 
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CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – STITCH 



 
DOVETAILING / ENCROACHING STITCH 
  
Although all stitches are of the same length, the start 
point and end point of adjacent stitches is not 
matched. Instead the start and end of every alternate 
stitch is the same.  
 
As a result, the stitches in one row dovetail with 
stitches in the rows above and below and there is no 
clear boundary line between one row of stitches and 
the next.  
 
This  dovetailing results in the base cloth being 
completely covered up. 
 
In high quality executions of this type, the work looks 
like the silk has been glued on to the base cloth 
rather than embroidered onto it.  
 
* ‘DOVETAI STITCH’ is a descriptive term being used  here. It is not 
standard nomenclature 
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CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – STITCH 



 
CONCENTRIC LOZENGES 
  
In this building block pattern, adjoining stitches start and end at the same straight boundary line. 
The boundary line may be aligned to the warp & weft or may be at an angle to the warp & weft . 
 
The boundary lines create gaps or spaces between two rows of stitches through which the base 
cloth can be seen. 
 
The stitches are usually short in this method and therefore stronger and longer lasting but also 
more time-consuming. 
  
As described by Hitkari  'The entire field is covered with lozenges and each lozenge contains 
inside it a smaller lozenge. In some complicated ones each bigger lozenge is divided into 4 small 
squares'. The fact that these are a part of the "Vari" (converse of the Dowry) given by the groom's 
grandmother makes it one of the highest quality textile artworks of Punjab.  
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CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – STITCH 



 
RADIALLY DIVERGENT PATTERN 
  
In the previous two descriptions, the stitches within the building block are laid out parallel to each 
other.  
 
In the case of the radially divergent pattern the angle is varied  
 
Some are laid out parallel to the warp of the base cloth, others perpendicular or at an angle. The 
reflected light off the silk stitches laid out at different angles varies dramatically creating a visually 
pleasing effect. 
 
This is a superb example of Art used to explain Science!  
 
	

CLASSIFYING PHULKARIS – STITCH 



 
  
Note the difference in the 
shade of red that our eyes see 
between the vertically laid 
stitches [1] 
and  
 the horizontally laid stitches 
[2]. 
 
Both use silk thread from a 
single reel and are in reality 
the same color. 
 
It is only the variation in the 
angle of reflection that creates 
the variation in what we see,  
 
	

1	

2	
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THE CHOPE STITCH 
 
This step-stitch results in the same pattern on both sides of the cloth and is 
called the Holbein stitch in other parts of the world. 
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COMBINATIONS 
 
Most Phulkaris are made using a combination of stitches.  
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6.  THE USAGE APPROACH 



 
CLASSIFICATION BY USAGE 
 
Phulkari Baghs are textiles integrated into the Punjabi woman's celebrations of a married life.   
 
While most Baghs and Phulkaris may be used at any of the ceremonies, some are uniquely associated 
with certain usages.  
 
Below is a short list of Phulkari Bagh types used at specific events.  
 
Though unique names exist, it appears that except for the Chope & the Darshan Dwar, any Phulkari 
Bagh may be used on the other occasions and the piece that is selected for that use is assigned the  
special name associated with that event.  
	
	
	



6. CLASSIFICATION BY USAGE / OCCASION 

USAGE OCCASION BAGH USED 

Worn during Wedding Rites SUBER 

Wedding Gift of the Maternal Grandmother CHOPE 

Wedding Gift of the Groom’s Grandmother to the Bride VARI DA BAGH 

Given by Relatives at the Wedding SIRGA 

Worn at the First Emergence ceremony after childbirth BEST BAGH 

Fast-Breaking ceremony of the Annual the Fast of Karva Chauth BEST BAGH 

Placed of the Funeral Bier after the death of a Married Woman BAGH 

Worn during Family Ceremonies  PHULKARI /  BAGH 

Canopy held over the Bride as she walks to the Altar PHULKARI / BAGH 
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ARTISTIC RENDITIONS 
 
Finally, there are some that are works of creative genius in the sense that there is possibly only a single 
piece of its kind without anything similar ever seen. 
 
Such pieces are true artworks as it is the result of the creative genius of the artist.  
 
These have been in this section as Creative Masterpieces. 
 
 



ARTISTIC  MASTERPIECE 1 



ARTISTIC  MASTERPIECE 2 



ARTISTIC  MASTERPIECE 3 



END NOTE 
  
Folk artists have no hard and fast rules that they use during their creative process. They reproduce the art 
and craft of their grandmothers & grandmother-in-laws based on memory and living examples. But within 
that they freely mix colors, motifs, technique and materials to result in various permutations and 
combinations of examples. 
 
 Some of these combinations attract a following and others of the community copy them and so we see 
many example of a particular type while others are single pieces with no other equivalent.  
  
This classification note is of no use to the artist who made the Phulkari. But  for those who are new to the 
world of Phulkaris it offers a basic roadmap in understanding this group of textiles.  
 

*** 
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