
Baghs - Abstract Gardens
Embroidered shawls from Punjab 
The Karun Thakar Collection 

SOAS’s Brunei Gallery is pleased to present the exhibition 'Baghs - Abstract Gardens' of baghs 
and phulkaris, domestic embroidered shawls from pre-partition Punjab. Most of these shawls were 
embroidered by young girls and women for weddings and other ceremonies. The exhibition will 
show some exceptional and historical head coverings from the Karun Thakar collection. 

These domestic embroideries were mainly done by Sikh, Hindu and Muslim women, there was 
also an export market for them in the 19th century. 

Bagh ‘garden’ and phulkari, ‘flower-work’ are cotton head coverings that were made in pre-partition 
Punjab (the historical region that now includes Pakistan Punjab including the further northern 
edge of Hazara and part of the modern Indian states of Punjab, Haryana and Himachal Pradesh). 
Women carried out the cotton picking and spinning which would then be hand woven into 
coarse cotton cloth called khaddar. Rangarez, dyers would then dye the cotton to various red 
colours as well as indigo. All the embroidery was done from the back by counting threads in 
darning stitch using floss silk (heer). This technique was perfect for showing most of the silk in 
the front as only a single thread would be caught in the back. The front surface would show a 
much longer float of the thread, giving the traditional stitch by building solid blocks of parallel 
rows of darning stitches. 

On display will be over thirty examples of these shawls ranging from golden silk and red 
abstracted designs covering the entire surface of the pieces to more sparse floral embroidery 
work. Some examples showing architectural and figurative elements from Eastern Punjab 
regions will also be on show. 

This is the third collaboration between Brunei Gallery, SOAS and Karun Thakar, the previous two 
shows were; ‘African Gaze - Hollywood; Bollywood and Nollywood Film Posters from Ghana’ and 
‘African Textiles’ both in 2019. 

Contact at the Gallery; John Hollingworth, Head of Galleries and Exhibition 020 7898 4023 Lucy 
Kauser, Collections & Engagement Officer,  020 7898 4026  gallery@soas.ac.uk

You can book your free tickets using our on-line booking system via the website. Please note that you 
can book up to one week in advance, and a minimum of 12 hours before you visit.

Brunei Gallery, SOAS
Russell Square, London WC1H 0XG
www.soas.ac.uk/gallery
11.00 to 17.00 Tuesday to Saturday, Admission Free

13 July - 25 September 2021
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Woman’s shawl or head-cover (phulkari)
Pre-partition Punjab- Hazara region, Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa province, Pakistan, 19th century
Cotton with floss silk embroidery

L. 225 cm x W. 160 cm (88”x63”)

Four lengths stitched together, embroidery over 
the joints.

This dynamic phulkari has a large triangular 
ghungut (veil) design and the central field is filled 
with large flowers, possibly cassia. The colour of the 
silk in the flower is very different to the borders and 
may have been added at a later stage.
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Women’s shawl (bagh)
Pre-partition Punjab, early 20th century
Cotton with floss silk embroidery, glass beads

L. 251 cm x W. 133 cm (99”x52”)

Three lengths for the ground cloth.

This bold bagh has chequerboard, zigzag and 
stripe designs in the central body. Two rows of 
camel are embroidered on the inner side borders 
with embroidery on top. Two small red glass beads 
are sewn on one side of the border, to ward off the 
evil eyes.

Two black diamond embroidered designs, sit on 
top of the head and the other end, providing more 
nazar butis (protection from evil eyes)
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Woman’s shawl or head-cover (bagh)
Pre-partition Punjab, Hazara region, Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa province, Pakistan, 19th century
Cotton with floss silk embroidery

L. 252 cm x W. 125 cm (99”x48”)

Double ghunghat (veil) design triangles, one 
triangle would have been worn over the head. The 
ghunghat is pulled forward covering the face, the 
amount of face covered varies depending on the 
community it was made for. Both with triangular 
elements have different and complex designs 
perhaps relating to jali (screen) or architectural 
design.
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Woman’s shawl (bagh)
Pre-partition Punjab, mid 20th century

 Cotton with floss silk embroidery

L. 230 cm x W. 120 cm (91”x47”)

This very modernist looking bagh has some very 
complex chequerboard infills in the diamond 
design embroidered throughout the shawl. The 
triangle ghunghat (veil) has been embroidered in 
seven colours. The central panel has a different 
yellow colour in the field. The borders embroidery 
is same colour silk on all three panels, they were 
joined after each panel was embroidered.




