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CHAPTER IV 

HANDICRAFTS AND WOMEN OF SIKKIM 

In this section I · shall discuss the women's participation in handicraft 
production, as well as their role in the marketing and selling of the 
produced items . The discussion presented in this section has been on the 
basis of facts obtained from the field studies. 

4.1 Handicrafts of Sikkim 
Traditional arts and handicrafts have been the very breath of Indian Civilization vis
a-vis Sikkim too. Significantly, Sikkim is also known for its traditional handicrafts, 
paintings, motifs, carpet, traditional tribal shoes, dresses, ornaments, weaving, and 
so on. The traditional handicrafts in Sikkim had has enormous cultural 
significance. And many of the Bhutia and Lepcha as well as Nepalese are 
engaged in traditional handicrafts production of Sikkim. Some of the very 

. important type of handicrafts items are presented below . 

Traditionally, Carpet (locally known as Den) weaving is a symbol of cultural 
expression in the state of Sikkim. Besides, Carpet is very important 
export oriented handicraft industry in Sikkim. The carpets are of with various 
exquisite and intricate designs, motifs and colours which are typical of 
Sikkimese type and made of various size. The price ranges vary according 
to size and quality of the particular carpet. Though it is a traditional activity 
, very few families follow it as a part of family tradition. Handloom weaving is 
another important craft in which Lepcha 'duree' is woven and that range from 
30 inches to 36 inches. This duree is made from woolen and cotton yarn. 
The vertical frame loom with a back strap used by the Lepcha women is 
indigenous in Sikkim. The haridloom products are ranged fr?m plain to 
intricate patterns. By and large , each product has its own distinct identity . 
From the woven fabric, varieties of item . such as, Lepcha dress, table 
mats, napkins, cushion cover, shoulder bag, purses, the cloth for 'gho' (male 
bokhu) and 'kira' (a rectangular female dress) etc. from the cotton yarn. 
Woolen yarn is also used in handloom weaving for producing items like 
shawls, mufflers, and hand woven jackets. 

Woodcraft is one of the most important crafts of Sikkim. Traditionally , only 
the Buddhists, Bhutias and Lepchas practise wood carving. Another, that 
has special socio-religious significance is wooden mask of various types 
being used during their religious dances by the Lamas. The wooden mask is 
normally prepared by men and not by women. The cane and bamboo-craft is 
also important handicraft in Sikkim and . the people of Sikkim used to 
produce different kinds of such beautiful handicraft in the society. Besides, 
there is paintwork known as 'Thangka Painting", which depicts different 
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there is paintwork known as 'Thangka Painting ; which depicts different 
incarnations of Buddha. It has an excellent tradition in Sikkim. Traditionally, 
only the Bhutias and Lepchas were allowed to make 'Thangka' 
painting. 

In fact, traditional handicrafts of Bhutias and Lepchas were mainly didactic 
and for religious purpose and not commercialized . But now craftsmanship is 
being more and more commercialized . and so is the handicraft. When the 
earlier handicrafts had only cultural and religious significance, the present 
day handicrafts are also often taken for decorative purposes too . The role of 
Government Institute of Cottage Industry in handicraft industry and the 
economic aspects of the Sikkim handicrafts are discussed in details in this 
section apart from the role of women in this cottage industry . Besides, the 
role of different Cooperative Societies and private entrepreneurs related to 
handicrafts vis-a-vis cottage industry have also been discussed in this 
section. 

4.2 Handicrafts and Women's Participation 
The detailed particular of handicrafts in Sikkim and the extent of 
participation of women in producing the handicrafts has also been important 
and relevant to have a grasp over the extent of involvement of women in 
producing and selling the handicrafts in Sikkim in relation to envisage the 
situation of women in terms of their role and status in Sikkim. On the 
whole , though men and women are equally involved in producing marvelous 
pieces of exquisite quality and craftsmanship. There are certain handicrafts 
in which women are entirely predominant than men (excluding those which 
are not traditionally done by women) . As a matter of fact, at present the 
Lepcha-Bhutia and Nepalese women are predominantly involved in carpet 
weaving , weaving and tailoring of dress materials, knitting of woolen items, 
and making of toys etc. In various handicrafts production the role played 
by women has no doubt been very crucial. Indeed, the role and 
participation of women in various handicraft production in term of specific 
handicraft may be visualized from the preceding discussions. 

4.2.1 Woodcarving k,.'htt.· 
It is one of the most important ~ crafts of 
Sikkim. Traditionally , only the Buddhists 
Bhutias and Lepchas used to practise 
wood carving . Indeed, wood carving is an 
ancient art form of both the Lepchas and 
Bhutias of Sikkim. The items of woodcraft 
having wide range of variety can be found 
from household items to partitions to eight 
Buddhists lucky signs. 
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Being decorative impressive and eye-catching with intricate designs and 
exquisite pattern, wood carvings can be seen in several monasteries and 
old buildings too. Locally available wood of Chaap and Okar trees are 
normally used for wood carvings. But now as the Government Institute of 
Cottage Industry used to provide training for multi crafts including wood 
carving . The people from Nepali communities 
are also being trained by the Government 
Institute of Cottage Industry in wood carving . 
Traditionally men normally do woodcarving. 
While, women do not take part in such wood 
carving/woodcraft as it is very difficult to use 
and handle the heavy implements/tools in 
producing the same. Woodcrafts are available in 
the following shapes choktse or table, almirah, 
sofa-sets, drawers or bhodin , screens, lamp 
stands, cheosum or altars, wall decorations, etc. 

One of the most important materials item 
of Buddhists' traditional culture that has 
special socio-religious significance is 
wooden mask of various types being 
used during their religious dances by the 
Lamas. The masks are carved out of the 
tough light wood of the giant climber 
called Zaru-shing, mostly found in the 
high altitude areas of Sikkim. While in 
Tibet they were composed of mashed 
paper and cloth . In all cases they are 
beautifully painted and varnished , and are 
provided with yak tail wig. Each mask has 
a specific meaning and a story with 
certain religious connotation associated 

Various Wooden Masks 

with it. Traditionally the mask dances are staged by the Lamas or monks in 
the Gonpas or Monasteries. Such dances are normally performed only by 
men in the monasteries. There are different types of mask normally made 
by Bhutias and Lepchas like mask of Khangchendzonga, mask of Garura, 
mask of Mahakal, etc. But now, many of the Bhutias and Lepchas and the 
other people including the tourists also used to purchase to keep such 
beautiful masks in their domestic houses for internal decoration. Before 
initiating carving the wood must be seasoned. Thereafter, the wood piece is 
cut horizontally as per size of the mask to be made. After that, a curved 
knife is used to bring the shape the concave and convex portions. Number 
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of chisels and tools are put to use for days to finish. Finally, the sand 
paper is used for smoothening 
the surface of the masks. 
Paintings of the masks follow 
thereafter. At present, synthetic 
colours I paints have replaced 
the traditional stone colours 
and vegetable dyes, which 
had been so costly. The mask 
is normally prepared by men 
and not by women. 

Chham Dance ' (Mask Dance) in premises of Enchey Monastery 

4.2.2 Thangka Painting 
The important Thangka is a paintings of divinities or group of divinities on 
silk clothes which depicts different 
incarnations and life of Lord Buddha, 
Goddess Doma (Tara) , Guru 
Padmasambhav or God Chana Dorji or 
for that matter, any Tibetan saint, wheel 
of life (one of the purest Buddhists 
emblems) or some other deity, 
surrounded by deities of lesser 
significance etc. Thangkas are the 
religious scrolls found hung in 
monasteries and houses of Buddhists. It 
has an excellent tradition in Sikkim. 
Such paintings are considered very 
auspicious and is supposed to drive 
away evil spirits. On the wall of the 
monastery , there are paintings of 

Thangka Painting 

different incarnations of Buddha. As well as there are different kinds of 
paintings on black canvas (if on silk then costly/if on other clothes then not 
costly) which are associated with either monastery or non-monastery form . 
Traditionally, the Thangkas are painted by religious artisans (Bhutia/Lepcha) 
known as Lharips. Because , these paintings are made by referring to 
religious texts, it is necessary to know the Tibetan language. These are not 
mere pieces of decoration for the artist, but a powerful aid to tantric 
mediation. Costly stone colours and vegetable dyes are mainly used for 
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making such paintings. The two primary colours i.e. red and yellow of 
these paintings show the difference between the fire and life, between 
material and immaterial. The orange 
colour symbolizes knowledge of the 
highest form of spirituality, the blue 
colour suggests depth, purity 
and infinity, and green 
represents the vegetable aspects. 
In addition to occupying important 
place in monasteries or in a home 
the Thangka paintings are also 
the necessity during special 
occasions such as birth , death, 

Paintings for decoration purpose 

house-warming etc. Indeed , Thangka painting is a renowned art of Sikkim. 
"The Thangka works of master craftsmen sell for thousands of rupees 
abroad. They work in seclusion in 
remote villages" as cited by ex
governor of Sikkim namely Taleyarkhan 
(1981) . 

That is why, traditionally only the 
Bhutias and Lepchas were 
allowed to make 'Thangka' paintings. 
But now Nepalese also are creating 
such paintings of art. Men mainly 
make 'Thangka' paintings, and 
women generally do not do such ..... s. ·. , .. 

paintings. Because such paintings are entirely associated with their religious 
text in Tibetan language, which are taught to Lamas only. But, I came to 
know that two Buddhist nuns ( known as 'Unnie Chiemma' in local 
language) of monastery for women exclusively in Rumtek used to do 
'Thangka ' Paintings'. 

At present women do 'Thangka' mounting and framing on brocade. For instance, 
Lachey Doma Sherpa (belongs to Bhutia community as per census of India) of 
Bhojagiri area of East Sikkim and nearer to Gangtok has the specialization 
to do such mounting . 

4.2.3 Cane and bambo~ work 
It is also the traditionar~ ~rt;tt- Bhutias, Lepchas and Nepalese of Sikkim. 
Cane and bamboo pieces are first of all split by using simple tools like 
Khukri or knife to make thin strips. Thereafter the strips are sized as per 
requirement and are then intricately woven and modified and improved 
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upon as per the graphical design. There are varieties of cane and 
bamboo-craft products like, fruit, 
baskets, bamboo flower sticks bear 
mugs, hair clips, tea-trays, tea 
strainers, spoons, flower vases, piras, 
mats, hats and tumblers. In Sikkim 
bamboo grows in abundance. But 
the cane is grown only in limited 
areas, thereby bulk of it comes from 
neighbouring Siliguri or other parts of 
the North East. Gorer ( 1938) points 
out that the weaving of mats and 
baskets was very in practice. . 

Weaving big basket by using bamboo strips 

Lepcha weave strong and regular mats 
various reeds , which they employ 

out of the barks of bamboo and 

for the variety of purposes. This 
craft work was ideally supposed to 
be the men's work but even -
females did it . The females were 
in fact better weavers of mats. 
While weaving of baskets was 
however done mostly by males and 
during leisure hours particularly in 
the rainy days. Women normally do 

not make any cane and bamboo-craft , while only men make bamboo- craft. 
Traditionally, there is a notion among Bhutia-Lepcha that if any woman 
make bamboo-craft then she will not have any peace and prosperity in life 
(as reported) apart from the problem for women to do the heavy work in 
produc:;ing the said handicraft. 

4.2.4 Preparation of Lucky signs 
Another important handicraft is the 'Lucky signs' mostly 
made by women in Sikkim. The lucky signs are made 
by adopting two types of methods i.e. one type of 
embroidery work done by using needle on silk or 
'sharteen' clothes, and another is the paintwork (fabric) 
on silkl'shirteen' clothes. Such lucky signs are presented 
either in the form of words or symbol. It is used 
as wall hanging and means the 'symbol of peace'. 
There are various types of lucky signs in Bhutia 

Lucky Signs 
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language like Dug (parasoul), Bhumpa (vase), Dhunakar (white conch) , Gyaltsen 
(banner of victory) , Semya (Golden fish} , Perna (Lotus) , Palbhen (endless 
knot), Choekyi (Wheel of Dharma) etc. Words used as lucky signs are in 
Bhutia language, like 'Ohm', 'Bazra ' (Thunder), 'Guru' , 'Perna, Sithi, Hum' which 
means "0 , Lord give us Peace", etc. Such lucky signs are normally 
purchased by Buddhists families and Monks too. As per their belief that if 
this lucky signs (symbol of peace) are kept in houses/monasteries then 
they will have all sorts of peace. Moreover, no evil can enter into the 
houses . Regarding the participation of women in making lucky signs 
there has been two views (as reported by the informants). In the GICI at 
Gangtok, it was told that woman generally do not make any lucky signs. 
While in S.R.D. A., it was told that woman also make lucky signs . 

4.2.5 Hand-made paper making 
It is another important handicraft item. 
Apart from other units, there is another 
important section namely Handmade -
paper unit in the Government Institute of 
Cottage Industry at Gangtok,. At present, 
the number of total workers in this Unit 
has been 10 . All they are women 
belonging to Nepalese ethnic group. The 
number of Instructor (all men) is 5. This 

Unit was opened in the year of 1962. 
handmade paper, namely , i) Rayon 
paper (used for rapping) ; ii) Rags paper 
(used for making files); and iii) Card 
sheet ( used for making greeting 
cards and paper bag). Raw materials 
are used to be brought from Kolkata. 
The produced items are normally 
bought by 'Jaya Enterprises' in Kolkata 
, apart from selling in the local 
markets. Apart from GICI , there is 
two paper industry namely 'Arti Hand-

Hand-made paper product 

This unit produces three types of 

Women producing Handmade paper 

made Paper Industry' , and another one under the Department of Khadi and 
Gramudyog of Sikkim Government, located at the place known as Sarmasa 
Garden about 16 to 18 kilometers from Gangtok town. 

In this context, it may be mentioned here that in ancient time the Monks of 
Monasteries used to use a tree bark (Dhapli Canomena) as hand made 
paper for writing purpose. 
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4.2.6 Carpet Weaving 
Traditionally, carpet ( locally known as Den) 
weaving is a symbol of cultural expression in 
the state of Sikkim. Besides, Carpet is very 
important export oriented handicraft industry in 
Sikkim. The carpets are of with various 
exquisite and intricate designs, motifs and 
colours which are typical of Sikkimese type 
and made of various size. The price ranges 
vary according to size and quality of the 
particular carpet. Carpet weaving is dominated 

Carpet product 

by women. Though it is a traditional activity , very few families follow it as 
apart of family tradition. 

It is not very clear exactly when the carpet weaving began in Sikkim but 
an earnest and serious step towards this direction had been taken in early 
1920s, when the Chogyal Tashi Namgya/ encouraged the craft and created 
a palace workshop for carpet weaving known as "Namkhang" which literally 
means woolen products manufacturing center. Skilled designers and 
craftsmen trained in Tibet set to work in training perspective weavers and 
creating superb specimens of carpets in the center which can rightly be 
called the pioneer carpet industry in Sikkim. 

The real boost to the carpet industries in Sikkim however, was given in 
1957 when, with the inspiration of Late Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, 
Chogyal Pandup Thondup Namgyal established the present Government 
Institute of Cottage Industries with the 
objective to preserve and promote the 
traditional arts and crafts of Sikkim among 
which the carpet weaving is the major trade. 
Hundreds of GICI trained carpet weavers are 
now working in the Institute as carpet 
weaving instructor or as paid workers on 
piece-rate basis. While many others have 
started their own carpet weaving units all 
over Sikkim with the assistance from various 
financial institutions. It may therefore be 
mentioned here that the GICI had has 

Woman weaving carpet 

been playing an enormous and major role in taking carpet industries in 
almost every cottages of Sikkim. With the increased number of GICI trained 
carpet weavers year to year, and with the advent of private carpet 
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weaving industries Sikkim has now gradually become a rapidly growing one of 
the major carpet centers in India. 

Like all oriental carpets, the Sikkimese carpets are also hand knotted and 
woven in fixed vertical loom. The fabric is composed of warp, weft and pile. 
The warp is the set of cotton threads arranged vertically in parallel lines 
between the two ends of the loom around which the knots are tied. The 
function of the weft, which also consists of cotton threads, is to hold 
the knots in parallel line and strengthen the fabric of the carpet. The 
advantage of using cotton warp and weft is that the finished carpet will be 
firm and strong and less flexible. The pile is the visible surface of the 
carpet and is made entirely of wood. The materials for weaving 
carpets are mainly the cotton threads (available in local market) and wools 
( used to come from Haryana , Punjab and Rajasthan states) . Indeed, raw 
materials by virtue of practice, hand spun sheep woolen yarns specially 
brought from across the borders was used. But at present , cotton as also 
woolen yarns is regularly procured by 
the traders in Gangtok and far off 
places like from Haryana , Punjab and 
Rajasthan states . The carpets are of 
with various exquisite and intricate 
designs, motifs and colours which 
are typical of Sikkimese type and 
made of various size like 3 ft./6 ft, 2 ft./ 
5 ft , 2ft./2 ft, etc. and for larger size 
according to specific orders from 
buyers/clients. The price ranges vary 

according to size and quality of the particular carpet. Price of some 
carpets (depending on quality) according to size is shown below (as 
reported by sales woman in GICI , Gangtok). 

Carpet Size Set (number of piece) Price in Rs. 
3ft. I 6 ft. 1 piece 885.00 
2 ft. I 2 ft. 3 pieces 492.00 
2 ft. I 5 ft. 3 pieces for Sofa 885.00 

18 inches I 4 ft. 2 pieces for Car set 492.00 
Source: Government Instttute of Cottage Industry, Gangtok , East Stkktm . 

Requirement of raw materials for a carpet of standard size i.e. 3 ft. X 6 ft. 
size is approximately 6 kg . of woolen yarns and 2 kg . cotton yarn. The 
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tools used in making the carpet are few and simple. They are as follows : 

Tools' name in English term Function 
Bhutia language 

Den-thak-thi Loom Upon which the main carpet is woven 
Bha-shey Garden brush To roll raw wool for spinning 

Phang Spindle For spinning yarn 
Sok Axis rod Holds the warp and functions as its main 

support 
Pen-shing Spools Pushes weft threads across warp 

Tam Shed-sticks Eases way for spools to pass through 
warp and also separates warp threads 

Ne-shing Heddle rod Attached by leashes of cord to each warp 
thread. Its function is to keep the warp tight 

Chak-tap Comb beater in To press weft thread firmly down. 
Gyak-shu Gauge rod Around which the woolen pile is knotted 

Thowa Wooden hammer After each row of knotting the gauge rod 
and knots are beaten down against the 

previous rows of knot with 'thowa' 
Shyap Wooden pieces Help to adjust the length of warp 

Jhem-chey Scissor For out lining the unwanted threads 
Do Do For contouring and shearing finished carpet 
Dhi Knife For cutting knots woven around the gauge-

rod after hammering 
Charkha Wheel For reeling and plying yarns 

Dom Box For keeping rolled yarns for weaving 
Den-thi Seat For weavers to sit 

Source: Self Help Group Rural Art1san Center , Darap V1 1lage, Pelhng, West S1kk1m. 

4.2. 7 Blanket Weaving 
It is also one of the traditional handicrafts of Sikkim . It is normally done by 
women particularly in North Sikkim . The blankets are woven on loom, and the 
raw materials are available in local market. There are mainly two sizes of 
blanket available i.e. 4 ft. by 6ft. and 4 ft. by 7 ft. 

4.2.8 Handloom Weavi~ ~· 
is another important }.. ~raft and 
women in Sikkim play a predominant 
role in handloom weaving. In this 
craft Lepcha duree is woven and 
that range from 30 inches to 36 
inches. This duree is made from 
woolen and cotton yarn . The yarn 
is dyed and dried for at least a 
week before being put on loom for 
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weaving. Both vegetable dyes and synthetic colour are used in dying . The 
colours are mainly white, black, red, yellow and green etc. The vertical frame 
loom with a back strap used by the Lepcha women is indigenous in 
Sikkim. The handloom products 
are ranged from plain to 
intricate patterns. By and large , 
each product _has its own 
distinct identity . From the woven 
fabric, varieties of item . such 
as, Lepcha dress, table mats, 
napkins, cushion cover, shoulder 
bag, purses, the cloth for 'gho' 
( ( male bokhu ) and ' kira ' ( a 

Handloom products like Lepcha bag, shawls , cushion covers 

rectangular female dress ) etc. from the cotton yarn. Woolen yarn is also 
used in handloom weaving for producing items like shawls, mufflers, and 
hand woven jackets. 

In fact, weaving was not only an art but also a craft in the sense that it 
was also a profession for men and women of Lingthem . But by 1937 , this 
craft had also begun to disappear. As Gorer (1937) expressed that " until 
the beginning of this century Lepchas used to weave all their clothes , but 
now-a-days only a couple of women bother to weave , people were instead 
ready-made and fairly shoddy clothes" . Gorer (1937) further points out that 
the ready-made clothes were of poor and this material rendering the 
children susceptible to cold and bronchitis. To him this is one of the 
possible causes of infant mortality. Three young children were of the village 
had died of bronchitis trouble during his three months stay . 

Weaving clothes , mats and baskets continues everyday but more for 
domestic consumption than for commercial purposes. Only two women were 
found weaving clothes for commercial purposes in 1987 . Apart from the 
apparent discontinuity, there are certain differences between weaving earlier 
and now . For instance, earlier the threads were not easily available, but 
now ready-made threads of varying thickness are readily available for 
weaving . Second, the threads used to be dyed indigenously and only a 
couple of colour combinations was possible then. But, now threads of every 
possible colour and shade are available. Therefore, attractive colour 
combination and designs can be made today. 

Indeed, women in Sikkim are mainly involved exclusively in carpet weaving , 
blanket weaving , knitting of various woolen items , handloom weaving, 
stitching of clothes for pillow cover, cushion cover, Lepcha bag items, 
traditional dress items for Bhutias and Lepchas , embroidery work, making of 
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different kind of toys, traditional 'Jha/or'(used· in the pillars of monasteries 
and also in houses ) etc. Multi-crafts like doll making , hand bags , toyships 
and toy aero planes. Raw material like wool are usually brought from 
Ludhiana, while wood and cotton are either procured locally or brought from 
the neighbouring state of West Bengal. 

The development of arts and crafts in Sikkim shows a close link with the 
development of the general economy of the region. Though the history of 
arts and crafts of Sikkim is as old as the history of Sikkim itself. It did not 
receive much attention of the outsiders, such as the British initially. 
Previously land was plenty and the population was very low. Agriculture was 
the mainstay of a majority of the people . The crafts as a part of 
occupation was , however, followed in the north district where, due to climatic 
factors , agriculture did not hold much importance. But with the gradual 
increase in the population due to immigration as well as natural population 
growth it became impossible for agriculture to accommodate all the people. 

Indeed, the terms 'art' and 'crafts' do not differ much in meaning. Aesthetics 
is the soul of the both, but still there has been a subtle difference. An art 
is purely a creation and expression of beauty. A· handicraft is also largely 
so but it has an additional connotation - occupation (Subba , 1983) . But both 
'art' and 'craft' in this study are used in this study essentially as a 
handicraft which in other way may be treated as a 'occupation' or 
.'profession' which has already become one of the sector of 'gainful' 

, -employment of Sikkim. 

Taking the origin of development of arts and crafts in Sikkim , the. early 
forms of the Sikkimese art as cited by Singh (1968) that " the earliest 
known art forms in Sikkim do not go back before the 15ih_16th century A.D. 
These are rather crude carvings in relief placed upon chhortens ( receptables 
of worship) . The first chhortens were built after Tibetan models and other 
shapes were fixed by definite measurements and design. The earliest stone 
reliefs used for outer decoration of chhortens go back to a period before 
Phuntsog Namgyal (born 1604 A.D., who was the first ruler of Sikkim)". 

Taking the statement of Singh (1968) , Subba (1983 ) indicated that "there 
existed some arts and crafts in Sikkim even before the Tibetan jmmigration 
to this place. The local knowledgeable also recall that the Lepch~ who 
were one of the oldest inhabitants of Sikkim and were animists, made idols 
and images of different gods and goddesses and worshipped them . It ~ 
only after they had been converted to Buddhism religion that thi$ practice 
was supposed to have been given up ; at least officially" . 
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Undoubtedly there has been change in the local arts and crafts of Sikkim 
in terms of modernity and tradition. In other way it may be envisaged that 
there has been a smooth blend of tradition and modernity in the arts and 
crafts of Sikkim (Subba: 1983 ) . 

Taking the continuity of tradition in arts and crafts, people do not use all 
colours while adhere to prescribed one as per tradition. Because, each of 
the colours used has some religious significance. Similarly, the most 
common pictures/designs carved, or woven also have some religious 
significance, such as dhug or parasol , pema or lotus , pet-behu or eternal 
knot, ser-nya or golden fishes , gyaltsen or victory banner, tar-chen-bhum-pa 
or vase, dhum-kar-ye/-kel or conch shell, khor-lo or sacred wheel, dragons, 
elephants , etc. Besides, other pictures/pictures of god/goddesses carved on 
wood or woven on carpets have some religious significance. 

l 

The earlier carvings on wood were, e.g. much deeper and subtler than the 
carvings seen today in the market. The carpets ~ere also of much superior 
quality , both in designs and in the materials used. It has been perhaps due 
partly to the availability of better materials then from Tibet. The colours used 
earlier for paintings were made out of tree barks or plants, but today they 
use modern chemical paints produced in the factories. Moreover, there was 
no time limit for the preparation of a particular article, but today the articles 
are produced after a fair calculation of the cost benefit ratio and more 
number of products for selling and commercial gains. 

Human resource is by and large managed by GICI , cooperatives, private 
entrepreneurs who also employ workers. Besides, number of women also 
are self employed in terms of doing handicrafts production on wage basis 
while materials supplied by the customers . Raw materials like wool are 
usually brought from Ludhiana, while wood and cotton are either procured 
locally or brought from the neighbouring state of West Bengal. The supply of 
finished products is also done through the Sikkim State Trading Corporation. 

4.3 Role of Government Institute of Cottage Industry 

Taking into consideration the important and effective role played by 
Government lnsitute of Cottage Industry (GICI) in creating the viable 
situation of popularity and spreading of Sikkimese handicrafts apart from· 
imparting training to the Sikkimese , it may be much relevant to have a 
look into the background of GICI in Sikkim , which has been presented in 
the preceding discussion. 
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Government lnsitute of Cottage Industry at zero point in Gangtok under 
Directorate of Handicrafts and Handloom, Government of Sikkim (previously 

known as Palsuing Tendung Institute) was established in the year 1957 with 
the objective of imparting job oriented training to the boys and girls in 
traditional arts and crafts like Carpet weaving, Thara weaving, Thangka 
paintings and other Multi-crafts had has been running with production and 
marketing wings. This institution 
provides necessary help and 
assistance to its ex-trainees to 
market their products besides selling 
its own products. It provides marketing 
facilities for handicrafts made by local 
craftsmen/women (ex-trainees of GICI) 
had has been proving very beneficial to 
these artisans. During Chogyals' (Kings) 
reign only the lamas were entitled to go 
through various handicrafts training . 
Indeed the establishment of GICI in 
Gangtok in 1957 and the starting of 
technical training in the institutes 
premises was a landmark in the 
industry history of Sikkim. Later on 

Researcher in front of GICI, Gangtok , East Sikkim 

day by day the establishment of technical training centers has been 
established in different areas in all the districts. 

This institute has at present 20 training centers (including the main training 
center at Gangtok) located in north (6 centers), south (4 centers), west (6 
centers) and east (4 centers) districts of Sikkim. All over Sikkim, wood 
carving training is given in 15 centers, carpet weaving training in 18 centers, 
Hand loom in 10 centers, Blanket in 4 centers, Multi-crafts in 2 centers etc. 
In case of Tangka paintings, Wooden Mask, Cane and Bamboo etc. training 
are given only in Headquarter i.e. Government Institute of Cottage Industry 
in Gangtok, apart from Wood carving, Carpet, Multi-crafts, and Handmade 
paper making. The details of number of trainees according to type of 
crafts since 1997 to 2002 (till June) as per availability (both men and 
women) is shown in able 63 and Table 64. 
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Table 63 Number of trainees by gender and type of handicrafts, 1997-2002 
( As on 15/06/2002) 

M Total 
Type of training F 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 

No. % T 
Wood carving M 20 30 25 39 56 32 202 80.2 

F - - - - - - - -
T 20 30 25 39 56 32 202 13.4 

Carpet M - - - - - - - -
F 126 102 215 179 113 129 864 68.7 
T 126 102 215 179 113 129 864 57.3 

Hand loom M - - - - - - - -
F 32 49 50 34 32 32 229 18.2 
T 32 49 50 34 32 32 229 15.2 

Multi-crafts M - - - - - - - -
F 21 7 15 18 7 8 76 6.1 
T 21 7 15 18 7 8 76 5.0 

Mask M - 1 3 - - 2 6 2.4 
F - - - - - - - -
T - 1 3 - - 2 6 0.4 

Thankka M 3 5 8 4 1 3 24 9.5 
paintings F - - - - - - - -

T 3 5 8 4 1 3 24 1.6 
Cane and M 2 2 - 1 - - 5 2.0 
Bamboo F - - - - - - - -

T 2 2 - 1 - - 5 0.3 

Blanket M - - - - - - - -
F 15 13 23 23 14 15 103 8.2 
T 15 13 23 23 14 15 103 6.8 

Total M 40 38 36 44 57 37 252 100.0 
F 179 171 303 254 167 184 1257 100.0 
T 219 209 339 298 224 221 1509 100.0 

Source : Government Institute of Cottage Industry, Drrectorate of Handtcrafts and Handloom, 
Gangtok, EaSt Sikkim . 

Note : M denotes male , F denotes female and T denotes total . 

Craft-wise, majority of women trainees (68.7%) were in Carpet production, 
followed by Handloom (18.2%). As a whole, majority of the total trainees since 
1997 to 2002 had been women (83.3%) while men 16.7% (Table 63 ). 

Table : 64 Number of Handicraft Trainees in different districts , 1997 - 2002 
( As on 15/06/2002) 

District 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 Total 

East Sikkim 79 57 78 74 57 60 405 
West Sikkim 44 56 74 74 67 56 371 
North Sikkim 65 54 121 99 69 60 468 
South Sikkim 31 42 66 51 30 45 265 

Total 219 209 339 298 223 221 1509 .. 
Source: Government Institute of Cottage Industry, Drrectorate of Handtcrafts and Handloom , Gangtok, East Sikktm . 
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Since 1997 to 2002 (June) , a total number of 1509 men and women had 
been trained in the aforesaid crafts in different Government Training Centers 
all over Sikkim. Of which 405 are trained in East Sikkim, 468 in North 
Sikkim, 371 in West Sikkim, and 265 in South Sikkim (Table 64 ) . 

As per available data collected from GICI in Gangtok, there are only 
women trainees (both first and second year) in three sections, namely Carpet 
(49 trainees), Multi-craft ( 21 trainees) and Handloom (16 trainees) sections 
belonging to Lepcha, Bhutia and Nepali communities, during the period of 
2001-2002. Even the instructors of these three craft sections also are 
women. In case of Carpet section, there are 3 Bhutia and 1 Lepcha women 
; in Multi-crafts section, 2 Bhutia and 2 Nepali women ; in Handloom section 
2 Nepali women . 

In the first year the student used to get Rs. 300/- stipend each month , and 
in 2nd year Rs. 350/- each month . In case of Art and Thangka Paintings the 
training course is for 5 years, and the trainees used to get Rs. 300/- per 
month in the 1st year and Rs.350/- per month for the rest 4 years. There 
are two girls' hostels for the women trainees who are coming from far-off 
places, one in Gangtok of east Sikkim and another in Mangan of north 
Sikkim. After completion of training, the student may get employment as paid 
worker of the Institute and later on as instructor as per the availability and 
desire. Each training center is having cane and bamboo section, art and 
thangka painting section, mask section, handloom section, multi-craft section, 
hand-paper making section, carpet section etc. Besides, each training 
institute is having marketing section with emporium for selling directly to the 
customers. 

The details as regard to the type of 
training, number of students etc. in the 
two Branch Centers of GICI has been 
cited in the preceding discussion in view 
to visualize the situation of various 
Branch Centers of GICI in terms of its 
functioning. GICI Kewzing Branch at 
Kewzing situated on the way towards 
Geyzing of West Sikkim. This branch 
center is under the Directorate of 
Handicrafts and Handloom , Government 

Researcher along with one woman FLO worker in 
front of GICI Branch at Kewzing, South Sikkim 

of Sikkim at Kewzing , South Sikkim. In this center, there are now 32 
trainees ( 19 female and 13 male) altogether in carpet, handloom and wood 
carving sections. Indeed, of the total 19 trainees , 6 of them are in carpet 
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section and 13 of them in handloom section. Male trainees are only in 
wood-carving section . In this branch center one Field Level Organization 
(FLO) separately for both carpet and handloom weaving - are there. In FLO, 
those who after completion of the training can work on wage basis. The 
materials in such case are supplied by the branch center. In carpet weaving 
FLO section, there are 5 female FLO weavers, and in handloom weaving 
FLO section there are also 5 female weavers . 

All the trainees and workers in FLO section belong to Bhutia, Lepcha and 
Nepalese communities . There are 3 instructors (2 female and 1 male) for 
imparting training to these trainees in this center . Training period at present 
for carpet and also handloom weaving courses are for 2 years, and wood 
carving 3 years. The stipend of the trainees at present enhanced to Rs. 
500/- per month for the 1st year, and for the 2nd and 3rd years the stipend 
is Rs. 600/- per month (as reported during field survey in April , 2004) . 
Earlier it was Rs. 300/- and Rs. 350/- respectively. Number of trainees of 
this center since 1997 to 2002 is given in Table 65. 

Table: 65 Number of trainees in Kewzing Branch Center, since 1997 

Year Carpet Section Handloom Section Wood Carving Section 
1997 12 - 3 
1998 8 9 6 
1999 6 9 3 
2000 6 4 3 
2001 6 1 4 
2002 4 4 1 
Total 42 27 20 

Source : Government Institute of Cottage Industry, Kewzmg Branch Center, Kewzmg , South S1kk:Im . 

In Kabi Village Branch Center for 
handicraft training under Directorate of 
Handicrafts and Handloom located 
about 22 kms. Away from Gangtok 
town under Mangan sub-Division of 
North Sikkim, there has now been 40 
(20 female and 20 male) trainees . In 
Kabi village , it was observed that the 
role of women there have been 
equally important with men 
particularly in case of agriculture 
(except plough) , collection of broom 
grass and making broom for house 
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cleaning , taking care of livestock, collection of firewood etc. apart from other 
household work and child care. 

In Chungthang (North Sikkim) GICI Branch Center under Directorate of 
Handicrafts and Handloom, Government of Sikkim , students usually come 
from various villages/areas viz. Mangan, Singhik, Lachen, Pakseck, Pegong, 
Kamom, Thenga Naga , and from surround ing areas of Chungthang. 

In fact, total number of 
students in this Branch 
Center for the year 2003 
has been 23 . Of which, 7 
students in 1st year ( 4 
students in Handloom 
section and 3 students in 
Carpet section), and 16 
students in 2nd year ( 8 
students in Handloom and 
8 students in Carpet 

Researcher in front of GICI Branch at Chungthang , North Sikkim 

sections ). Community-wise, all 4 students in 1 st year Handloom section 
belong to Lepcha community. While, in 1 st year Carpet section, 2 students 
belong to Lepcha and 1 from Bhutia communities. In case of 2 nd year 
Handloom section all of the 8 students belong to Lepcha community. 
Whereas, out of other 8 students in 2 nd year Carpet section, 5 of them are 
Nepalese, 2 Bhutia and 1 Lepcha. All of the students in both the year are 
women . Besides, number of total instructors/teachers is 4 and all of them 
are women . Though there was Blanket section . But the same was closed 
down since few years back mainly due to no admission taken/lack of 
interested students to learn Blanket 
weaving in the area. This Branch 
Center is having hostel facility and 
those students who are coming from 
long distance usually stay in this 
hostel. 

In Pelling (West Sikkim) GICI Branch 
Center under Directorate of Handicrafts 
and Handloom, Government of Sikkim 
, students usually come from various 
villages/areas viz. Gyalshing, Darap , 
Pemyangtse etc. and from 
surrounding areas of Pelling. 
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4.4 Economic ·Aspects of the Sikkim Handicrafts - Role of Worrien 

. . . 

In fact , handicrafts sector enjoys. a special significance in the country's 
economy in terms of employment generation as well as earning of foreign 
exchange through carpets. Estimates based on the population census, 
survey (NSSO}, NCAER Survey and other studies arid information available 
for unorganized cottage industry sector reveal that the annual growth rate of 
employment (both direct and indirect) in the handicrafts sector could be 
around 2.5%. Based on this, it is presumed that during the 91

h Five Year· 
Plan, employment in the handicrafts sector increased from 52.92 lakh in the .· 
year 1997-98 to 56.99 lakh in 2000-2001 and is estimated to reach 58.41 
lakh by the end of 91

h Plan i.e. 2001-2002 . 

Table 66 Exports of Handicrafts from 1997-98 to 2002-2003 
(Rs. In Crore) 

-Item 1997- 1998- 1999- 2000- 2001- 2002-
1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 

Carpet and other floor covering 
Woolen "1495.35 1783.32 1888.45 2045.96 2152.69 1649.48 
Silk 109.62. 136.46 153.93 167.03 198.27 115.25 . 
Synthetic 56.64 94.16 93.65 102.16 85.17 32.85 
Total 1661.58 2013.94 2136.03 2315.15 2436.13 1797.58 

Other handicrafts 
Art metal ware 1291.88 1329.16 1497.18 1778.10 1758:90 1622.47 
Wool ware 279.35 .286.04 394.95 434.44 431.88 257.23 . 
M.P.Textiles · 489.82 1033.98 1158.05 1276.75 ·1221.59 .1093.52 
Embroidered-and crochet goods 1307.15 1209.42 1584.36 1964.78 1931.97 1714.23 
Shawls and art wares 20.10 . 48.48 21.50 27.20 27.01 23.18 
Zari and zari goods 71.88 74.95 83.52 142.32 134.04 101.46 
Imitation jewellery 68.12 104.10 113.64 121.68 117.53 83.10 
Miscellaneous handicrafts 646.09 1057.57 . 1116.40 1210.08 1146.58 818.65 
Total 4174.39 5143.70 5969.60 6955.35 6769.50 . 5713.84 

Grand total 5835.0 7157.64 8105.63 9270.50 9205.63 7511.42 . . . . 
Source : Annual Report- 2002-2003 , Mimstry of Textiles , Government of India , New Delhi . 

Exports of handicrafts including hand knotted · carpets · were recorded at 
Rs.9205.63 crore during 2001-2001 showing a slight decrease of 0.8% in· 
export compared to the ·corresponding period of 2000-2001 . The export of 
handicrafts in the financial year till December 2002 (as per availability) has 
been Rs. 7511.42 crore. Item-wise exports of handicrafts since 1997-98 is 
given in Table 66 . 

As the handicrafts being a state subject, its development and promotion is 
the primary responsibility of the state government , it is also imperative to 
delineate the situation i.e. economy of handicrafts in Sikkim. Indeed, the . 
development of arts and crafts in Sikkim no doubt shows a close link with- . 
the development of the gen~ral economy of the region. Though the history . 
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of arts and crafts of Sikkim is as old as the history of Sikkim itself. It did 
not receive much attention of the outsiders, such as the British initially i.e. 
during British rule . Previously land was plenty and the population was very 
low. Agriculture was the mainstay of a majority of the peoples. The crafts 
as a part of . occupation was , however, followed in the north district where, 
due to climatic factors , agriculture did not hold much importance. But with 
the gradual increase in the population due to immigration as well as natural· 
population growth it became impossible for agriculture to accommodate all 
the people. 

Moreover, the traditional handicrafts of Sikkim received a serious setback 
following the Sino-Indian rivalry of 1962 . These crafts were virtually 
abandoned as the import of raw materials like wood and silk were stopped 
from Tibet. Therefore, State patronage became very much imperative in 
order to sustain and develop arts and crafts of Sikkim. In this context, the 
establishment of GICI at Gangtok in 1957 and . the starting of technical 
training in the Institute's premises was a landmark in the industry history of 
Sikkim . But despite such patronage the arts and crafts did not develop 
much until1977-78 . But then in 1975 Sikkim had joined the Indian Union 
which flooded this new . state with so much capital that an inflationary trend 
was clearly visible . This inflow of money indirectly contributed to the 
development of the arts and crafts of Sikkim. In the process of rapid 
development of Sikkim with the capital and technical guidance from the 
Indian experts, many people from outside got employment. Hardly any 
Sikkimese who had studied up to class VIJI had to remain unemployed. This 
has increased the purchasing power of the people of Gangtok which was 
the center of development. This also resulted in a rapid development of 
the arts and crafts of Sikkim. There has been on the one hand the arts 
and crafts have a traditional and religious values, and on the other ·the 
techniques in the same have been secularized considerably. On the whole 
this has taken a market or commercial orientation at present. 

IIA~ 
In the past , the traditional ACrafts of Bhutias and Lepchas were mainly 
didactic and for religious purpose and not commercialized. But now 
craftsmanship is being more and more commer~~ed among both men and 
women, and so is the .craft. When the earlier ~crafts had only cultural and 
religious significance, the present day handicrafts are also .often taken for 
decorative purposes too. For commercialization of the craft the Government 
Institute of Cottage Industry at zero point of Gangtok and its different 
Training Centers have been contributing significantly in commercialization of 
handicraft products in Sikkim (apart from its training to students along with 
other different cooperatives and business enterprises). 
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Besides, at present the people also have the opportunity to get them 
employed in the training institutes under Directorate of Handicrafts and 
Handloom as well as can do business independently in this regard, or can 
work in different Cooperative Societies related to handicrafts. Indeed, there 
has been number of cooperatives who deals with the making of handicrafts 
as well as selling of the produced crafts in Sikkim. 

Interestingly, there are number of Women Cooperatives Societies which are 
run exclusively by women located in different parts of the state. For 
instances- Tribal Women s) Weaver and Handicraft Cooperative Society Ltd. 
at Nambu of West Sikkim ; Denzong Women Handloom Cooperative Society 
Ltd., at Nam Nam of Gangtok, East Sikkim ; Women Cutting and Tailoring 
Cooperative Society Ltd. at Namchi of South Sikkim ; Nayuma Women 's 
Cooperative Society Ltd. at Tadong, Gangtok of East Sikkim ; Mahila Broom 
Marketing Cooperative Society Ltd. at Namthang of South Sikkim ; Denzong 
Women Handloom Cooperative Society Ltd. at Gangtok of East Sikkim ; 
Carpet (Den) Weaving Training Centre under Swarna Jayanti Saharey Rozgar 
Yojana at Ranipool of East Sikkim ; Srishti Samity at Sarmasa-Jalipool under 
Ranipool of East Sikkim Educated Unemployed_Womens> Welfare 
Cooperatives Society Limited at Nap Gao under Pakyoung of East Sikkim ; 
etc. Besides, there are number of Cooperative Societies which are involved 
in carpet weaving. Apart from these, there are number of private business 
enterprises dealing exclusively with carpet, woolen and other handicraft 
items etc. where women have tne opportunity to work there. All these have 
access to exhibitions, retail outlets as sells emporium/center , trade fairs , 
tourism and other fairs , thorough which the handicraft items are sold. 
Besides , the handicraft product items are also sold/marketed directly to its 
customer in urban and rural areas by private entrepreneurs themselves 
involved in handicraft production . 

In fact, wotnen play important tof1tributing rol~ in the econotny of the Sikkim 
handicraft. The key aspect in thi~ regard th~t the women are · the ~toducers 
of various handicrc:Ht iteths cirlCJ at th~ same time they are also tl'le sellers 
as well as tnarketihg too . Tl'ley are also playing the cdntribllting role in 
populc:lriiint;J the vatious hatldlth:ift itet'tls in tt'l~ market . The hshdich:ift items 
are sdlt:1 by women tlirbu~H exhibitl~hs , retail outlets cis sells 
empbtrutWcenter , trade fairs , tourism and other fairs , · Besides , the 
handicraft product items are also sold/marketed directly to its customer in 
urban and rural areas by women private entrepreneurs themselves involved in 
handicraft production . Therefore, the women in Sikkim no doubt have been 
playing important role in commercializing the various handicrafts in the 
society and thus contribute towards the development of handicraft economy 
vis-a-vis general economy of Sikkim. 
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Findings 

Traditionally Woodcarving is one of the most important crafts of Sikkim, only the 
men Buddhists (Bhutias and Lepchas) practise wood -carving. While, women do 
not perform wood carvings. Wooden mask is of various types and having 
special socio-religious significance being used during their religious dances by 
the Lamas and men only. 

Important Thangka Painting is a paintings of divinities/group of divinities on silk 
clothes which depicts different incarnations and - life of Lord Buddha, 
God/Goddess, religious Guru, Tibetan saints, wheel of life, other deity, etc. are 
very auspicious and excellent tradition in Sikkim . Traditionally only the men 
Bhutias~- and Lepchas were allowed to make 'Thangka' paintings. Men 
mainly · make_ 'ThaRgka' paintings, and wom~n generally do not do such -
paintings. At pr~sent wbmen do 'Thangka' mounting and framing on brocade. 

Cane and Bamboo-craft . like, fruit baskets, flower sticks, bear mugs, hair 
clips, tea-trays, tea strainers, spoons, flower vases, piras, mats, hats and tumblers 
are also the traditional art of Bhutias, Lepchas and Nepalese of Sikkim and 
done mainly by men . 

Lucky signs ('symbol of peace) are various types and presented either in the _ 
form of words in Bhutia/Tibetan language or symbol of Buddhists tradition, mostly 
made by women in Sikkim either as embroidery or paint(fabric) work. 

Handmade-paper is another important handicraft item. There are three types of 
handmade paper, namely , i) Rayon paper (used for rapping); ii) Rags paper 
(used for making files); and iii) Card sheet ( used for making greeting cards and 
paper bag). Women are mostly involved in producing hand-made paper . 

Traditionally, Carpet weaving is a symbol of cultural expression in the state 
of Sikkim. Besides, Carpet is very important export oriented handicraft industry 
in Sikkim. _ The carpets are of with various exquisite and intricate designs, 
motifs and colours which are typical of Sikkimese type and made of various 
size. Women are dominant in carpet making. 

Blanket weaving is also traditional handicrafts of Sikkim and normally done by _ 
women. The blankets are woven on loom, and the raw materials are available in 
local market. Women In Sikkim play a predominant role in Handloom weaving . 

It may also be relevant to point out that Government Institute of Cottage _ 
lndf.!stry (GICI) being established in 1957 with objective to impart job oriented 
training to the boys and girls in traditional arts and crafts like Carpet weaving, 
Thara weaving, Thangka paintings and other Multi-crafts had has been running 
with prr;>duction and marketing wings have played the important and effective role 
in creating the viable situation of popularity and spreading of Sikkimese 
handicrafts . 
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This institute has at present 20 training centers including the main training 
center at Gangtok . Since 1997 to 2002 (June), a total number of 1509 men 
and women had been trained in the aforesaid crafts in different Government 
Training Centers all over Sikkim. 

Taking the economy of the handicrafts, the traditional crafts in Sikkim in the 
past were mainly didactic and not commercialized. While at present craftsmanship 
is being more and more commercialized among both men and women, and so 
is the craft. 

Besides, at present the people also have the opportunity to get them employed 
in the training institutes under Directorate of Handicrafts and Handloom as 
well as can do business independently in this regard, or can work in different 
Cooperative Societies related to handicrafts. 

~ 
For commercialization of the 11craft the State Institute of Cottage Industry at 
zero point of Gangtok under Directorate of Handicrafts and Handloom and its 
different Training Centers tiave been contributing significantly in commercialization 
of produced handicrafts in Sikkim apart from different cooperatives and 
business enterprises. Indeed , there has been number of cooperatives who deals 
with the making of handicrafts as well as selling of the produced crafts in 
Sikkim. 

Undoubtedly there has been change in the local arts and crafts of Sikkim in 
terms of modernity ·and tradition. There was no time limit for the preparation of 
a particular article in the p~st, but today the articles are produced after a fair 
calculation of the cost benefit ratio and more number of products for selling 
and commercial gains. On the whole this has taken a market or commercial 
orientation. 

In fact, though the arts and crafts no doubt have a traditional and religious 
values, at the same time now the techniques in the same have been 
secularized considerably. Human resource is by and large managed by GICI , 
cooperatives, private entrepreneurs and employ workers. Besides, number of 
women also are self employed in terms of doing handicrafts production on 
wage basis . Raw materials like wool are usually brought from Ludhiana, while 
wood and cotton are either procured locally or brought from the neighbouring 
State of West Bengal. 

Indeed, the Sikkimese women .:on the whole are predominantly involved in lucky 
signs paintings, carpet weaving, blanket weaving, handloom weaving, knitting of 
various woolen items , tailoring of dress materials , stitching of clothes for pillow 
cover, cushion · cover, Lepcha bag items, traditional dress items for Bhutias 
and Lepchas , embroidery .work, making of different kind of toys, traditional 
'Jha/or' etc. Multicrafts like doll making , hand bags , · toyships and toy 
aeroplanes , etc. 


