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shared aesthetic gives rise to a wealth of ingenious embellishments 
as the shape and the form of letters prove to offer an almost limitless 
palette. These three-dimensional letters represent sophisticated 
thinking on the part of the sign makers about the rendering of three-
dimensional space in two dimensions. Almost all letters get some 
sort of dimensional treatment, usually in the form of outlining or 
a drop-shadow; this sign in Telugu, from the town of Parvathagiri 
in Andhra Pradesh, is a brilliant example of dimensional painting 
(Figure 13). The blocky shape of the letters immediately implies a 
solidity, underscored by the shading at the top and left side of the 
letters. For good measure, the painter has included a black shadow 
at the bottom, to establish the figure-ground relationship and further 
enhance the sensation of dimensionality. Placing the word diagonally, 
and subtly shading it from dark to light, also implies depth within 
the frame of the sign itself. The word image emerges from dark 
to light, moving toward us in space. The word at the bottom 
with light colored outline shows a typical technique for implying 
dimensionality, and the letters look flat compared to the dimensional 
ones above, thereby enhancing the dimensionality of the words at the 
top. Another sign seen in Parvathagiri—a seeming hotbed of three-
dimensionality in visual expression—shows a unique, single-point 
perspective to its composition (Figure 14). 

While the Telugu sign shows a conscious, innovative use 
of geometrical space to convey movement and facilitate dynamic 
interaction with viewers, other signs show an equally impressive, 
or perhaps even greater, understanding of space and dimensionality. 
Painted signs on walls present a unique challenge. How does the 
painter deal with the continually changing topography and surface 
texture of the wall on which he paints? Sometimes this interaction 
results in surprising, even ingenious alterations of the message, as 
in this image from a wall in Ahmedabad (Figure 15). Faced with 
painting the same advertisement repeatedly along a foundation wall 
of a bridge over the Sabarmati River, the painter seizes the chance to 

Figure 13 (above left)
Parvathagiri sign, painted with skilled three-
dimensional rendering. 

Figure 14 (above right)
A painted signboard in Warrangal employs a 
heightened three dimensional effect oriented 
toward the passersby on the street.
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add dimension, humor, and delight by incorporating a drain opening 
in the wall as the navel of the torso. Rather than being flummoxed 
by such an inconvenience, this painter exerted his agency, shifted 
the relationship of the torso to the holes in the wall, and created 
something unexpected that makes the torso come alive. And the 
mynah bird enjoys its home all the same. 

Modularity 
Modularity, as a characteristic of design thinking, has efficiency as its 
guiding principle. Born of the competition for space and resources, 
the modular impulse in design seeks simple solutions to problems, 
which can be seen in the graduated sizes for water pots, and in the 
cultural icon of India, the tiffin. Modularity not only allows for 
space-saving efficiencies; it also allows one unit of the module to 
perform dual functions: at one moment it is container, at another it is 
lid. In the case of the tiffin-carrier, an incredible range of efficiencies 
are achieved in a compact construction: It is space-saving, easily 
transportable, easily cleaned, and designed to retain maximum heat 
until the food is eaten (Figure 16).

The water-carrier is an ancient image in Indian art, and one of 
the arresting images still seen in many parts of the country. Women 
collect water from a distant source, carrying it on their heads back 
to their homes, just as women have done for perhaps thousands 
of years (Figure 17 ). Contemporary design of these vessels, called 
the “matka” in Hindi, is testimony to the power and constancy of 
shape as a driver of Indian design thinking. The original water vessel 

Figure 15 (above left) 
Underwear sign in Ahmedabad. 

Figure 16 (lower left) 
The classic Indian tiffin.

Figure 17 (right) 
A watertap near Kalleda, Andhra Pradesh.
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was most likely the calabash, a hollowed gourd with hardened shell, 
perfect for holding water. Because the gourds had round bottoms, a 
system was required to hold the one rounded surface, the calabash 
bottom, comfortably on another, the head. Thus was created the 
“eendi”—a doughnut-shaped headpiece designed to hold the pot 
securely while the women walked. We see this same system today 
especially in North India, and whether the matka is made of brass, 
terracotta, or plastic, its shape bears direct resemblance to the 
original—rounded bottom and all. This design seems a little counter-
intuitive to westerners, who would imagine the water vessel needs a 
flat bottom to sit perfectly on another surface. But the matka and its 
shape persist. And it is possible to see that the design of the matka  
supports the concept of modularity in design because of how the 
graduated scale of water pots is designed to allow one to fit inside 
the other, forming a lid for the one below (Figure 18). Access to clean 
drinking water will, we hope, one day be a reality across India. 
But development of that system is woefully slow, and so women 
continue to bear the responsibility of supplying their families with 
water, at the cost of tremendous physical effort and time. 

Displays of food, cloth, and tools in shops across India 
are powerful evidence of the importance and persistence of 
Gestalt grouping principles. Retail techniques, such as displaying 
goods in windows and interiors so that consumers can browse 
and window-shop, are conventionally associated with upscale 
department stores—a distinct development of the nineteenth century 
in the west, the analog of industrialization, and the catalyst for 
consumerism. But the marketing of ordinary goods—which often 
are sold on the sidewalk or from a wooden hand-cart, or even on 
a basket carried on the head—also often involve elaborate design, 
display, and sales patter that have remained unexamined. Most 
Indian marketplaces demonstrate the extraordinary care taken to 
display fruits and vegetables in appealing and imaginative ways 
(Figure 19). 

Figure 18 (above left)
Kitchen interior in Warrangal. 

Figure 19 (above right)
Vegetable cart in Punjab. 
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To order and categorize by color, shape, and size, or to create 
a lively pattern with the goods being sold seems to be inherently part 
of the selling process. Consider the image from the Sunday Market 
in Ahmedabad of used tools arranged carefully by size, color, and 
use in a modular construction. Diverse sets of objects can then be 
inserted to create something resembling a typology of tool types 
(Figures 20). Perhaps this came about because the shop owners never 
had very elaborate structures to show their wares. Having only a 
simple cart or stall is an impetus to arrange things stylishly and in 
appealing ways, as if to overcome or de-emphasize the limitations 
of the surroundings. Whatever the reason, it is clear that even shops 
serving the laboring poor invest time and energy in the display of 
goods. 

Conclusion
Since the turn of the twentieth century, design has come to be defined 
as a professional activity decoupled from the manufacturing process. 
This separation has established the design profession in hierar-
chical opposition to craftsmanship. Post-industrial society has even 
expanded the gap between the professional designer, whose practice 
has become increasingly strategic and information-driven, and the 
traditional role of the craftsperson, accustomed to making decisions 
in response to on-the-spot conditions of materials and demand 
for the product. Through this series of examples of hand-crafted 
objects from everyday life in India, we have tried to show that the 
design thinking inherent to the practice of the craftsperson is a 
reflexive and dynamic model—one that is worthy of attention for 
its innovative and individualized solutions. The examples used in 
this article have been chosen to illustrate the role of intimacy—with 
materials, techniques, and even clients—that shapes the work of the 
craftsperson. Design strategies fueled by this intimacy are manifest 
in the modularity, adaptability, and embellishment that shape the 
craftsperson’s thinking and doing.

Figure 20
Used tool display in Ahmedabad at the 
Sunday Market.
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In addition to challenging the hierarchy in professional design 
and craftsmanship, this paper has also sought to challenge a parallel, 
and once again hierarchical, opposition between the privileging of 
individual identity in western cultures and the valorization of a 
supposedly undifferentiated communal identity in more traditional 
societies such as India. The examples cited show how embellishment, 
in the form of colors, symbols, and patterns, allows us to identify a 
generic, functional article as part of a cultural tradition; meanwhile, 
they simultaneously illustrate how embellishment makes the object 
reflective of the maker’s distinct personality. They reveal how Indian 
aesthetics represent both the shared cultural values of beauty and 
function and the individual “signature” of the maker—the mark by 
which craftspeople individuate their work and make it their own. 


