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turban
If there is one aspect about a traditional 
Marwari attire that arrests immediate 
attention, it is the turban. Vibrant, colourful 
and structured, they come in as many styles 
and types as one can perhaps imagine, 
variously symbolising a man’s honour and 
dignity, heralding his identity, status and 
roots, or even marking a season or occasion. 
Marwar unravels the many shades and 
hues of the timeless pagri. 

the 

urbans, POPULARLY KNOWN AS 
pagris, are an essential feature of traditional 
Indian attires. They cut across geographic, social, 
ethnic and religious barriers, and have been an 
indispensable part of Indian tradition since time 
immemorial. There is more to turbans than 
meets the eye, especially in Marwar, or for that 
matter, Rajasthan at large, where they weave a 
multi-hued saga of honour, prestige, tradition, 
ethnicity and festivity.  

timeless

Text ✲ JOSEPH ROZARIO 

Facing page: Painting 
showing olden-style shop 
and pagri-clad shopkeeper 
with prospective customers f
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The colour, design and style of the 
turban says much about the wearer’s 
identity and background as regards his 
occupation, community, social status 
and land of origin ...

Mark of dignity 
Apart from offering shelter from the 
elements—especially in the Thar where the 
blazing sun and biting cold nights merit 
wearing protective headgear—the pagri 
transcends its protective role. The colour, 
design and style of the turban says much 
about the wearer’s identity and background 
as regards his occupation, community, social 
status and land of origin—sometimes even 
making a verbal introduction unnecessary. 
Iconic agriculturist and agronomist, 
Bhavarlal Jain of Jain Irigation, whose 
penchant for wearing a pagri is well-known, 
offered us a glimpse of Marwaris’ fascination 
for the pagri during a recent interaction: 
“The fact that Marwaris have had a great 
fascination for wearing pagris or petas is 
well-known. Petas in those days were taken 
to be a symbol of prestige, power and 
position. They also offered a manly look to 
the person wearing it, and we continue to 
wear them even today on special occasions 
and ceremonies.” 

But most importantly, as with so many 
other Indian ethnicities, a Marwari’s pagri 
or peta symbolises his honour and dignity 
which explains the royal patronage they 
have received down the ages. Rajasthani 
folklore is rife with instances where a 
vanquished prince or chieftain had placed 
his pagri at the feet of the victor. Laying 
one’s pagri at someone’s feet would then 
seem as the ultimate sign of submission. It 
actually is. But what once used to be a mark 
of royalty has percolated down to wider 
sections of society over time and today they 
are worn by all and sundry. A corroboration 
of this can be found in the rest of Rajasthan 
too, where they find universal appeal today, 
adorning the heads of both monarchs as well 
as the least of their subjects. Voluminous, 
colourful and imposing, pagris are worn 
with the same fervour even today by those 
in the rural regions. And, of course, we have 
the Sikhs, for whom wearing a turban is de 
rigueur.

An ancient tradition
Turbans in India actually date back to the 
Vedas where references of men wearing head 
wraps are not uncommon. The headgear 
worn during those ancient times constituted 
cloth worn around the head by the upper 
strata of society, especially the royalty, and 
during religious ceremonies. Later known 
as the usnisa, one such headgear can be seen 
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adorning Gautama Buddha’s head. 
Millenia later, turbans have neither lost 

their significance nor charm. Marwaris’ 
love for the turban in fact is so intense that 
wherever their ancestors went in their quest 
for a better life, this was the one thing that 
they never left behind. 

From the pages of history 
Calcutta (now Kolkata) was among the 
very first places that saw an influx of 
peregrinating Marwaris. As emigrant 
tradesmen, mostly from the Shekhawati 
region—who according to native Bengalis 
were from “Maru Desh”(land of the 
desert)—they stood out so prominently 
from the rest of the populace with their 
outlandish attires that they came to 
be referred to as pugridhari Marwaris 

(Top) Bhavarlal 
Jain wearing a 
chunri pagri; 
(below) a man 
tying a pagri 
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(Marwaris who wore turbans). With time, 
they amassed wealth and prospered and 
their traditional attires changed, but the 
pagri continued to find favour as a much-
cherished remnant of their proud heritage. 
One of the most enduring symbols of this 
new breed of prosperous Marwaris and 
their quintessential pagris is perhaps Rai 
Bahadur Multani Mal Modi (1875–1957), 
the patriarch of the Modi business empire. 
There are others too, of course. Going 
back to the nineteenth century, we find a 
more modest version adorning the great 
Ghanshyamdas of the legendary firm 
Tarachand Ghanshyamdas, which is said 
to have contributed enormously to laying 
the foundations of Marwari enterprise in 
Kolkata. In sharp contrast, ex-mayor of 
Kolkata, Anandilal Poddar’s (1914–1961) 
pagri, we find, lacks the usual fanfare of the 
majority of Marwari turbans. 

Varied and multi-hued  
While the ubiquitous pagri no doubt 
formed a crucial part of the ensembles of all 
ethnic denominations once upon a time, 
very few have evolved as much as those 
worn by Marwaris (especially safas which 
are shorter than pagris). Given that the arid, 
barren regions of Rajasthan hardly lent any 
colour to the landscape, Marwaris’ affinity 
for vibrant colours is understandable. Their 
thirst for colours manifests in the myriad 

L-R: Rai Bahadur Multani 
Mal Modi; Ghanshyamdas of 

Tarachand Ghanshyamdas
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Marwaris’ love for the 
turban in fact is so intense 
that wherever their 
ancestors went in their 
quest for a better life, this 
was the one thing that 
they never left behind.  
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Man sporting a red pagri, usually worn 
during special occasions

A young boy 
proudly shows off 
his new yellow 
kurta and 
multicoloured 
turban
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Man sporting a red pagri, usually worn 
during special occasions

A young boy 
proudly shows off 
his new yellow 
kurta and 
multicoloured 
turban



shades, designs and sizes of their pagris 
and safas that range from large elaborate 
flamboyant reds and magentas to saffrons, 
greens, blues and yellows to modestly sized 
ochres. Then there are chunri safas and 
those produced by the tie-dye method of 
printing such as the striped multicoloured 
ones called leheriyas. There are in fact 
hundreds of types of pagris and safas and 
almost as many styles of wearing them! 
Indicative of the wearer’s status, they also 
vary according to the season and occasion 
and go by regional names such as potia, peta 
or pag. Essentially a long piece of unstitched 
cloth that varies from rich brocaded varieties 
intended for more affluent wearers to more 
mundane ones worn by farmers, tying the 
pagri requires remarkable dexterity to ensure 
that the pleats, the tail or poonch and the 
characteristic tilt are all intact. 

While the ubiquitous pagri no doubt formed a crucial 
part of the ensembles of all ethnic denominations 
once upon a time, very few have evolved as much as 
those worn by Marwaris ...

Undying appeal
However, tying pagris seem to be a dying 
art, as becomes evident from the plethora 
of ready-made ones that are available in 
the market today. Visually grand though 
they may be, claiming a fair share of today’s 
wedding turban market, they lack the appeal 
of the original, hand-tied variety. It’s not 
unusual either to see top notch, safari-clad 
Marwaris sporting spectacular safas even 
today at important occasions. They may 
have come a long way from their desert 
mode of life, conquering almost every peak 
of India’s corporate space and adopting 
dramatically changed lifestyles, but many 
treasured remnants of their past remain, and 
the pagri is one of them. ✲

L-R: Anandilal Poddar; 
Rama Krishna Dalmia
Below: Seth Govindramji 
Seksaria; G D Birla

Ram Coowarji Bangur
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