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CASE STUDY 36
Traditional brass and copper craft of utensil making among the Thatheras of Jandiala Guru, Punjab, India
The craft of Thatheras of Jandiala Guru is the traditional manufacturing technique of brass and copper utensils in Punjab. The process begins with procuring cooled cakes of metal which are flattened into thin plates, and are then hammered into curved shapes. The utensils are manually finished by polishing with acid, sand and tamarind juice. Using basic tools that are handmade, the craftspeople create ritualistic and utilitarian vessels for both individual and community use during special events such as for weddings or in temples. The manufacturing process is transmitted orally from father to son.
Metal working is not just a livelihood for Thatheras, but it also defines their family and kinship structure as well as their vocational ethics and their status in the social hierarchy of the town.

The Thatheras of Jandiala Guru are a clearly defined community sharing a common ethnic, historical and geographical identity. They are located in a specific location, the ‘bazar tahterian’ in Gali Kashmirian. They all belong to a single social caste group, namely Khatris, and follow a common hereditary occupation, that of processing metal and crafting utensils using brass, copper and kansa (an unusual alloy of copper, tin and zinc). The metals used are recommended by the ancient Indian school of medicine, Ayurveda. In Ayurvedic texts, copper is regarded as an ideal metal for making cooking utensils and possessing medicinal properties. On the other hand, kansa is the prescribed metal for retaining the nutritive values of food.
Closely linked to the social and cultural identity of their heritage and oral knowledge tradition, the Thatheras transmit their learning by oral means, from father to son, from elder to the young, through an intergenerational transfer over the generations. This mechanism is strengthened by the reality that the social, cultural and economic viability of the household and their identity within the community of the Thatheras depend solely on the successful transmission and learning of this craft. The art, skill, and knowledge, process of crafting, and lifestyle of the Thatheras reflect their social and ethnic identity as an occupational group. In fact, the very name of the community draws its identity from their skill in this craft.
The artefacts created by the Thatheras are closely linked to their social lives and to the culture of the larger ethnic Punjabi community. The quantity of handicrafts produced is limited by the use of local materials, natural products and simple hand tools. Most workshops also include a residential space for family, creating a strong link between home and work. Scrap iron is used as the raw material base. This environmentally friendly method of producing handcrafted metal utensils is economically viable and has enabled the Thatheras community to practice, develop and safeguard traditional knowledge.
The District Industries Centre, Amritsar, Punjab has included Thatheras in the list of crafts requiring safeguarding. The State Government is also considering showcasing the process and technique of the element at various tourism complexes being planned in the region. Active steps are being taken up by the Government for documentation and research of the item with a view to safeguard the element. The government is also co-ordinating efforts to mobilise stakeholder participation to facilitate safeguarding the element. This will help in revitalisation of the craftsmanship of Thatheras to ensure its viability in the future.
The action planned will include bringing together the craftspeople to analyse their requirements for safeguarding the craft while providing them the freedom to evolve a dynamic course of action, so that the craft of Jandiala Guru can become a driver for sustainable development. This requires a carefully planned and monitored programme conducted over a period of at least seven years involving multi-sectoral initiatives. The recognition of the craft as heritage, with specific cultural, historical and material contexts, is the first step in formulating an integrated development programme.
For more information:

· The website of the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage: http://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/fr/RL/la-fabrication-artisanale-traditionnelle-dustensiles-en-laiton-et-en-cuivre-des-thatheras-de-jandiala-guru-penjab-inde-00845
· Website of the Inventory on the Intangible Cultural Heritage of India: http://ignca.nic.in/ich_inventory.htm
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