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LUNCH WITH BS: TARUN TAHILIANI, DESIGNER

Fabric meets

freedom

Celebrated as the ‘master of drapes’,’

Iahiliani has

reshaped the language of Indian fashion. As label Tarun

Tahiliani marks 30 years, he
about his enduring fascinatic
and the quict power of fabric

It lsahmchm:!ldoeinotqmtemvﬂlhmemeu
On asunny Saturday ofa
rarity in smog-engulfed New Delhi these days. 1
arriveat Qla, the charming Furopean restanrant
tucked among designer studios in Mehiranli. This
Is the city swell-worn fashion high street, acurni-
ous mix of couture aleliers and heritage stone-
‘work, with the Guiub Minarlooming in the
witness to el

“The central courtyard has already been
claimed by earty arrivals, and so I settleintoa
guieter comer indoorsto wait for Tarun Tahiliani.
Over the last three decades. the fashion designer
has come to beknown as Lhe “master of drapes”™. a
title eamed through an unwavering commitment
to [uidity, structure, and an unmistakahly Indian
way of dressingthe body.

Thh!:l].:mi |sc|mr.'n!.i) gearing up to celebrate

30 years of hisepony
mnus label. The anniversary will be marked
‘with ashow at the British Residency in Hydera-
bad, asetting that mirrors his own sensibility:
Historical. layered. and quietly srand. So when
our lunch ends not with dessert but withan
invitation 1o his studioin Gurugram, to observe
fittings in progress, | cannot refuse. But more on
that later.

“T'm very excited about iL” he says as we seltle
i, "In the context of desipners abroad. and even
aur own history, this is still a very new industry.
“Thirty years is ahig milestone. And [ think when
you reach moments like Lhis, it's lmpurmu o
push yourself to stretch the limits.

Belure conversation Lalnxuver.wt:d.a:idl-lu
place the entire food order in one go. We begin
with Darjeeling-style chicken dumplings, fol-
lowed by amornel and while asparagus soup for
him, and a porcini mushroom pasta for me. Tahi-
liani alsoorders a pink gin with fonic water,
cucumber, and ice,

“Large orsmall?” the server asks.

tells ARkshara Srivastava
n with movement, Huidity
inmotion

self Hangh, instantly disarmed. Delhi's polhu-
lion hasbeen unforgiving on my throal, so |
stick o warm waler.

Itis over this easy banter that Tahiliani

ins (o trace his unlikely journey into
fashion, one that began not in adesign
studio, but in the United States, where he
was studying before life intervened
rather abrupily.

"My father was becoming chief of
naval staff,” he says, “and 1 had to dash
back in three days becanse Indira
Gandhi’s secretary. PC Alexander.
called to say thal he couldn’t be the
trustee of a private company set up by
my grandfather.”

‘Tahiliani returned to India, took charge
of the business, and found himself selling
oil-field equipment and machine tools —
“neither of which [ had the aptitude for”™,

S0 the godown slowly converted into
India’s first homry multi-brand store.” he says
with asmile.

‘That store was Fnsembie, launched in 1987
with hiswife Sal (Sailaja), Theidea was decep-
tively simple but revolutionary forits time.

~Sal met (designer) Rohit Khosladuringa
modelling assignment and asked him why he
wisn'l selling his clothes, "l':!IﬂliarliIEL'.:lls.'He
‘said there were no stores.

Lmemhlesﬂﬂnbemmeﬂmhlmchmﬂfor
Indian designer {ashion. and nearly a decade
later, Label Tarun Tahiliani followed. Thirty years
om, Tahiliani has not only survived the chumof
fashion cycles but continues to reinvent Rimsalf,
most recently through a decisive push into prét-a-
pnn.mwmn(!’['l‘ and the launch of Tasva, a men's

ind occasion-wear incol-
laboration with the Aditya Birla Group.

OTT, which embodies hissignature “Tndia
Modemn” aesthetic, is perhaps the cleares: articu-

ILLUSTRATION: BINAY SINHA

polishing them off guickly before resuming.
“I'vealways loved sportswear.” Tahiliani says,
ing that in fashion school, everyday

dothing is categorised as , while
activewear refers Lo clothes worn specifically for
athletic activity.

“Bridal is beautiful” he continues, “bust whal
‘we wear day-to-day needs (o have good. comem-
porary cuts. Young people today have grown up
onZara Sowhy don’t we have cool thi are

‘Fashions, and after exploring multiple possibil-
ties. menswear stood out. “That's how Tasva
was barm.”

‘We glance at ourwatches, An hour has passed.
‘We skip dessert and ask for the bill. Tahiliani
insists on paying: | insist on refusing. He con-
cedes, and instead, invites me to his studio.

“We learned from Rohit Khosla, who!
uswith a kfmlia dil (open heart)” hesays. "I
oty toleam, I'malways i

Indian, but also feel curment®

Evenin his prét line, thedrape isunmistak-
able. OTT features structured drapes. taflored
gilets, dhoti pants — modern, wearable sil-
houettes that remain distinctly Indiamn.

How did the drape become so central to his
design language?

“T'vealways foved the uidity of fabric.” he
says. "My mother, grandmaother. aunts. all wore
saris. Tonce worked with a womanin Jodhpur
whostood in a block-printing unit alf dayina
chiffon sari and nevermessad itup.”

He recounts travelling through Kutch for
three days, visiting weavers and Ajrakh
printers. Everywhere he looked, fEbric bil-
lowed, folded,
“The more [ ooked around, the more ]
realised this is the basis of how Indians

toteach.”

‘Threedays later, I find mysellat his Gungram
studio. Glass doors with handles spelling out.
“TT" open intoa longworkspace. Three manne-

in Tahiliani*
behind alarge desk, and beyond them. a longrow
of sewists hum quietly al work.

Ina fitting room nearby. his team helpsa well-
toned model into garments. Pve arrived early, but
late 1o the action. Tahiliani sits at a stone-topped
tablescatiered with coloured pencils, sketches,
and reference photographs.

“It’s fun Lo do something for yourself, some-
thing not onthe calendar.” he says. “I'm push-
ingmy limits —in Lailoring, in draping. The
clothes have no embellishment. 'malsoa
litile nervous.”

For the next three hours, | watch him rise from

Indinn design canbe both rosted and slobally rel-
evant —an Fast meets West vocabulary,

“Ir's my mission (o create a great Indian
‘maodernbrand that the world can wearwith

pride;” he says. “And by early indicators, I think
‘we'Te an our way.”

Our conversation pauses as Lhe food arrives,
Therisottois creamy. gently perfumed with
truffle. The chicken dumplings come swimming

classes. Omeof his defining moments
came when Minal Modi, his eternal
mse, approached him when Tanya
Godrej (now executive director and chief
brand officer il the Godrej Group) was
petting married.
“She said. Thear you drape, and | want
o lock like I'm wrappedin aturban.™

chic womann, hie says, can take mulmul

or chilfon and look 1ike she’s wearing French
couture if she knows how to drape it well. “But
‘we've forgottenil”

His merel and asparagus soup arrives, steam
rising thickly from the bowl. For a full minute,
thereissilence as we eal. Then T ask him about the

of his collaboration with Aditya Birla
Fashion and Retail Lid.

EKumar Mangalam Birla, one of Ensemble’s
earliest customers, Tahilizni recalls, had called
him arcund the time of the Ambani twins’wed-
dings. “They had done a deal und 1asked ifthe
group was still interested In working with
designers.” Tahiliani says, realising he needed a

partner.
All successful global brands, hesays. havea
yinand yang: One creative parnner and one busi-

diress " he says. ~We may ‘hischairevery time the model

source fabric from any- e SRy emerges. Fringes are trimmed, chains
where, but the dhoti, the %ﬂﬂ‘;‘m%’g{ repositioned, thick belts swapped for
turban, the sari, the ONLY SURVIVED thinner ones. Drapes are refined, shoes.
shawl—they'reall and acoessories hunted down inthe
draped. Structured THE CHURN OF right accents ofgold and silver. Motifs
clothing cannaot recreate: FASHION CYCLES are remaoved with rathless clarity.
that. And [ realised | ggﬂﬂﬂ?ﬁg} AL ane point, he pulls out his phone
loved the drape.” loshow mean. video of Karl

When he retumed o Lagerfeld’s Chanel sels — a supermar-

fashion school, Tahiliani ket abeach. anairport. “lconic fora
spentmost of his time indraping Teason.” he says simply.

‘Why, [ask, do Indian fashion brands still
struggle lo ocoupy space on the global stage?

“They started in the 40" he says of European
houses. “And they made western clothes the
world already wore, We're a different culture.”

He recounts watching afilm about a Sicilian
photographer in the 1050s. 71 said to Sal. "They all
look [ike they e wearing the current Prada collec-
tion” Nothing has really changed. Tt just so
happens that the world, including us Indians,
wears that™

OTT, hebelieves, has the potential to tran-
scenid borders precisely because it refusesto
abandaon its origins.

As fittings continue, Twanderinto the studio
Tibrary. Books on Indian saris, regional drapes,
bags, and textiles line the sheives, many marked
with Post-it notes. Heaf through one onthe.
drapes ol India. learning how each stale wraps

fabric differently.
‘When Ireturnito the fitting room, 1 find
Tahiliani holdingupa| its fall

pail,
with the instinct of someone who has done this
fordecades.

As eave, heasks if Tliked the library. “You're
welcome inuse itanytime,” he says,

“Look at my sizel” he quips, gesturing at him- lation of Tahiliani’s long-standing beliel that in atangy, spicy carry. Wedig in with enthusiasm, nessmind. He liked the culture st Madura Tkmow Twill.
OPINION M I L
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Proactive and effective monitoring
for carly project delivery

i -

The infrastructure sector is ane of the
key drivers of the Indian economy. Itis

responsive, and the new platform was
astep in thal direction. PRAGATT was
developed as a technology-based
system capable of monitoring
infrastructure projects, reviewing
povernment schemes, and
addressing citizen grievancesin

one digital space,

Since its inception. 30 review meet-
ings have been conducted under the
Prime Minister’s chalrmanship. These
meetings areattended by chief secre-
taries of states and secreiaries of
Union departments toaddress issues
and bottlenecks in specific projects
and schemes. Post-1 mungmllnwap

responsible for p India’s over-
all development. and has been a cor-
nerstone for the country’s rapid
growth of projects, particularly inthe
last few decades. It enjoys priority
focus from the whichis

e d by the

that decisions laken inl.hePRMf\Tl
meetings convert into timely imple-
mentation on the ground. The govern-
ment has also set upa Project

evident from the budgetary allocation
of 1Lt trillion this year. and in the pal-
fcies that would ensure time-bound
creation of world-class infrastructure
in the country.

Having been associated with pro-
ject implementation for over 30 years.
across various roles, in Keralaand in
the Government of India, and having
handled several infrastructure pro-
jects, | have encountered various
bottlenecks in project delivery across
different sectors. Some of the key chal-
lenges include uncertainties in land
acguisition and regulatory approvals,
lack of comprehensive upfront
planning and risk management.
and most importantly, low maturity of
Project management Processes o
adequately plan for such factors.

Large infrastructure projects are
compiex and have multi-states,
multi-sectoral and multi-agencies
involvement, and require multiple
clearance from various central and
state agencies, leading to time defays
and cost overruns due o poor
coordination.

In March 2015, Prime Minisier Nar-
endra Modi launched an information
and communication technology (ICT)-
enabled multi-modal platform called
PRAGATI {Pro-Active Governance and
Timely Implementation). with a clear
vision of removing delays that were
affecting projects of national impor-
tance. The Prime Minister conceptual-
ised PRAGATI as a comprehensive
solution to improve Centre-Centre and
Centre-State coordination. Atthe
launch, he stated that governance in
India must become more eficient and

up, an
mechanism for resolving regulatory
bottlenecks and fast-tracking the set-

governments and district administra-
tions onto a single digital platform.
Under the scheme, Lhe target was 1o
constrict 50,000 Amrit Sarovars by
August 15, 2023. However, more than
68,800 Amrit Sarovars have been com-
pleted. The mission has contributed
significantly to addressing water scar-
city and groundwater availability in
many regions. Railway projects, the
Jammmr-Udhampur-Srinagar-Bara-
mulla Rail Link project, and the
Bogibeel Rafl-cum-Road Bridge

also provide strong case studies

of PRAGATT's Impact on successful
execution.

‘The vision of Prime Minister Nar-
endra Modi behind PRAGATTis to
creale governance that works with the
speed of citizens’ expectations and
aspirations. The platform is integrated
wilh systems like PM GatiShakti and
PARIVESH ((Pro-Active and Respon-
sive facilitation by Interactive, Virtu-

tingupand commissioning of larpe- ous and Environmental
scale infrastrocture projects. Single-window Huh), which allow easy
In overa decade of manitoring through a

its launch, more than single source of truth.
3300 projects, with PRAGATI WAS ‘When delays are pre-
an estimated costof DEVELOPED AS A vented, expenditure is
Rs 85 trillion, have x reduced, and project
beenmonitored and Té%‘gg%ﬁ becomeuslemmck
expediled for success- and supervise, When
;ulac:ecuticn. Inall, m(mwngE uﬂ:iis!onsammt:l._x:iuh_l

1 major government and accountability is
s.men’ms?suchasour %Eﬁ?{nﬁmﬂ fixed, mespeedn}’
Nation One Ration AND ADDRESSING Zovernment [um:l;cn—
Card, Pradhan Mantri CITIZEN GRIEVANCES IN Ing increases and ils
Awas Yojana. Prudhan ONE DIGITAL SPACE Impact becomes vis-
Mantri Jan Arogya ible directly in
Yojana, and Swachh cliizens’ lives.
Bharat Mission, have As Bharat moves

been reviewed on the platform.
Among the projects that the Prime
Minister has personally reviewed
under PRAGATL 3,187 issues were
raised and 2 958 were resolved, which
transiates Lo one issue cleared every
working day. These numbers illus-
trate how the platform has acceler-
ated implementation and
strengthened accountability in gov-
ernment functioning,

Among the notable achievements
thatreflect how PRAGATI is helping
ensure limely delivery of social sector
programimes is Mission Amrit Sarovar.
The mission was launched in 2022 tor
construct and refuvenate 75 water
bodies in each districl across the
country. The mission’s progress was
regularty reviewed at the national level
through PRAGATI, bringing senior

forward with large infrastructure
ambitions, PRAGATI has becomea
central institution of project govern-
ance and timely implementation. It
hias shown that technology-enabled
reviews are not only about monitoring
screens but about real changes on the
ground, PRAGATL, therefore, stands as
amodel where constitutional offices
remain completely dedicated to public
service and development, and help to
“Reform to Simplify, Perform 1o
Deliver, Transform Lo Impact” the
public projects and citizen-centric
programmes for citizens’ welfare.

I‘he JulhurJ.i former secretary,

linistry of Electronics and Informa-
[kaaLnnangy and currently
serving asmember, Public Enterprises
Selection Board.
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