Rangoli – An Introduction
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What is Rangoli?
Rangoli, (ran-goal-i ) also known as Kolam in Tamil Nadu, Chowkpurana in Northern India, Madana in Rajasthan, Aripana in Bihar, Alpana in Bengal is the ancient Hindu religious floor art.  The word rangoli may have come from rang+aavalli, which means row of colors, or from rang+avalli, which means creepers of colors. Rangoli is a traditional Indian art of decorating courtyards and walls of Indian houses, places of worship and sometimes eating places as well. 
Rangoli, apart from being a medium of decoration of the home also has religious significance. Traditionally, down the ages in India, rites and rituals have been worked around the home and hearth to propitiate the deities and bring peace and harmony. One such ritual to ward off evil spirits is the drawing of Rangolis on the floor at the entrance of the house. Rangolis are believed to make the surroundings aesthetic and auspicious.  It enhances the beauty of the surroundings and spreads joy and happiness all around. Rangoli has been developed as an art form - it is not uncommon to see very intricate street paintings (rangolis) with religious themes. Traditional Indian henna patterns parallel rangoli patterns, though rangolis are sacred, and henna is not. 
A symmetrical design or picture (Gods, Goddess, Dancers, Diyas (lamps), chariots, temples etc.) is drawn and coloured rice powder/sand is then layered on top to form a picture.
Women use their bare fingers or a brush to create various designs from sandstone powder, colour powder, rice flour, lime stone or grain-flour. Sometimes colors and petals are used in addition to flour paste. In the evenings of festive occasions, when oil lamps are lit and the atmosphere is cool and pleasant, such floral designs create the atmosphere of a well-planned divine garden. 

In a traditional household, the lady of the house starts her daily chores with purifying herself, drawing some Rangoli lines in front of the prayer room. Her regular routine begins after this ritual. With this, her entire day remains fresh and lively.
One characteristic of Rangoli is that it is painted by commoners. On some special occasions it is painted in every home, with or without formal training in Rangoli art. The art is typically transferred from generation to generation and from friend to friend. Popular magazines publish new designs of Rangoli every week and on special occasions there are Rangoli contests.
What you will need to create a rangoli?
Rangoli is an ephemeral art, much like the sand sculptures or street paintings of the West. In the South, rice flour – both wet and dry - is the preferred medium for doing Rangoli’s. Elsewhere, powdered limestone is used for drawing the basic outline in white, which is then filled with colours. The fine powder is held pinched between the thumb and the index finger and sprinkled delicately by maneuvering the hand skillfully to draw lines. When the powder is released more freely, a layered colour is filled in. 

The rangoli patterns are usually made with rice powder that has been coloured with dyes. You can get lovely, bright colours to make your designs with. You can even use flower petals, cereals (the orange and yellow coloured lentils), turmeric powder, to lend colour to your rangoli. 
       
You will also need a piece of chalk to draw the outline of the rangoli design on the floor.

How to create the rangoli?

The day-to-day Rangoli or Kolam designs are simple or intricate. The most common rangoli or kolam designs start with dots which are connected to form lines and other geometrical shapes such as swastika, aum, stars, squares, circles, triangles etc.  These geometrical shapes must be formed in continuous, unbroken lines. During Diwali (Festival of lights) and other festivals much more intricate shapes and designs are implemented.
Though the design vary in different sections of India, the basic methodology is common in all areas. Its designs are passed down from generations, with some of them being hundreds of years old. 

Choose a design that you want to draw. You may find designs from books, magazines and the internet or you may try to create your own design. Rangoli designs are symmetrical in nature and geometric in shape.
    
If you want to try out a design of your own, first draw it on a piece of paper and fill in the design with coloured sketch pens to get an idea about how the rangoli will look.
   
Wipe the floor (where you want to create the rangoli) with a wet cloth and wait for the area to dry.
   
With a piece of chalk, first draw the outline of the rangoli design.
                    
Now it's time to fill in the outline with rangoli powder, the most challenging part of the whole exercise. Pick up some powder with your thumb and index finger and fill in the design by rubbing the two fingers together and sprinkling the powder on the floor. Take care to sprinkle the powder carefully; don't let powder of two different colours merge with each other.
        
You may create spaces within the rangoli design to place diyas (lamps/candles). You could also use flower petals of different colours (golden marigolds, bright red roses) to add that extra dimension to your design.
    
With a little bit of imagination, a dash of aesthetic sense and dollops of patience, you can create a piece of art that will add lots of colour.     
A symmetrical design like the one below can be drawn on paper or card and then decorated by children. Also sand could be used, mixed with paint or coloured with food colourings. (Mix sand with water and food colourings, pour off excess and leave to dry in a warm place). Chalk could also be used to draw a Rangoli directly on to paving stones in a secure outside area.
Simple Rangoli designs    
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Most of the Rangoli designs are motifs of plants, flowers, leaves such as coconut, lotus, mango, and ashwath (peepal leaf), the animals such as cows, elephants, and horses, and the birds like eagles and swans. There are geometrical designs as well. When drawn with fingers, these acquire different dimensions on their own.
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A Rangoli starts with a seed pattern and then builds around it
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Rangoli Floral Designs



Tips for great Rangoli ideas
	1.
	Rangoli can be done in any design, and any colour, be it white or any pleasing combination from coloured saw dust or different coloured pulses and spices or coloured rice or petals of different flowers. Decorate the entrance of your house, along the pathway, around the food display, at the place of worship.
      

	2.
	Traditionally, rice flour/ wheat flour, red colour paste (made out of lime stone & turmeric mixture) and turmeric are used at the place of worship. They are considered auspicious. 
     

	3.
	Raw rice is also soaked for an hour and then ground to a thin fine paste. Using a wad of cloth soaked in the paste and adjusted along the ring finger, designs are drawn. On drying the white line designs look very nice. A dash of colour can be added if desired, with red colour paste and turmeric.
     

	5.
	You can also colour rice at home using food colours. Wet the food colour powder with a few drops of water and rub the rice in it till it is uniformly coloured. Do not forget to wear gloves to protect your hands from getting coloured. Dry the rice on paper, in shade before use. 
Caution: If the rice is not completely dry it may leave coloured stains on the floor. 
   

	6.
	Rose petals, marigold petals, small purple paper flowers, finely cut greens-grass/ leaves-even spinach leaves...just fill up the large designs. Use strings of marigold and if you like strings of rose/ jasmine flowers to outline. And add lamps to any design that you make for the soft sparkle.
     

	7.
	Special floating candles are also available in the market. Float them in Urlis (big containers of water) along with flower petals. 
     


Intricate Patterns in 2" x 2" 

The name, Rangoli, is a combination of two words - rang and avalli which means a row of colours. When you mention the word, Rangoli, what come to mind are colourful geometric patterns as these are greatly favoured all over. Many Rangoli’s books promote these designs exclusively. The Kolam is usually line patterns in white, with a bit of spot colour provided by kumkum (vermillion) and haldi (turmeric). These are unbroken lines, as it was believed that the absence of gaps left no room for the evil spirits to enter. Today, of course, any line drawing or even freehand passes off as Rangoli. 

The recurrent motifs in Rangoli’s across the states are inspired by nature and feature leaves (peepal), fruits (coconut and mangoes) and flowers (lotus). Religious symbols like swastika and aum also figure in the designs. 

Hindu Folk Art 

Even today, the ritual is followed in middle-class homes in the interior pockets of metros like Pune and Mumbai, also Bangalore, Chennai and Calcutta. But, in its traditional from, Rangoli is a dying art and has assumed the mantle of being a Hindu folk art. 

Modern-day Incarnation 

While the ritual of Rangoli has faded from the modern-day home, it has been replaced by a larger-than-life form for mass consumption. Instead of powders, flower petals or grains and pulses are used to fill giant-size Rangoli’s at hotels and wedding venues. Moulds with punched holes for intricate and detailed designs are available in the market, you just have to fill them with powder and let it filter through. Rangoli stickers are quite a rage and the fact that they have some permanency seems to act in their favour. 

Rangoli’s are de rigueur in festivities, but today they are slowly losing their religious significance and association and are looked upon more as decorative features in public functions or ceremonies, be it weddings, housewarmings or even seminars. 
