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n North India, Henna has been an important item in the

cosmetics of women. Vermilion in the parting of the hair,

“bindi” on the forehead, Henna on the palms, and “mahavar”
on the feet have been considered of vital importance in their make-up. At
weddings and in important festivals, young ladies never forget to deco-
rate their hands with henna or “mehendi” designs. The henna painted
hands of brides have great emotional significance. Man started using the
leaves of this plant long ago as soon as he discovered their beautifying
effect and utility. In English it is known as “Lawsonia”, and its Persian
name is “Hina". It belongs to the botanical family “Loosenstife” and is
found in many Asian countries. For thousands of years, Henna has been
used in Egypt,Mesopotamia,and India. It is a shrub, the leaves of which
are crushed into a paste and applied on the palms; after some time,
when the paste is washed away, it leaves an orange-red colour; the effect
of this is cooling and pleasing. Besides beautifying hands and palms, it is
also used as a hair-dye and hair-conditioner. Its flowers and fruits are
used for some Ayurvedic and Unani medicines, and a perfume “Hina Itr”
is made out of its fragrant leaves. On account of its multi-utility, Henna-
(Mehendi) industry has grown and spread and it has come to be regarded

-as a symbol of Indian culture.

The practice of crushing its green leaves for application has existed
for a long time. But in recent times, the leaves are being dried, sealed
into packets, and marketed in far-off places. Faridabad city in Haryana
has become famous as a centre of this industry. The art of applying
Henna in intricate embroidery-like designs has been developed into a
highly sophisticated art and if you watch the deftness with which girls
specialised in the art do it, you are struck with wonder at their speed, and
intricate designs. When the paste is washed off after it has dried up on
the palms or feet, the beautiful designs emerge in a beautiful orange-red
colour.

Nowadays competitions are held in the art of Henna-designs, and
the Prizes have inspired girls to achieve excellence in the art. Hands
decorated and scented with colourful Henna designs convey a unique
message of love in India.

Susheela Misra
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