
 

 

PENELOPE GANDHI 

 

The Mission’s Identity 

     Over the centuries, the unfading heritage of the Art of Weaving has played a major role in the 

folk art of Crete and Greece in general. The female figure with the uplifted arms we observe on the 

Minoan figurines, bear a long history. It began prehistorically and remains constant to the present. 

Some symbols she holds differ, depending on the religious beliefs of time, the meaning however, 

remain the same. 

     Nowadays, the woman in Crete struggles to remain unsaved - with arms held high -and continue 

this great tradition of prayer, worship and creation. “…In the passing of time, the daughters of Crete 

weaved, garnished and embroidered woolen, silk, cotton and linen fabrics, with colors from various 

plants and royal red. Their artifacts, samples of exquisite skill and virtuosity, have supported the 

heroic memory and the historical duration of our Island.” 

     The last forty years, at least, the “thread” of Weaving has almost become extinct. We want to 

take the end of the thread in our hands with the Mission Penelope Gandhi and walk through the 

“thread roads,” roads which grant “infinite extensibility”. The road which leads to “the emotions of 

serenity and certainty,” often heard in Crete. 

     The Mission Penelope Gandhi, the Sacred Art of Weaving in Crete today, comprises one more 

innovation, a nonprofit activity of the University of the Mountains, the revival or antibioses of the 

Art of Weaving. In essence, this activity becomes a great need for all of us today; to preserve all we 

have inherited from Crete. An inheritance of human pain, from people who lived and created in 

small highland villages in Crete, people who had “the sense of belonging”, people of folk piety and 

devoutness. It is our need to find our sacred role; to save ourselves from the danger of becoming 

vapid, colorless full of rage. A rage, which in due time, will resemble the rage of the unintelligent. 



 

The Name Penelope Gandhi 

     The name was inspired by a professor, a tireless reformer of Crete and its civilization. In the 

Homeric epics, Penelope in order to delay the aspiring suitors, who sought to rule Ithaca, spend the 

day weaving, while during the night she unstitched her work, in a hopeless endeavor to save 

Ulysses’ Kingdom. In addition, Gandhi, an exceptional expressionist of non-violence, in his 

struggle against India’s conquerors, introduced the idea of handmade weaving, his people needed. 

He established a program of industrial and handmade textile production, utilizing the best local 

craftsmen. He himself used the spinning wheel, the so called tsikriki, weaving threads to satisfy his 

own needs, and his followers followed his example as well. He believed that this act was an 

expression of love towards humanity; the avoidance of violence, the faith in the country and the 

abolition of human manipulation.  

    His figure depicting him spinning thread, seen throughout the world, became a symbol of 

tradition, focusing on human dignity. When asked why he had next to him the spinning wheel, he 

answered; we have to return to what we inherited from our forefathers; the land, the arts and the 

techniques. These are the only true possession we have, and the only way to get rid of our 

conquerors who attempt to control our minds, our hearts and our body, by lending us everything 

needed for survival, since we do not produce anything ourselves. I assume one can grasp the 

innuendo… 

 

The Mission 

     The Mission Penelope Gandhi consists of another innovative endeavor within the framework of 

the University of the Mountains activities. The University was established with the aim to succeed 

and it has indeed, with a dynamic embracement of the Academic community towards Society. The 

University of the Mountains the last five years, is supported solely by volunteer work of exceptional 

individuals, it has managed to establish a network mechanism, which promotes the mutual 

exchange of knowledge and authenticity in multiple levels and with multiple gains for the Cretan 

society. As all of us ought to know, our future depends on peoples’ innovativeness and peoples’ 

self-confidence, and our purposeful attention will be the precious commodity missing in the future.           

     The loom is gathering point, par excellence; a point of organizing and coordinating the mind and 

body; a place of creation and belief, where negative thinking, anxiety and insecurity have no place. 

     



 The Mission focuses on the truth of the Cretan life, revealing the uniqueness of Crete to the world, 

from the Minoan civilization to date, as a brilliant example of constitution and function of a 

coherent social and economic web, with terms that are formed above and beyond the narrow 

boundaries of the materialistic, colorless and global society. In today’s world, where technology 

literally razes to the ground people, the environment, and value systems, it is easy for one to      

understand how urgent the need is for preservation and devotion to our national identity.  

Penelope Gandhi - the Sacred Art of Looming in Crete today - could be a bright beginning for the 

pushing forward and the comeback of craftsmanship of the hands and the soul, continuing a 

tradition, which started ages ago; the handmade crafts to broaden the honesty of the universe. 

     The Art of Weaving unifies the real with the symbolic. Ariadni held in her hands the thread – the 

true meaning of Cretan civilization. Lycistrate wanted to organize the political life as her workshop 

was organized. She was going to untangle the threads, collect all which were scattered, put them in 

order, and would weave a cape for the Demos… (Iris Tsahili) 

     The Research Center of Greek Laography of Athens Academy, with Mrs. Ekaterini Kamilaki, 

and Mrs. Louisa Karapidaki, the University of Crete with its professors: Nikolaos Stambolidis, Pella 

Kalogiannaki, Kostas Karras and Demetrios Karageorge, the University of the Mountains, as well 

as other agents of education and culture, will convey the message of the Mission Penelope Gandhi 

to Crete and to the rest of the world. 

 

 

Our Inspiration 

     The place we grew up; Crete, the sound of the loom’s pedal met the magic voice of Mountakis 

and other Lyra players, providing sounds, which, we then thought, came directly from God.                

With the loom workshop; a supplement - extension of a woman’s body, a symbol, a real life 

symbol, a place of creativity and economy. The last years, the looms not burned in woodstoves, are 

left neglected in village basements and very few exhibited in museums!   

     It is therefore, a sin and a shame for this hand art, which first appeared in the peak of Minoan 

times and endured and survived, to be abandoned. Mrs. Iris Tzahili, professor at the University of 

Crete, in her book refers to the art of the loom, as “commodity per excellence,” and it is indeed true. 

    An inspiration and direction for our team has been Florentini Skouloudi-Kaloutsi. Around 1910 

she made a holistic great comeback of the loom workshop, abandoned by women at the time, at the 

metropolis of Crete, Chania. The women of Crete at the time were more occupied with the 

craftsmanship influenced by European trends. 

     An additional inspiration for us have been the frequent contact with people of the highlands of 

Crete and the surrounding islands, through the nonprofit activities provided by the University of the 

Mountains. The people we came in contact with, authentically represent the island’s culture and 

simultaneously maintain, propagate and talk about the Art of Weaving and the loom workshop. 

      



     When the Mission was first introduced, the women’s response and participation was reserved. 

However, as time passed, especially this past year, there has been a major change in their attitude. 

This may be due, to the difficult times they are faced with currently at multiple levels.       

     We believe that there is a need to make a social intervention in the systems of production with 

new cultivation methods; we must bow to mother Earth. We must intervene with knowledge, faith 

and with justice.  Intervene with new homemade approaches to production; return to the inherited 

ideas, our precious values, and the power of the handmade. An authentic woven piece remaining 

from Homer’s time to the present unchanged. The aroma of glove and cinnamon… Flowers and 

birds depicted (on a woven fabric) look real! The folk art of weaving in Crete and in Greece is an 

irreplaceable cultural and national chapter. 

     Long before the hard times arrive in Greece, the University of the Mountains had publicly made 

a point for the need to return to the handmade craftsmanship. The need for Weaving schools, as 

well as other folk art which vanish every day. The return to the truth… to the handmade product, 

the truth of creativity and sufficiency, is of great importance. 

     The galloping misery of our times must direct us to a peaceful and harmonious life, within the 

strengths we possess. The connection of the art of weaving as a way of life, with the appropriate 

political stance, was known since antiquity. Equity and justice could prevail without violence, via 

the exercise of the body, the mind, and the hands. 

 

 

Objectives  

 

     Penelope Gandhi is a social and collective narrative, with the thread connecting the past with the 

future. She fights with her Greek mind, life has granted her, with all her might, to ever demand 

honor and glory indissolubly.      

     Our first and main objective is to escape mimesis and mimicry of the Fool, who produces 

boredom and traumatizes. When you produce with your hands, you play with light; you produce life 

proposal. Far from the prevailing logic of surplus “zero,” we all have become habitually 

accustomed to. The outmost goal of the Mission is to placement - set up and function of 100 looms 

in homes of young Cretan women. For one year approximately, the Mission organizes and 

materializes all kinds of different activities, such as, visits to sites, exchange of knowledge, 

recording of events and  narrations, as well as documentation of artifacts still preserved in chests.  

     In addition, the Mission organizes events; exhibitions, innovative instructive interventions in 

primary and secondary schools in Crete, in corporation with the Department of Education of the 

University of Crete. At the same time, it oversees the circulation and publication of the precious 

material collected by the team of Penelope Gandhi. 

      



     The sensitization of the people, both men and women, is the Mission’s main concern, which will 

not only contribute to the conservation and passing on to the generations to come, but it will also 

assist urban and rural households. By investing personal time and production, they will develop a 

small scale economy, however, invaluable. 

     The introduction of this innovative activity into the school’s curricula is of paramount 

importance to us. The cultural heritage, the connection of the past with the present, the bridge of the 

generations and their value systems, as well as issues pertaining to ecology, aesthetics and music, 

the re-internationalization of the Cretan/Greek culture etc., could be only a few of the benefits and 

goals of such an activity of art and culture in the school environment. The enhancement of this 

would result in a real breakthrough in education, within the framework of cultural values.  In this 

endeavor the State ought to assist financially and institutionally. This incorporation could initially 

be at an experimental level and later would be permeated to every aspect of Greek life, along with 

the training and retraining of teachers, who will assume the implementation of this innovative 

action.   

 

Penelope Gandhi and Economy 

     When the University of the Mountains started five years ago, in our frequent visits to the various 

highland villages, we prophetically referred to the situation we are now confronted with. Many 

heard us, but no one believed us. We were talking about the need to produce and to create 

ourselves; with our own hands, whatever was needed in our daily lives. 

     Up to thirty years ago, Crete’s micro economy was in the hands of women. Very few were the 

households where women did not produce whatever was needed in their homes. They decorated the 

walls, produced handmade utensils for their daily necessities, their daily worship 

(housework)...They cultivated the land, they were humble; they buried their loved ones and 

worshiped God. Their elegant dresses were weaved on their looms. They weaved everything 

needed; from their baby’s first piece of clothing, as well as their own shroud, which they took to 

their graves.  

     Whereas today, everything is bought from the Chinese, who have stolen the Cretan patterns, 

prints and designs –God know how-and they sell them to us. We in return, sell these products to the 

locals and foreigners as… authentic Cretan hand-woven materials. 

     Fortunately, our society possesses the required strengths to face the dangerous populism and the 

panic of our times. We deeply believe that everywhere there are people who can make the 

difference. The team of the Mission Penelope Gandhi consists of a group of pioneers, who promote 

ideas and proposals, which are already in the process of being materialized.  



Our Team 

     Under the auspices of the University of the Mountains,  the Mission’s team is supported by 

personalities who come from different backgrounds of Arts and Science internationally, headed by 

the world – known Eleni Glykatzi Arvelere, by professors from the University of Crete, members 

from the Greek Laography Research Center of the Athens’ Academy, the Museum of Cycladic Arts, 

the Greek Women’s  Lyceum of Chania, the European School, Cretan weavers; both men and 

women, educators, physicians, devoted people who have preserved in their family’s alters the 

invaluable natural dyes and the natural threads. In addition, exceptional personalities, with 

outstanding social service and profile from India, Persia and Palestine, and there are many more.  

Approximately 80 weavers are ready, from Grambousa to Zakro, to start using again the pedal and 

weave the exceptional designs. To walk the path of threads, the path of Crete.   

     We believe that nothing has influenced the human soul, as much as the loss of silence and self 

concentration, something which was taken for granted, even a few years ago. The living tradition, 

the slow unfolding of time, have value, have power and make the soul work in different dimension. 

As known to all, “never does the soul understand without the spirit.” 

 

Our Timetable 

     The Mission will officially begin its first activity on November 1, 2012, with a two week 

exhibition/interaction, taking place in the Basilica of Saint Marcus in Heraklion. Within this 

framework, four looms (one from each prefecture of Crete) will be in operation with weavers, who 

will interpret in an authentic way, the art of looming. This will include the authentic and endless 

process; from the biologically cultivated land, and the ecologically nourished sheep to the natural 

thread of cotton, wool, silk and linen, dyed with natural colors.  

     They will advise us that time is not measured in terms money. It cannot be measured in different 

time intervals, for it is undivided within their own existence; their breath, their thought, their 

destiny, as it is their mourning, their song, their glory and their beliefs. All these cannot be 

controlled by … Troika, cannot be interpreted with European standards, cannot be assessed by any 

economic financier or organization.  

 



 

Economic Recourses  

 

      We do not have any financial assistance up to date. This, however, may have been our 

comparative advantage. Up to now, all of us, who participate on the Penelope Gandhi team, 

improvise with our own money. We hope that people will be inspired from our efforts and will 

support this sacred Mission, which aims to preserve and promote our national roots, through the 

handmade tradition of our country. The textile art, as all folk art, conveys the same symbolic 

meaning as the one carried by our heritage, our value system, our soul. 

 

Our Dream 

     The end result is to see Crete “weaving and unstitching,” as time unfolds, along with the rest of 

Greece. And to be absolutely certain that what was done, made the difference. This is our only 

ambition, aspiration, hope and dream… This hyperbole enabled us to come to terms with our 

destiny, for “we were never satisfied”… 

 

Penelope Gandhi                                                                                                                  

An open volunteer endeavor 

The University of Oreon and the Mission Penelope Gandhi, are open to all those wishing to offer 

their volunteer work and solidarity, as well as their services and knowledge. 

www.panoreon.gr  

 

 

 

http://www.panoreon.gr/

