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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

Dr. Bhau Daji Lad Museum Presents En Route: An Artistic
Collaboration Between Maria Grazia Chiuri, Karishma Swali and the
Chanakya School of Craft

Presented on the occasion of Chanakya'’s 40th anniversary and 10 years of the Chanakya
Foundation and School of Craft

Curatorial Advisor: Tasneem Zakaria Mehta
Supported by: Experimenter

Opening Preview: Tuesday, 8 September 2026
Exhibition on view until 20 October 2026

The Dr. Bhau Daji Lad Museum is delighted to present En route, an exhibition that
explores the concepts of mapping and discovery at two different sites, the Vatican in
Rome and the Museum in Mumbai. The art works represent an extraordinary
collaboration between a textile artist collective and two remarkable, feminist
designers, expressing an artistic synergy that reveals layers of meaning through
painstaking craftsmanship. The works acquire a potent resonance in the 19" century
Museum that is a storehouse of India’s great craft traditions and the history of the
city. In particular it breaks down the silos of craft versus fine arts that defined colonial
aesthetic values. It foregrounds artisanal practices as an intrinsic part of the artistic
sphere and of equal importance as the ‘fine arts’ of painting and sculpture. The
exhibition is presented as Chanakya marks forty years since its founding and the
Chanakya School of Craft celebrates its tenth anniversary.

Drawing from the Museum’s extensive rare map collection of the evolution of the
city, the artist and designer Karishma Swali and the Chanakya Collective have
created a work situated in the Museum’s main atrium, that envisions the island city
as a central point for the start of a creative adventure. Seven layers of cartographic
drawings in thread recall Mumbai's earliest form as Heptanesia, described by the
great Greco-Roman geographer and astronomer as a cluster of seven islands. The
map traces Mumbai's growth from its origins through reclamation, trade, the cotton
mills, and the Art Deco seafront, delineating the histories that shaped the city.
Another work situates the Dr Bhau Daji Lad Museum within this history, recognising
it as an institution through which Mumbai's industrial, artistic, and civic life has been
documented, preserved and renewed. Together the works are an archive of textile
traditions that have travelled with merchants, pilgrims, migrants and artisans,
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continually evolving through exchange.

In the Museum’s central exhibition rooms, art works presented in 2025 in the Vatican
Apostolic Library are displayed for the first time in India. Commissioned as a
site-specific installation for their Jubilee year, the Vatican invited Maria Grazia Chiuri
and Karishma Swali to create a body of work in dialogue with the collections. Within
one of the world's oldest libraries, the artist and designer duo encountered the
writings of six women whose journeys became the starting point for En route. Nellie
Bly, Annie Londonderry, Gertrude Bell, Elizabeth Bisland, Agnes Smith Lewis and
Margaret Dunlop Gibson travelled across continents during the closing decades of
the nineteenth century, documenting architecture, landscapes, languages, textiles
and everyday life. Their writings reveal a form of scholarship grounded in curiosity,
observation and experience. The stories of these six intrepid women who challenged
conventions in the 19th century are creatively interpreted through overlapping
cartographic impressions, rendered with various embroidery techniques, almost as if
each stitch retraces the women's steps in an act of solidarity and homage.

Connecting En Route’s body of work to the museum’s history and collections,
Tasneem Zakaria Mehta, Managing Trustee and Director of the Dr. Bhau Daji Lad
Museum, adds, “The exhibition choreographs an archive of textile traditions, tracing
Mumbai’s evolution through layers of cartographic drawings rendered in thread.
Marking a decade of exemplary artistry at the Chanakya School of Craft, the
iteration of En Route at the Museum in Mumbai, invites visitors to engage with art
works that foreground the legacies and stories of extraordinary women from the
19th century to today. The exhibition weaves through the museum’s collection of
rare maps and plans, to bring histories of place, craft and memory together in an
expansive creative endeavour.”

“En route explores the unseen cartographies connecting people, materials, and
ideas across time. As this presentation arrives in Mumbai, marking forty years of
Chanakya and ten years of the Chanakya School of Craft, it enters into a
meaningful dialogue with a city shaped by movement, trade, and continual
reinvention. This milestone is a moment to honour four decades of collective
creation and our belief that craft is a living, evolving vessel for knowledge. We are
deeply grateful to Tasneem Zakaria Mehta and the Dr. Bhau Daji Lad Museum for
their generosity and for opening their extraordinary archives, allowing En route to
unfold as a conversation between historical memory and living practice.” says
Karishma Swali, Creative Director, Chanakya International & Chanakya School;
Founder & Chairperson, Chanakya Foundation
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From the Vatican Apostolic Library to Mumbai, En Route considers how knowledge
travels, how it is preserved, and how each generation finds new ways of carrying it
forward.

ABOUT CHANAKYA SCHOOL

Recognising a compelling need to address interconnected social, economic, and
environmental challenges, Karishma Swali established the Chanakya Foundation in 2015.
Conceived as a platform for cultural sustainability and holistic advancement, the Foundation
advances education, skill development, and the preservation of India's artisanal heritage,
while fostering a wider engagement with the arts. This vision was further extended in 2016
with the founding of the Chanakya School, a Mumbai-based artist collective and non-profit
organization. Dedicated to craft, culture, and the creation of new forms of autonomy for
women, the School operates at the intersection of pedagogy, research, and material
exploration. Under Swali's artistic direction, shaped by over three decades of sustained
engagement with craft, these strands come together as a shared and evolving practice.

The school functions as both a site of learning and experimentation, placing women's
practices and intergenerational knowledge at the centre of cultural inquiry. Working across
weaving, hand embroidery, lacemaking, stone carving, and ceramics, it brings pedagogy and
material research into an interdisciplinary framework.

Drawing on more than 300 embroidery and weaving traditions, it positions craft as a vital
mode of contemporary expression, and since its founding, has trained over 1,400 women. Key
presentations include ‘Cosmic Garden’ at the 60th International Art Exhibition — La Biennale
di Venezia, En Route at the Vatican Apostolic Library, Frieze London, ‘Indigo: The Sky Below’
at Mobilier National, Trace at Experimenter — Ballygunge Place, Kolkata and the India Art Fair
(2024-2026). The practice extends through collaborations with artists including Judy Chicago
(currently at the New Museum), Faith Ringgold, Rithika Merchant, Isabella Ducrot, Marta
Roberti, Mickalene Thomas, Olesia Trofimenko, Madhvi Parekh, Manu Parekh, and Eva Jospin.

ABOUT BHAU DAJI LAD MUSEUM

The Dr. Bhau Daji Lad Museum is Mumbai’s oldest museum, established in 1857, and is the
erstwhile Victoria and Albert Museum, Bombay. The chief cornerstone of the Museum was
laid on 19 November 1862 and the Museum opened to the public at the present site on 2 May
1872. The Museum building has been recently renovated by the Brihanmumbai Municipal
Corporation, and was opened to the public by the Honourable Chief Minister, Shri Devendra
Fadnavis on January 8, 2025.
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In 2003 the BMC set up a public trust to manage and promote the Museum through a
pioneering public-private partnership. At the same time, the Museum building and
collections underwent a comprehensive, UNESCO-Award winning restoration, spearheaded
by the Museum Director, Tasneem Zakaria Mehta and supported by the BMC and the
Jamnalal Bajaj Foundation. It opened to the public in 2008, and has pioneered the promotion
of contemporary art and design which is presented in the extraordinary 19th- century
building, one of the finest in India, in an attempt to rethink obsolete notions and challenge
colonial and European enlightenment precepts.

The Museum’s robust exhibition and outreach programme invites artists and experts to
engage with the collections and archives to bring new readings to both. Over 85

exhibitions have been presented over the past 15 years. These include collaborations with
both local and international institutions and organisations. Past exhibitions have showcased
creative practices in contemporary art and design, crafts and textiles, architecture, urbanism,
and film and video art.

ABOUT THE CURATORIAL ADVISOR

Tasneem Zakaria Mehta, Managing Trustee and Director of the Dr. Bhau Daji Lad Museum, is
an art historian, curator, designer, conservationist, and cultural activist. She is the former Vice
Chairman and Mumbai Convenor of INTACH (Indian National Trust for Art and Cultural
Heritage). She has successfully pioneered the revival and restoration of several cultural sites in
Mumbai, most notably leading the restoration of the Museum, which received UNESCO's
2005 Asia Pacific Award of Excellence for Cultural Restoration. She serves on the Modern and
Contemporary Art Councils at both The Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), New York, and The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, and is a member of Asia Society India Centre's
Advisory Council for Arts and Culture and a founding trustee of the Kochi Muziris Biennale
and current Advisory Board member. She was the past Chair of the Cll National Committee
on Art and Culture, and has curated and presented over 85 exhibitions of contemporary and
historical art at the Museum. She was invited to speak at the World Economic Forum in Davos
and curated an exhibition of Contemporary Indian Art there. She has served on several
national museum boards and government expert committees. She is a member of the
Academic Council of the Sir JJ University of Art. She has written numerous articles and books
on art and culture. Her most recent publication, Mumbai: A City Through Objects — 101 Stories
from the Dr. Bhau Daji Lad Museum (Harper Design, 2022), released on the occasion of the
Museum'’s 150th anniversary, has won several awards, including Art Book of the Year.

MEDIA CONTACT

Sunayan Vaidya
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AVP - Communications, Programming & Outreach
+91 98331 72756 - sunayan.s@chanakya.in



