
 

 

 

 

 

CRITICAL MEMBRANE   
SONIA MEHRA CHAWLA 
Preview Saturday, 26 November 2016, 6:30 - 9:30PM 

On View Until Saturday, 24 December 2016, 10:30AM- 6:30PM 
Facebook Event Page 

  

http://exhibit320.us7.list-manage.com/track/click?u=6a8adbc61da13ab57febf5a7f&id=6f457c3119&e=142fa098ac


Exhibit 320 presents a solo exhibition of artist Sonia Mehra Chawla's ongoing project 

"Critical Membrane". “Critical Membrane” is supported by M.S. Swaminathan Research 

Foundation (MSSRF), and advised by Ranjit Hoskote and Dr. Prof. M S Swaminathan. 

 

The artists’ works at the Yinchuan Biennale ‘Blue Shores of Silence’ and ‘Residue’ are a 

component of this project— on view until 18 December, 2016 at Museum of Contemporary 

Art, Yinchuan, China.  

  

Sonia Mehra Chawla is a visual artist and researcher based in New Delhi, India. Her artistic 

practice traverses notions of self-hood, nature, ecology and sustainability. Chawla’s works 

span across several media like photography, painting, fine art printmaking, video and 

installation. She is currently a visiting artist and researcher at M.S. Swaminathan Research 

Foundation India.  

Sonia's ongoing project “Critical membrane” is an artistic enquiry into the dynamic, 

yet fragile depleting mangrove ecosystems of India. Some areas of her research include 

mangrove biodiversity in India, conservation methodologies, wetland degradation, 

sustainable development of coastal communities, joint mangrove management in India, 

transgenic rice plants (containing mangrove genes), microbial activity and role of microbes in 

mangrove ecosystems, and coastal ecosystem health.  

The mangrove belt is the ‘membrane’ between land and sea and is disappearing at 

faster rates than any other ecosystem on Earth. The ongoing series of work combines 

and encompasses phases of research, expedition and documentation into 

comprehensive projects, through a robust interaction with Coastal and Mangrove 

ecosystems of India. Mangrove ecosystems become an entry point to various 

enquires: artistic, scientific, philosophical, and metaphorical.  

The work explores the deep layers of the human psyche, associations and estrangements 

with nature and analyses the working of a landscape in flux. The project is an artistic enquiry 

into the role of nature, the purpose and preservation of life, and the role of humankind as 

‘makers’. According to Sonia in this critical moment, it is necessary for us to revisit our 

concepts of growth and prosperity and question our worldview in order to explore new ways 

of being and living on this planet.  

  

Biography 

Born in Kolkata, West Bengal, India, Sonia Mehra Chawla received her Bachelor’s Degree in 

Fine Arts in 2001, and Masters Degree in Fine Arts in 2004 from College of Art, New Delhi, 

India. 

She is the recipient of prestigious awards such as the National Award for Painting, Lalit Kala 

Akademi, India in 2004 and National Scholarship, Ministry of Culture, India in 2004. Chawla 

received the Charles Wallace India Trust Award for Visual Arts 2014-2015, by British Council 

and Charles Wallace India Trust. She was a Charles Wallace scholar to the UK for a 

research and studio-based project on Photopolymer Gravure in fine art printmaking at 

London Print Studio in 2014.  

Chawla’s solo projects include “Scapelands”, Exhibit 320, New Delhi in collaboration with 

British Council India and Charles Wallace India Trust in 2015, “Scapelands”, Tarq, Mumbai 

in 2015, “The Embryonic Plant & Otherworlds”, 10 Chancery Lane Gallery, Hongkong in 

2013, “Metamorphosing Female: Transition -Transfiguration”, Beck & Eggeling International 

Fine Arts, Dusseldorf, Germany in 2011, and “Urban-Biomorphic”, Visual Arts Gallery, India 

Habitat Centre, New Delhi in 2008. 



Some of Chawla’s recent group participations and projects include: "Critical Membrane 

Project" at Yinchuan Biennale 2016, "Ein Baum Ist Ein Baum Ist Ein Baum", Beck & 

Eggeling International Fine Arts, Dusseldorf, Germany in 2015-2016, "The Wave Project" 

ET4U Contemporary Visual Art Projects, Denmark, Scandinavia in 2013, "What Rules?" 

Nature Morte, Berlin, Germany in 2012, "India Awakens Under The Banyan Tree", ESSL 

Museum, Austria in 2011, Global/Local at Henn Galerie, Munich in 2010, "Re-Claim / Re-

Cite / Re-Cycle" at Bose Pacia in 2009, "Identity and Masquerade: Staging the Self", Tate 

Modern, London in 2006, "Khirkee Ki Khoj", Khoj International Artists Organization, 2004 to 

2007. 

Chawla has participated in several International Art Fairs such as Sydney Contemporary 13, 

Carriageworks, Australia in 2013, and Art Basel, Hong Kong in 2013. She was a part of 

Project Stage Asia Pacific, the curated section of Art Stage Singapore in 2011. Chawla has 

participated in ART HK: Hongkong International Art Fair in 2009 and 2010, India Art Fair, 

New Delhi from 2013-2016, India Art Summit, New Delhi in 2011 & 2009, Art Cologne 2009, 

Germany, and SH Contemporary 08, Shanghai in 2008.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Sonia Mehra Chawla: ‘Critical Membrane’  

RANJIT HOSKOTE 

‘Critical Membrane’ marks the current phase of Sonia Mehra Chawla’s ongoing project, 

‘Scapelands’, and her close engagement with the present and future of India’s endangered 

mangrove systems. Spanning prints, photographs, video works and installations, this body of 

work addresses itself to the mangrove ecologies of India’s Coromandel and Malabar coasts, 

located respectively in the states of Tamil Nadu and Kerala. The artist’s exploration of these 

regions has been inspired by an awareness of impending ecological catastrophe. The 

mangroves, an osmotic border between land and sea, are under grave threat from direct 

human interference as well as the cataclysmic shifts in a natural world disordered by the 

long-term effects of technological activity. In Mehra Chawla’s elegiac images of dying 

mangroves and shrinking wetlands, we find the chronicle of many deaths foretold. 

‘Critical Membrane’ reminds us of the epochal costs that humankind must pay for its 

economic expansionism, a logic set in motion during the industrial revolution and supported 

by the contractarian ideology and extractive practices of global capital. As the philosopher 

Akeel Bilgrami has memorably phrased it, this paradigm has replaced nature with natural 

resources, communities with populations, and the knowledge to live by with an expertise to 

rule by. This instrumentalisation of our lifeworld follows from the industrialisation-era model 

of pitching humankind against nature. By contrast, research across a range of disciplines 

has encouraged us, with increasing urgency in recent decades, to embrace the 

understanding that we inhabit complex webs of stimulus and response, intervention and 

repercussion. We are bound together by interrelationships that require sensitive calibration 

but are treated, all too often, with shockingly callous and ultimately self-destructive 

disregard. 

Suggestive of the fluid boundary between self and other, species and habitat, the title of 

Mehra Chawla’s exhibition alerts us to the need to subject our visions of anthropocentric, 

nature-depletive development, to critique. The artist’s practice combines a commitment to 

the processes of research and activism with a fidelity to the poetics of the artwork. In bearing 

witness to an unprecedented moment in the history of the planet, she brings together a 

variety of impulses, ranging from microscopic details of bacterial and microbial cultures to 

documentary cinematic studies of marginalised groups whose eco-sensitive occupations 

have suffered as a result of the decline in their environment. While I have argued, previously, 

that there is a strongly solitary, expeditionary quality to Sonia Mehra Chawla’s projects, I 

would also draw attention to the equally vital collaborative and empathetic aspects of her 

work. Her thread through the labyrinth is woven together with the threads of other questors, 

other survivors, other celebrants of resistance. 

 



 



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

‘RESIDUE I & II’ 
PHOTOGRAPH AND HAND-MADE SERIGRAPH ON WOOD, PLEXIGLASS AND ACRYLIC SHEETS 

48 X 72 INCHES, EACH 
2016  



 



 

 
‘BLUE SHORES OF SILENCE’ 

ARCHIVAL PRINT ON HAHNEMÜHLE MUSEUM ETCHING, 43 X 62.5 INCHES EACH 
VIDEO IN HIGH DEFINITION WITH SOUND 

DURATION: 15 MINUTES  



 

 
‘UNIVERSE IN DETAILS I, II, III’ 

LIGHT MICROSCOPHY, ARCHIVAL PRINT ON HEHNEMUHLE MUSEUM ETCHING PAPER  
13 X 23.5 INCHES, EACH  

2016  
 

 



 

 
‘UNIVERSE IN DETAILS I, II, III’ 

LIGHT MICROSCOPHY, ARCHIVAL PRINT ON HEHNEMUHLE MUSEUM ETCHING PAPER  
13 X 23.5 INCHES, EACH  

2016  

 



 

‘UNIVERSE IN DETAILS IV’ 
FLUORESCENT MICROSCOPY ARCHIVAL PRINT ON HEHNEMUHLE MUSEUM ETCHING PAPER  

13 X 23.5 INCHES, EACH  
2016  



 

‘UNIVERSE IN DETAILS IV’ 
FLUORESCENT MICROSCOPY ARCHIVAL PRINT ON HEHNEMUHLE MUSEUM ETCHING PAPER  

13 X 23.5 INCHES, EACH  
2016  



 

‘UNIVERSE IN DETAILS V 
ARCHIVAL PRINT ON HEHNEMUHLE MUSEUM ETCHING PAPER  

14 X 14 INCHES, EACH  
2016  

 
 

 



INSTALLATION VIEW AT EXHIBIT320  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 



 



 



 

 

 



 



 



 



 



 



  



 



 



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



INSTALLATION VIEW AT THE YINCHUAN BIENNALE 2016 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 



 

 



 



 


