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Vogue presents

the
TRAVELLINGjacket

This is the story of  
The Travelling Jacket—

not just a garment 
but a metaphorical 

adventurer who 
traverses five nations 
with the bonhomie 

of a chic Rastafarian. 
The journey, like life, is 
speckled with brilliant 

sunshine and torrential 
rains aplenty.  

By Bandana TewaRi
Photographed by 

 mARIE BARSCH   
Styled by  

PRIYANKA PARKASH

“All I ever wanted was a world without maps,” said 
the poet extraordinaire Michael Ondaatje. It may 
quiver with the poignancy of an unfulfilled childhood 
dream but what if this unfeigned notion was tested in 
a creative way? How far could we run with it? Curios-
ity opens doors, and in the following pages you will 
see how even this kernel of an idea has the power to 
bloom as it cross-pollinates across countries.

So a simple shell of a jacket started its journey and 
crisscrossed across five soulful nations—India, Bang-
ladesh, Bhutan, Nepal and Sri Lanka—that have an 
endless tapestry of shared history. In each country, 
one prolific designer added a dollop of his or her own 
design aesthetic, constructing a garment that ‘grew’ 
as it was fed design nuances, one country after an-
other. It travelled like a merry bohemian, picking up 
stories along the way.

You may say it is just a jacket, but in essence it is 
an object of celebration, a product of creativity that 
knows no boundaries. It may, in fact, even be a story 
about each one of us who has travelled to far-flung 
places, dipped into the cultural reservoir of each des-
tination, known the endless kindness of strangers 
and come away feeling rejuvenated with the sense of 
unfettered, common happiness.

Here are the pages from the five-country design 
journey of The Travelling Jacket. >

For more details on how The Travelling Jacket came 
together, watch the video on Vogue.in 
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1June 2016! It was a curious month, ac-
cording to Rahul Mishra. Did you 
know, he said, that a Martian crater 
was just named after the quake-hit 
village of Langtang in Nepal? Or 
that the quiet state of Odisha be-
came the fi rst Indian state to give 
pension and food benefi ts to 
transgendered people? “And now I 
get to start off on a jacket that 
travels on its own to four other 
countries!” 

On that befuddled note, Ra-
hul Mishra constructed the 
skeleton. “I can’t believe no 
one thought of this before,” he 
said as he identifi ed the spot 
where he would implant his 
design—the shoulders. “The 
Indian subcontinent is stu-
pendously rich because of 
our common heritage; so 
it’s thrilling and challeng-

ing at the same time.” 
Mishra, an ardent ad-
mirer of MC Escher and 
his philosophical belief 

that “we live in a beautiful 
and orderly world, and not 
in a formless chaos, as it 
sometimes seems,” made a 
simple dot the starting point. 
From there it morphed into a 
landscape, which turns into a 
jungle—echoing Escher’s fa-

mous words: “My work is a 
game, a very serious game.” 
Said Mishra, “Units make a 
whole, as countries make re-
gions.”

“My design allows the jacket to 
be very open-ended, so that four 

other designers can have enough 
space to play with. The dot is open 
to interpretation. I am so excited to 
see where this idea goes!” And off he 
shipped the jacket to Sri Lanka. 

And The Travelling Jacket started 
her journey....

Mishra adds his element
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Rahul Mishra in 
his studio with the 

skeleton of the jacket
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3“I was raring to go and start the 
Bangladesh chapter of the Travelling 
Jacket. My friends in Dhaka said my 
excitement to get my design narra-
tive going was palpable and infec-
tious. I had decided that I was going 
to use the most beautiful Bangla-
deshi textile—the centuries-old jam-
dani, one of the fi nest muslins crafted 
in my country,” said Khan. (The tra-
ditional art of weaving jamdani has 
been declared by UNESCO as an In-
tangible Cultural Heritage of Hu-
manity.) Khan combined this with 
taat, the famous Dhaka cotton, using 
it as the border with smatterings of 
the sacred and spiritual drawings 
called alpona.

But the night The Travelling Jack-
et arrived in Dhaka, events took a 
sad turn, as a terrorist attack claimed 
the lives of 20 people in a popular res-
taurant in Gulshan 2—Dhaka’s dip-
lomatic area, just a street away from 
Khan’s home. The waiters and guests 
who could escape the restaurant in 
Row 79 came pouring into her home 
in Row 77; that is how close the trag-
edy struck. But Khan, unafraid, ex-
posed the horrors that befell her 
neighbourhood by immediately post-
ing videos online, the fi rst person to 
do so. She lost some dear friends and 
children of friends. She was inconsol-
able but unwavering in her resilience 
to support her community. 

How did this befall a nation that 
has been lyrically romanticised in 
fi lm, art and literature? The very fab-
ric that Khan uses—jamdani (a Per-
sian name)—was originally known as 
Dhakai, named after the city of Dha-
ka. Patronised by the grand Mughal 
courts, jam means fl ower and dhani 
the container. “But the city will sur-
vive this,” said the designer. 

She embroidered ‘Love is Humani-
ty’ in Bangla along its right edge. “I 
hope everyone feels it, too,” she said 
as she packed off The Travelling 
Jacket to Nepal, the Himalayan ref-
uge for souls chasing angels or fl ee-
ing demons. >

Humaira 
Khan in her 
studio with 
the jacket

Khan used 
jamdani for 
her addition

Khan added a message of peace to the jacket
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Kanchana Thalpawila 
with the team that 

worked on the jacket

2
boundaries. When did political turmoil 
stop us from watching, say, a brilliant 
Tamil fi lm?” said Thalpawila as she 
prepared The Travelling Jacket for her 
journey to India’s eastern neighbour, 
Bangladesh. 

“Our region has suffered a lot with 
internal and external strife,” she said. 
“But no matter what, we have no 
boundaries when it comes to people. It 
doesn’t matter where you are from—
you get on and do your work. It’s lovely 
that we have one aim—to complete 
this jacket together—so I pulled all 
strings to get the jacket released.” 
Once in her hands, she revved from 
panic to manic mode, working fast and 
tirelessly with a team of 10 to use du-
ramba, a weaving technique dating 
back thousands of years, across the left 
shoulder and sleeve. The dramatic 
sleeve (which looks like the trunk of a 
Sri Lankan elephant) is an appropria-
tion of the royal costume of the kings 
and noblemen of Kandy. It’s ceremo-
nial and fi erce and an homage to Sri 
Lanka’s oldest indigenous weave. 

“Design, art and music have no 

The jacket took fi ve days to reach Kan-
chana Thalpawila because it got held 
up in customs, making the relatively 
short journey from India to Sri Lanka 
seem arduously long. For Colombo-
based designer Thalpawila, the delay 
caused many moments of panic. The 
weekend was coming up and she had 
taken special permission from the 
Ministry of Defense to shoot photo-
graphs of the jacket in iconic places 
like the Parliament House, shut to the 
public on Sundays. Was she going to 
get enough time to work on the jacket?  

Thalpawila used duramba, an ancient weaving technique

The dramatic 

sleeve she added 

to Mishra’s skeleton
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Choden addded a colourful kira
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5 entire jacket now 
looks calm and fi erce at the 
same time.” 

Bhutan, a tiny kingdom, easily re-
coils from the roar of the neighbouring 
behemoths, but its wisdom is towering 
like its mountains. 

The Travelling Jacket bid adieu, fi -
nally making her journey back to India 
but not without a little karmic prayer 
tucked in her pocket: 

“Gawa rang gi zon go zo; choem 
rang gi choen go choel.” (Whatever joy 
you seek, it can be achieved by your-
self; whatever misery you seek, it can 
be found by yourself.”)  

brating the art of 51 female artists 
aged between seven and 50, the exhi-
bition Her Expression III had just 
opened. Also, the international fi lm 
circuit was eagerly anticipating two 
fi lms, both made by feisty Bhuta-
nese women, lyrically titled Hon-
eygiver Among the Dogs and 
Hema Hema: Sing Me A Song 
While I Wait.

Befi ttingly, Choden was in-
spired to use the Oshom kira—
an old-world traditional kira 
worn by women not only as a national 
dress but as a cultural signifi er loaded 
with ideals of femininity and strength. 
“The kira endows every wearer with a 
sense of regal pride,” said Choden. 
“The culture here is deep and rich and 
cannot be explained as well as it can 
be experienced.”

Like the art and architecture in her 
country, Bhutanese textiles are very 
colourful. Choden cleverly offset the 
monochrome palette with the mesmer-
ising antiquated Oshom kira, which is 
both raw and rough. “I didn’t want it 
to look polished in the way new things 
look. The traditional rawness of the 
textile is so much more authentic. The 

Bhutan, steeped in secrecy and spiritu-
ality, was a befi tting place for The 
Travelling Jacket to make her last stop 
following a four-nation wanderlust. 
This mystical land dotted with monas-
teries and an uninterrupted Buddhist 
heritage spanning over 1,300 years, 
after all, believes deeply in the pursuit 
of happiness, encapsulating succinctly 
the jacket’s motto of ‘One Love’. This 
is also the only country in the world 
that has made Gross National Happi-
ness, a concept coined by Bhutan’s 
fourth Dragon King, Jigme Singye 
Wangchuck, a part of the economic 
policy of the country.

The most striking aspect are the 
Bhutanese women—fi ercely beautiful, 
simmering with the kind of resilience 
that comes from living in the tough 
highlands of the world. When the jack-
et reached Chimmi Choden, her city 
was abuzz with female power. Cele-

Chimmi 
Choden in 

her studio in 
Thimphu 
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Jewellery 
designer Aayusha 
Shreshta added a 

metal lotus belt

4Kathmandu, with its “blood-coloured 
bottlebrush trees and scarlet hibiscus 
looked too bright for this devastated 
world,” was how a travel writer once 
described it. But the city is still healing 
from the deep wounds caused by last 
year’s earthquake. Hearts and homes 
have yet to be mended. On the day de-
signer Aayusha Shrestha received the 
jacket (July 23), she went to Banesh-
wor to join the thousands who had con-
gregated for a ‘protest’ art perfor-
mance by fi ve young men from Artree, 
a performance centre in Tripureshwor. 

These men had woken up at the 
crack of dawn, shaved their heads and 
covered their bodies in words of pro-
tests written by master calligraphers. 
They walked barefoot, eyes closed, to 
Baneshwor to support the hunger 
strike by Dr Govinda KC, Nepal’s ex-
emplary philanthropist and surgeon, 
his eighth against the endemic corrup-
tion that has debilitated an entire na-
tion. The doctor’s tireless humanitari-
an service has led him to earthquake 
disaster zones in Nepal and India 
amongst others. 

Shrestha was inspired to use the lo-
tus motif, a symbol of an exalted state 
of mind and spiritual enlightenment in 
both Buddhism and Hinduism. “Since 
I am a jewellery designer, I decided to 
work with traditional Nepali craftsmen 
who deal with metal to make the lotus 

belt for the jacket,” said Shrestha. I 
wanted to take something 
from my roots and make it 
contemporary. The buttons 
are made from animal waste. 
We have a lot of animal sacri-

fi ces in Nepal for religious cer-
emonies. We used the horns of 
sacrifi ced animals and carved 
out buttons that highlight the 
workmanship of the master 
craftsmen. I wanted to show my 
respect to the animals sacrifi ced 
for the sins of human beings.” And 

with that The Travelling Jacket left 
for the serene mountains of Bhutan, 
land of the Dragon King.
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By Rahul Mishra

By Chimmi Choden

By Kanchana Thalpawila
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THE  
TRAVELLING 

JACKET

By Humaira Khan

By Aayusha Shrestha


