Monica Jahan Bose and Her Words:
Stories, Saris, and the Union of Art and Advocacy
Leah Stoddard
Most social issue art is about impact and message.
Such “call-to-action” work has two purposes: to
capture the attention and rally for a cause. It is
seldom about beauty and aesthetics.

denial of women’s bodies and sexuality across
cultures, and in paintings that featured sari blouses
as stand-ins for the artist and female oppression.
Parallel to her artistic life, Bose has advocated for
the rights of poor women and their families in her
homeland while working with Samhati, a US-based
nonprofit of Bangladeshi-American women her
mother founded in 1984. A self-proclaimed feminist
who moved to the United States at the age of 10,
Bose has been involved with women’s organizations
in the South Asia diaspora as both a lawyer and
organizer, focusing on violence against women,
immigrant rights, and literacy. She is also determined to raise awareness about climate change on
behalf of a part of the world plagued by cyclones
and rising water levels.

But in the end, how effective is that? Slogans can
close minds or fade from them, failing to achieve
long-term awareness. Effective advocacy art must
endure, draw one in, persist, and thereby inspire a
deeply impassioned commitment for change.
This is part of what makes Bangladeshi-American
artist Monica Jahan Bose’s new collaborative project
Her Words: Storytelling with Saris so compelling. It is a
series of evolving actions that infiltrate and engage
the public on many levels of social activism. It is
also visually poetic.
Ever since she put paint to canvas in the mid-1980s,
Bose has celebrated the body, vibrant color, and an
expressionistic style of defiant energy, never shying
away from provocative content. Past series have
focused on Bangladeshi independence, the Bengali
Language Movement, and multilingualism (Mother
Tongue, 2007-09) and the cyclone-ravaged identity of
a nation divided by language and religion (Water
Paintings, 2008-10). Direct feminist symbolism
emerged a few years ago in a group of mixed-media
works on paper (Estrogen, 2011) that explored the

Her Words is a turning point in Bose’s career: a
multiyear project that deftly weaves together her
identities as both artist and social activist. It is
ambitious and expansive, existing not only as an
installation in a gallery but as a multimedia experience involving film, photography, spoken word,
writing, publications, printmaking, performance,
and sculpture, as well as workshops and talks.
Rooted in the activist art “Happenings” of the
1960s, the project is also linked to relational art of
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Indelible Scent (Performance Still No. 1), 2012, photo credit: Siobhan Rigg.

the 1990s and participatory art of the present
day that balances aesthetics with social issues,
The Artist is Present
(2010) or works by dissident Chinese artist Ai
Wei Wei (e.g., The Sunflower Seeds, 2010).
Her Words comes out of direct
experience—Bose’s journeys to and involvement with her ancestral village of Katakhali on
the remote island of Barobaishdia. With the
warming of the planet, which Bose notes is a
consequence of overconsumption by richer
countries, this island may soon disappear
beneath the waters of the Bay of Bengal.
Bose’s passionate environmentalism stems
from her direct connection to this community.
The project also evolved out of Bose’s desire
to make a more collaborative/activist art. After
the success of her interactive
performance/installation Indelible Scent in
Washington DC, and at Miami’s Art Asia
(2012), in which the artist exchanged texts with
audience members while she read banned
books in a bed veiled with pink saris, Bose
decided to collaborate with 12 Bangladeshi
women through Samhati. Bose was inspired by
their stories: how they survived cyclones and
learned to read and write, rebuilding their lives
despite great physical hardship and discrimination.

Agunmukha (Mouth of Fire), 2013,
burnt sari and stones, installation at
Smith Center for the Healing Arts, Washington DC.
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Bus Stop Bangladesh: a performance/installation, 2013, Mt. Ranier, Maryland,
Photo credit: Evan Wilder (left), Neena Narayanan (middle & right).

The common artistic thread that unites Bose with
the women of Katakhali is printmaking. The artist
had worked before with etching and monoprints,
and saw in the women a chance to learn traditional
woodblock printing techniques while encouraging
them to explore personal imagery in their own art.
These prints and their stories and portraits would be
shared with the world, presented in galleries both in
the US and Bangladesh.
What resulted from the joint sessions was true
collaboration through art making and oral histories,
all captured on film by Bangladeshi filmmaker
Nandita Ahmed to become a part of the Her Words
installation. The women opened up to Bose and the
camera, recounting stories of their lives, gaining
trust with the artist with every conversation. Each
of the final 24 block prints on saris (12 exhibited,
12 worn by the women to symbolize their achievements) is an intimate sharing between Bose and
each individual woman. Bose’s involvement varied
depending on the personality of her partner, where
some led the process and others asked Bose to be
more involved with artistic decisions.

Water 21 (Swept Away), 2010, acrylic, newspaper, and
sari blouse on linen, 38 x 51 inches.
Estrogen 10, 2011, graphite, ink, watercolor, newspaper,
and cut sari on watercolor paper, 18 x 24 inches.

Actual sari cloth has been at the core of Bose’s art
in recent work, first as collaged cut pieces veiling
nudes, then as gathered clumps of cloth (sometimes
burned) on the floor or suspended as environments
or site-specific sculptures [Sari Stupa at the Embassy
of Bangladesh, Sari Cloud at Red Dirt Open Studio,
and Agunmukha (Fire Mouth) at Smith Center]. When
no longer wrapping a woman’s body, a strip of sari
fabric suggests sexual liberation and empowerment,
made more potent by colors associated with the
34

stages of a Bangladeshi woman’s life: reds and pinks
symbolizing fertility, white purity/widowhood, and
black, sorrow. In Her Words, the saris are hanging
banners patterned with images of eyes, waves,
onions, flowers, and abstract forms, along with
words in Bengali script mined from the women’s
journals. The multiple textile panels are as they were
when they were drying in the sun on the island, with
filmed images of the women projected onto their
surfaces and the sound of their voices filling the
room. Explains Bose: “I want the audience to be
arrested by the unexpected —immersed in a whole
environment of undulating saris, with the fabric
activated by Nandita’s film images. Then, I want the
audience to explore the work on a deeper level,
discovering other layers of meaning.”

Leah Stoddard has curated over 100 exhibitions,
including 10 large-scale projects for the Taubman Museum
of Art in Roanoke, Virginia, USA, where she was both the
Director of Exhibitions (2012-13) and the Adjunct
Curator of Contemporary Art (2011-present). In addition,
she has also served as Director of Second Street Gallery, a
nonprofit artspace in Charlottesville, Virginia (2000-08),
and continues to work as an independent curator and artist
advisor. Stoddard has an MA in art history/criticism from
State University of New York, Stony Brook, and a BA in
art history from Carleton College.

Offshoots of this project are a series of ongoing
public actions, demos, lectures, and panel discussions. Recently, Bose performed Bus Stop Bangladesh
(2013), an urban intervention where she took on the
personas of the Katakhali women, recounting their
stories in the first person to passers by and strangers
waiting for their buses. The 18-foot-long saris were
hung off a building—sensual pink fabric flowing
over stone and brick like a defiant feminine force in
the face of adversity.
In the end, an artist working with a community can
serve as an effective catalyst, activating collaborators
and inspiring awareness that can lead to lasting
social change. Art and advocacy operate hand-inhand in Her Words, creating a profound and beautiful experience that persists long after leaving the
gallery space.
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gwbKv Rvnvb †evm Ges bvixi K_v
wjqv ÷WvW©
mvavibZ mvgvwRK welqwfwËK wkíKg©i g~j D‡Ïk¨ cÖfve I
welqe¯‘i evZ©v| G iKg Kv‡R wb‡qvwRZ nIqvi AvnŸv‡bi `y‡Uv
w`K i‡q‡QÑ g‡bv‡hvM AvKl©Y Kiv Ges we‡kl D‡Ïk¨ mva‡bi
Rb¨ mevB‡K GKÎ Kiv| K`vPB Gme wkíKjvq †mŠ›`h© Ges
bv›`wbK wel‡q bRi †`qv nq|

Zuvi wkíxRxe‡bi m‡½ mgvšÍivjfv‡e wZwb Zuvi gvZ…f‚wgi `y¯’
gwnjv Ges Zv‡`i cwiev‡ii AwaKvi Av`v‡qi Rb¨ KvR
K‡i‡Qb| GB KvR¸‡jv wZwb K‡ib evsjv‡`kx-Av‡gwiKvb
gwnjv‡`i msMVb msnwZi gva¨‡g| 1984 mv‡j Zuvi gv
msnwZ†K cÖwZwôZ K‡ib | GKRb ¯^‡NvwlZ bvixev`x gwbKv
†evm `k eQi eq‡m Av‡gwiKvq G‡mwQ‡jb| †evm `wÿY
Gwkqvi Awfevmx gwnjv‡`i msMVb¸‡jvi m‡½ GKRb AvBbÁ
I msMVK Dfqfv‡eB RwoZ| G‡`i gva¨‡g wZwb †g‡q‡`i Ici
wbcxob, Awfevmxi AwaKvi Ges mvÿiZvi Rb¨ KvR K‡ib|
Dciš‘ wZwb N~wY©So Ges mgy`ªmxgvi D”PZv e„w×i cÖfv‡e
ÿwZMÖ¯Í c„w_exi Ggb AÂ‡ji cÿ †_‡K Rjevqy cwieZ©‡bi

wKš‘ †kl ch©šÍ G¸‡jv KZUv cÖfve we¯Ívi Ki‡Z cv‡i? †¯øvMvb
gb‡K Av”Qbœ K‡i w`‡Z cv‡iÑ A_ev gb †_‡K kxNªB gy‡Q hvq
Ges `xN©‡gqvw` m‡PZbZv AR©b Ki‡Z e¨_© nq| djcÖm~
cÖe³vag©x wkíKg© Aek¨B mnbkxj n‡e, gvbyl‡K AvKl©Y
Ki‡e| ¯’vqx n‡e Ges cwieZ©‡bi Rb¨ Av‡eMnxb wbôv‡K
Mfxifv‡e AbycÖvwYZ Ki‡e|

Ôbvixi K_vÕ †ev‡mi Rxebavivq GKwU bZzb †gvo: GwU GKwU eû
eQiwfwËK cÖKí, hvi Øviv wZwb myPviæiƒ‡c GKB m‡½ GKRb
wkíx I mwµq mgvRKg©x wn‡m‡e cwiwPwZ †c‡q‡Qb| GB cÖKí
D”Pvwfjvlx Ges we¯Í…Z| Zuvi wkíKg© ïay M¨vjvwi‡Z ¯’vcbvi
g‡a¨B mxgve× bq eis Pjw”PÎ, Av‡jvKwPÎ, gy‡Li K_v, nv‡Zi
†jLv cÖKvkbv, Qvc ˆZwi, Awfbq, fv¯‹h© Ges Kg©kvjv I

evsjv‡`kx-Av‡gwiKvb gwbKv Rvnvb †ev‡mi bZzb mn‡hvMx cÖKí
Ôbvixi K_v: kvwoi g‡a¨ RxebMvu_vÕ GB Rb¨B GZ kw³kvjx|
GwU GKwU Kvh©µ‡gi avivevwnK µgweKvk, †hLv‡b wewfbœ
ch©v‡qi mvgvwRK Av‡›`vj‡b RbMY AbycÖ‡ek K‡i Ges
wb‡R‡`i mshy³ K‡i| Ges GB wkíKjv Kvwe¨K I Q›`gq|
1980 mv‡ji gvSvgvwS mgq †_‡K †evm K¨vbfv‡m is w`‡q †`n,
D¾¡j is Ges ¯úwa©Z kw³i Awfe¨w³g~jK fw½‡K D`&hvcb
K‡i‡Qb|KL‡bvB D‡ËRK welqe¯‘ †_‡K m‡i Av‡mbwb| Zuvi
Av‡Mi wmwiR¸‡jvi `„wó wbe× wQj evsjv‡`‡ki ¯^vaxbZv, evsjvi
fvlv Av‡›`vjb, eûfvwlKZv (gvZ…fvlv 2007-2009) Ges
N~wY©So weaŸ¯Í, fvlv I ag©wfwËK wef³ GKwU RvwZi ( cvwb Rj
2008-2010) cwiwPwZi cÖwZ| gvÎ K‡qK eQi Av‡M KvM‡Ri
Ici K‡qKwU wgkÖ gva¨g (G‡÷ªv‡Rb, 2011) wb‡q Zuvi wkíK‡g©
cÖZ¨ÿ bvixev`x cÖZxKxqZv cwiùzwUZ n‡q‡Q| GB¸‡jvi ga¨
w`‡q wZwb wewfbœ ms¯‹…wZ‡Z bvixi †`n I †hŠbZv A¯^xKv‡ii
welqwU cÖKvk K‡i‡Qb| Ges Zuvi AuvKv kvwo-eøvDR †hb Zuvi
Ges bvix RvwZi Ici wbcxo‡bi Qwe|

1960-Gi `k‡Ki NUbvcÖev‡n MÖw_Z GB cÖKí 1990-Gi
weeiYag©x wkíKg© (wi‡jkbvj AvU©) Ges eZ©gv‡bi AskMÖnYwfm‡½ fvimvg¨ iÿv K‡i| †hgb g¨vwibv Geªv‡gvwf‡Pi Ôwkíx
Dcw¯’Z Av‡QbÕ(2010) A_ev cÖwZev`x Pxbv wkíx AvB I‡qB
I‡qB -i wkíKg© (‡hgb Ôm~h© g~Lxi wewPÕ 2010)|
Ôbvixi K_vÕ cÖZ¨ÿ AwfÁZv †_‡K G‡m‡QÑ my`~i DcK‚‡ji Øxc
eoevBkw`qvi KvUvLvjx †ev‡mi c~e©cyiæ‡li MÖvg Ges †mLv‡b
DòZv e„w×i Rb¨ wkMwMiB e‡½vcmvM‡i wejxb n‡q ‡h‡Z cv‡i,
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AwaKvi K‡i Av‡Q| cÖ_‡g Kvc‡oi UzKiv w`‡q †`n‡K †X‡K
ivLv, Zvici KvUv Kvc‡oi ¸”Q¸‡jv (KL‡bv †cvov) †g‡S‡Z
Rgv Kiv A_ev cwi‡ek wn‡m‡e Szwj‡q ivLv A_ev wbw`©ó ¯’v‡bi
fv¯‹h© (Ôkvwo¯Í‚c, Õ evsjv‡`k `~Zvevm, Ôkvwo †gNÕ, †iW WvU©
÷zwWI Ges ÔAv¸bgyLv
Rov‡bv nq bv, kvwo ZLb †g‡q‡`i †hŠbZvi ¯^vaxbZv I
ÿgZvqb‡K †evSvq Ges G‡K AviI kw³kvjx Kiv nq †mB me
i‡Oi e¨env‡i, †h¸‡jv evsjv‡`kx bvix‡`i Rxe‡bi wewfbœ ¯Í‡ii
m‡½ mshy³ n‡q Av‡Q| jvj I †Mvjvwc is cÖRbb ÿgZvi
cÖZxK, mv`v cweÎZv/ˆeae¨ Ges Kv‡jv †e`bvi ms‡KZ| Ôbvixi
K_vÕ cÖK‡í kvwo¸‡jv e¨vbv‡ii g‡Zv SzjšÍÑ Gi bKkvi Qwei
g‡a¨ i‡q‡Q: †PvL, †XD, †cuqvR, dzj Ges weg~Z© AvK…wZ Avi
Zvi m‡½ †g‡q‡`i †jLvi LvZv †_‡K †bqv evsjv kãmg~n|
A‡bK¸‡jv Kvco †hgb K‡i †iv‡` ïKv‡bvi Rb¨ †g‡j †`qv
nq, wVK †Zgwb K‡i kvwo¸‡jv c¨v‡b‡ji g‡Zv Szwj‡q ivLv
n‡q‡Q Ges Zvi Dci Pjw”P‡Î †g‡q‡`i Qwe¸‡jv Zz‡j aiv
n‡q‡Q| Zv‡`i KÉ¯^i NiwU c~Y© K‡i †i‡L‡Q| †evm e‡jb,
ÔAvwg PvB, `k©‡Kiv AcÖZ¨vwkZ `„‡k¨ AvK…ó n‡eb| bw›`Zvi
Pjw”P‡Îi Qwe Kvco¸‡jv‡K mPj Ki‡e Ges `k©‡Kiv Zi½vwqZ
kvwoi cwi‡e‡k Wz‡e hv‡eb| Avi ZLb Avwg PvB, `k©‡Kiv GB
wkíK‡g©i AšÍwb©wnZ A_© Avwe®‹vi Ki‡eb|Õ

Ges †evm e‡jb abx †`k¸‡jvi gvÎvwZwi³ †fv‡Mi dj Gi
KviY| G NUbv †ev‡mi Av‡eMvcøyZ cwi‡ekev`‡K RvwM‡q
Zz‡j‡Q|
†ev‡mi AviI †ewk mn‡hvMx I mwµq wkí m„wói B”Qv †_‡KI
GB cÖKí weKvk jvf K‡i‡Q| IqvwksUb wWwm Ges gvqvwgi
Gwkqv wkí cÖ`k©bx‡Z (2012) Zuvi ˆZwi ÔB‡›`wjej †m›UÕ
(AdzišÍ NªvY) Bb÷‡jk‡b wZwb †Mvjvwc kvwo‡Z XvKv weQvbvq
e‡m wbwl× eB cvV K‡ib Ges `k©K‡`i m‡½ gZwewbgq K‡ib|
GwU wQj GKRb wkíx I `k©‡Ki cvi¯úwiK f‚wgKv/¯’vcbv| †evm
GB cÖ`k©bxi mvd‡j¨ DrmvwnZ n‡q msnwZi 12 Rb gwnjv‡K
mn‡hvMx K‡i KvR Ki‡Z eªZx nb| †evm Zv‡`i RxebKvwnbx
ï‡b DØy× n‡q‡QbÑ †Kgb K‡i Zviv N~wY©S‡oi AvNvZ KvwU‡q
D‡V K‡Vvi kvixwiK cwikÖg K‡i Ges bvbv ˆelg¨ cÖwZ‡iv‡ai
gva¨‡g †jLvcov wk‡L wb‡R‡`i Rxeb cybe©vi wbg©vY K‡i‡Qb|
†evm Ges KvUvLvjxi bvix‡`i g‡a¨ mvaviY †hvMm~Î n‡”Q Qvc
ˆZwi wkí| wkíx Gi Av‡M GwPs Ges g‡bvwcÖ›U (GKK gy`ªY)
wb‡q KvR K‡i‡Qb| wZwb KvUvLvjxi bvix‡`i g‡a¨ cyi‡bv w`‡bi
Kv‡Vi eøK Qv‡ci c×wZ †kLvi GKUv my‡hvM †`L‡jb| Ges GB
m‡½ Zv‡`i wb‡Ri fvebv¸‡jv‡K wbR¯^ wkíKjvi ga¨ w`‡q
cÖKvk Ki‡Z DrmvwnZ Ki‡jb| GB Qvc¸‡jv Ges Zv‡`i Mí I
cÖwZK…wZi Qwe we‡k¦i me `k©‡KiB †`Lvi my‡hvM n‡e Ges
hy³ivóª I evsjv‡`‡ki wkíKjv M¨vjvwi‡Z cÖ`wk©Z n‡e|
wkím„wó Ges gy‡L RxebKvwnbx ejvi †hŠ_ Av‡jvPbv mfvi
g‡a¨B wQj mwZ¨Kv‡ii mn‡hvwMZv| evsjv‡`kx Pjw”PÎwbg©vZv
bw›`Zv Avn‡g` G¸‡jv meB Pjw”P‡Î aviY K‡i‡Qb, hv Ôbvixi
K_vÕ ¯’vcbvi Ask wn‡m‡e _vK‡e| †g‡qiv †evm Ges K¨v‡givi

GB cÖK‡íi kvLv-cÖkvLv †ewi‡q avivevwnKfv‡e Pj‡Q Kg©m~wP|
Ôevm÷c evsjv‡`kÕ bv‡g GKwU Bb÷‡jkb/cvidig¨vÝ
(2013) Dc¯’vcb K‡i‡Qb| GwU GKwU kn‡i cÖ‡ekwfwËK
wkíKg©| GLv‡b wZwb KvUvLvjxi gwnjv‡`i e¨w³Z¡¸‡jv‡K wb‡q
G‡m‡Qb IqvwksUb wWwm‡Z Ges wb‡R Zv‡`i f‚wgKvq AeZxY©
n‡q Zv‡`i Kvwnbx eY©bv K‡i‡Qb ARvbv-A‡Pbv c_Pvix‡`i Ges
evm¯’v‡b A‡cÿviZ hvÎx‡`i Kv‡Q| GLv‡b GKwU fe‡bi Ici

Av‡jvPbvi ga¨ w`‡q wkíxi Av¯’v AR©b K‡i‡Qb| 24wU eøK
Qv‡ci kvwo (12wU cÖ`k©bx‡Z Ges 12wU kvwo †g‡qiv Zv‡`i
mvd‡j¨i cÖZxK wn‡m‡e c‡i‡Qb) Ñ cÖwZwU kvwoB †ev‡mi m‡½

B‡Ui Ici D‡o _vKv Av‡e`bgq †Mvjvwc i‡Oi Kvco‡K g‡b

mn‡hvMx‡`i e¨w³‡Z¡i Ici wbf©ikxj n‡q wfbœ R‡bi Rb¨ wfbœ
gvÎvq KvR K‡iwQj| wKQz bvix GB cÖwµqvq †bZ…Z¡ w`‡qwQj,
Avevi K‡qKRb bvix †evm‡K wkíKjv wel‡q wm×všÍ †`evi Rb¨
AviI RwoZ n‡Z e‡jwQj|

Z‡e wZwb Zuvi mn‡hvMx‡`i mwµq K‡ib Ges Zv‡`i
m‡PZbZv‡K DrmvwnZ K‡i mgv‡R ¯’vqx cwieZ©b NUv‡bvi †ÿ‡Î
djcÖm~ f‚wgKv ivL‡Z cv‡ib| Ôbvixi K_vÕq wkí Ges cÖe³v
GKm‡½ KvR K‡i GKwU Mfxi Abyf‚wZc~Y© †mŠ›`h©‡ev‡ai m„wó
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K‡i‡Q, hv M¨vjvwi cwimi †Q‡o hvIqvi ciI `k©K‡`i AšÍ‡i
¯’vqx n‡q _vK‡e|

kvj©Umwfj kn‡i Aew¯’Z AjvfRbK wkíKjv cÖwZôvb †m‡KÛ
w÷ªU M¨vjvwii cwiPvjK c‡` KvR K‡i‡Qb Ges GL‡bv wZwb
†mLvbKvi GKRb ¯^vaxb cwiPvjK I wkíKjv Dc‡`óv wn‡m‡e
KvR K‡i hv‡”Qb| wZwb wkíKjvi BwZnvm/mgv‡jvPbv wel‡q
†÷U BDwbfvwm©wU Ae wbDBqK©, †÷vwbeªæK †_‡K GgG wWwMÖ jvf
K‡i‡Qb Ges Kvj©Ub K‡jR †_‡K wkíKjvi BwZnvm wel‡q weG
wWwMÖ jvf K‡i‡Qb|

wjqv ÷WvW© GKkiI †ewk wkíKjv cÖ`k©bxi ZË¡veavb K‡i‡Qb|
Gi g‡a¨ i‡q‡Q hy³iv‡óªi fvwR©wbqv iv‡R¨i †ivqvbK kn‡ii
Ueg¨vb wgDwRqvg Ae AvU©| GLv‡b wZwb `kwU e„n`vKvi cÖK‡í
KvR K‡ib| 2012-2013 mvj ch©šÍ wZwb GLv‡b cÖ`k©bxi
cwiPvjK wn‡m‡e KvR K‡ib| 2011 †_‡K GLb ch©šÍ wZwb
mgKvjxb wkíKjvi mn‡hvMx cwiPvjK wn‡m‡e KvR K‡i‡Qb| G
Qvov wZwb 2000 †_‡K 2008 mvj ch©šÍ fvwR©wbqv iv‡R¨i
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Layer by layer: Storytelling with Saris, 2013, installation shot from Brentwood Arts Exchange, Brentwood, MD,
Photo credit: Margaret Boozer (opposite page), Monica Jahan Bose (above).
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