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.

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 (Mozher
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

29

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 deter-
mined to raise awareness about climate change on
behalf of a part of the world plagued by cyclones
and rising water levels.

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 experi-
ence 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



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,
such as Marina Abramovic’s 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 involve-
ment 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 discrimina-
tion.

Agunmnkha (Month 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 (/f?), Neena Narayanan (widdle & righ).






Water 21 (Swept Away), 2010, acrylic, newspapet, 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.
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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 achieve-
ments) 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.

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 Agunmnkha (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



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.”

Offshoots of this project are a series of ongoing
public actions, demos, lectures, and panel discus-
sions. Recently, Bose performed Bus S7op 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-in-
hand in Her Words, creating a profound and beauti-

ful experience that persists long after leaving the
gallery space.
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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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