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“Open the Door” (Kholo Kholo Dar by Rabindranath Tagore) is the first song | learned when [ started singing lessons in Bangladesh as a young child. Itis a love song, pleading “Open, Open
the door! Don't leave me out here waiting....” For me, opening the door to love is a fundamental human need. But in many societies, love is not a matter of choice. The phrase “Open the
door” also has other meanings for me. | dream of a world where doors to freedom and education are open to everyone, where we no longer build walls, but are free to go where we wish.

Monica Jahan Bose

Cover Image : Open the Door
2010, acrylic, newspaper, and pigment on canvas
89 x 130 cm (35" x 517)
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On behalf of the American Center and the U.S. Embassy in
Bangladesh, | wish to commend Monica Jahan Bose on her
exhibition “Open the Door.” This body of work reflects the youth and
vibrancy of America and Bangladesh as portrayed by a talented
American-Bangladeshi artist. ~Ms. Bose draws inspiration from
global priorities shared by the United States and Bangladesh,
including climate change and women’s empowerment. Her paintings
and mixed-media works reflect real-world issues.

Ms. Bose studied studio art and painting at Wesleyan University and
Santiniketan. Her works reflect her personal beliefs and her Bengali
and American identity and individuality. The American Center is
proud to support this exhibition.

We extend special thanks to the Dhaka Art Center for their
partnership. Together with so many friends in the American and
Bangladeshi artistic community, we view art as an invitation to greater
mutual understanding and respect. We are delighted to share this
invitation and the following catalog with you.

Sincerely,
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Lauren H. Lovelace

Director of the American Center
U.S. Embassy, Dhaka
Bangladesh
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Monica Jahan Bose’s Visual Diary

Monica Jahan Bose is a Bengali artist based in the United States. She
was born, educated, and raised abroad. She has been educated in the
United States and India. She has purposefully studied a number of
diverse disciplines, including fine arts, law, and mathematics. In the end,
however, she has chosen fine arts as her profession and passion. When
we stand before her paintings it is instantly obvious that Bose’s decision to
become an artist was not just haphazard but carefully deliberated. There
is no doubt from looking at her work that Bose has thrown herself into her
art in a serious and concentrated way. This is also evident when we
review the list of important exhibitions in which she has participated.

Most of Bose’s paintings are full of symbolic and direct references to
Bangladesh and to Bengali culture and identity. The remaining aspect of
her work deals with facets of daily life: the artist's own personal life, the
way real life is affected by social or regional issues, and also the impact of
global issues on everyday life. The arduous struggle that she and her
family members have taken to move out of the shadows of prejudice and
narrow-mindedness and towards a tolerant, inclusive worldview are also
woven into her work -- sometimes though painted images and collage and
sometimes directly with words. In her quest to express all these important
ideas and concepts in her work, Bose has intentionally avoided the type of
visual language with which we are familiar in the contemporary painting of
Bangladesh. Instead, she has been forced to find and invent her own
unique language appropriate for expressing her complex conceptual ideas
and her multi-dimensional thought process. The language that Bose has
charted out for herself rejects and is in stark contrast to the conventional
artistic principles that are followed in Bangladesh, which usually fail to take
into account the realities of today’s life or the society we live in.

Monica Jahan Bose’s unique work with its innovative style and rich, varied
language will introduce a whole new vocabulary and dimension to the
visual arts sphere in Bangladesh. It is with this belief that the Dhaka Art
Center has decided to host a solo exhibition of Bose’s inventive
mixed-media paintings.

Dhaka Art Center
Dhaka, Bangladesh
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OPENING THE DOOR TO
MONICA JAHAN BOSE’S PAINTINGS

Monica Jahan Bose has titled this exhibition “Open the
Door,” referring in part, no doubt, to two recent
canvases she created bearing the same title. The
larger painting, “Open the Door 2,” was her entry for
this year’s Prix Marin.* In “Open the Door 2,” we see
a young woman, likely the artist herself, standing at an
open window, wearing only a red sari blouse—a
recurring motif in much of her work—and a white cloth
or slip around her waist. Her bare arms are spread
wide open as she reaches out to the world. One hand
seems to be moving toward a doorknob, near a
streaming Bengali text proclaiming “Kholo Kholo Dar,”
meaning “Open, Open the Door.”

This painting merits particular attention, not only
because it inspired the title of the exhibition, but
because it marks a point of departure in Bose’s
ceuvre, a revealing of what was previously not seen
nor meant to be shown.

Here Bose decides to paint female flesh and the body
while her recent practice has been to depict only the
red sari blouse, a loaded signifier standing in for the
female body or the artist herself and referring to
feminine sexuality. The mere depiction of the sari
blouse — or choli as it is popularly called across the
subcontinent -- may be interpreted as provocative
given that it is usually a garment hidden under the sari.
Her recent works create a unique personal language,
using  floating  sari blouses  (sometimes
Rauschenberg-like collages using actual sari blouses
with portions cut out), red boots on hot pink or red
backgrounds, text messages, and cutouts from
Bengali matrimonial columns or the artists own
photographs. Bose rarely paints the female nude as
she feels that the female body has been over-depicted
and objectified in art.

But in “Open the Door 2" she has dared to “open the
door” and actually show a female body inside the red

sari blouse. She depicts an unveiled face (in contrast
to the two veiled orthodox women in the bottom right
foreground), bare arms outstretched, and just below
the red sari, she paints the figure’s navel and bare
stomach--perhaps a signifier for what lies behind it--
the womb, the center of creation.

The open lotus blossom floating on the picture plane
at the level of the womb serves as a perfect symbol for
the meaning of this painting as well as the show--a
blossoming of this artist's work, an opening of a new
door. Just as the figure stands at an open window, we
cannot help but be reminded of the way paintings
themselves are open windows inviting the viewer
inside.

Bose’s ceuvre cannot be fully appreciated without
some knowledge of her fascinating biography which
provides insight into her subjectivity and the diverse
influences at play in her work: Born in England to
Bangladeshi parents — one Hindu, one Muslim- and
brought up mostly in the United States though now
living and working in Paris, Bose has studied art, law
and mathematics and has been an artist, lawyer,
activist and teacher.

A powerful juxtaposition exists between her work’s
sophisticated ~ conceptual  content/  symbolic
significance (the works are dealing with issues such
as women’s rights, religious fundamentalism, and
global warming) and the pure joyful energy that the
paintings emanate, often resembling naive South
Asian folk art or street art.

She draws on her South Asian heritage yet assembles
the parts of these autobiographical fragmented
narratives in a manner that would be a dream for any
feminist semiotician. The works are vibrant in part
because of the bold South Asian palette and in part
due to the interplay between simplicity of form and
complexity of content, the discrepancy of which is in a
constant process of reconciliation.

What does it mean to be a feminist contemporary
painter in the 21st century, especially one who has

had exposure to multiple cultural traditions East and
West? How does Bose grapple with her multicultural
upbringing and the often contradictory sets of values
or world views? How is this revealed in her art?

What does it mean for her audience, when these
paintings can be shown in France, the US, and
Bangladesh? How differently are they received and
understood? Perhaps this helps us understand why
Bose often seeks the “universally human” in her work
by treating themes such as love and relationships,
rendering them with a certain freshness and
innocence so her art can transcend the complexities
and contradictions of our confused contemporary
world. These lively paintings are simultaneously
comforting and challenging.

Her ceuvre is an ongoing reconciliation. On one level
she reconciles cultural differences through integration,
combining and juxtaposing on the picture plane
Western and Eastern symbols in a fragmented
fashion. On another level, she reconciles cultural
differences through transcendence of all differences,
seeking instead to express the universally human —
like love and joy and using red to represent heat,
energy, passion and blood. Even so, her bold use of
red can be an act of political defiance, harking to the
banning of the color red in Saudi Arabia in February
2009 to prevent Valentine’s Day celebrations.

Bose must continually navigate her way through the
multiple layers of possible meanings, a result of the
depth and richness of the cultures and traditions she
has juggled throughout her life. The large painting
“Open the Door 2" signals on the one hand, Bose’s
beckoning her viewers to come inside and visit her
blood red landscapes of semiotic significance. At the
same time, the painting declares the artist's own
acceptance of the world’s invitation for her art to pass
through a new open door.

Dr. Deborah Zafman, Director and Curator, Galerie
Deborah Zafman, Paris, France

* The Prix Antoine Marin is a prestigious annual competition for emerging painters in Paris in which twelve senior painters are asked to nominate twelve junior painters. Shahabuddin
Ahmed nominated Monica Jahan Bose for the 2010 Prix Marin.
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Monica Jahan Bose’s Paintings:
Barbed Wire and Red Hearts

Humans reached the moon, and | found love
But the conflicts on earth still did not stop!
-- Abul Hasan, Living through Life and Death

In today’s world, we are confused by the
barrage of conflicts and events that assault us
daily. As we start the 21st century, are we
regressing?
Monica Jahan Bose focuses on these
questions and the
contemporary society. Her paintings look at
global social and political issues, and at the
same time speak about her own life and the
condition and inner thoughts of women.
Jackson Pollock has said, “Every good
painter paints what he is.” Bose has definitely
infused her work with her life and spirit.

moving forward or are we

dichotomies in

Those who are taken away from their
homeland tend to long for their roots. A
nomad has particularly strong pinings for
home. Bose has a complicated biography.
Her parents were born in present-day
Bangladesh, but she was born in Britain. She
has lived in seven countries, spending most of
her life in the US. She was a young child
during Bangladesh’s liberation war and spent
some months with her family as a refugee in
India. Bose’s mother hails from a remote

coastal island near the Bay of Bengal. Bose’s
work reflects her multicultural identity and her
emotional link to Bangladesh.

Although her parents are involved in
progressive politics and non-observant, her
mother was born Muslim and her father
Hindu. Her husband was born Christian. Bose
is a humanist whose worldview transcends
religious barriers and focuses on the shared
human experience. Bose’s unique open
attitude and her ability to look beyond our
differences has given her a special inner
space that feeds her creative energy. From
her varied life experiences and interactions
with people of many cultures, she has
developed a truly global, multi-faceted

perspective.

Bose has studied art from several institutions
in the East and West. She has worked and
interacted with artists from around the world.
She has also studied law and worked on
environmental and women’s issues. She
considers herself an artist and activist, and
her artwork reflects her focus on women and
the environment.

Bose’s spirited bold application of paint,
splashy brushstrokes and spills, and
incorporation through collage of everyday,
dissimilar objects recalls the work of Robert



Rauschenberg. Bright reds, candy pinks, and
vivid blues cover Bose’s large canvases. To
her florescent colors and fine brushwork she
has added the stark contrast of shiny
photographic emulsion. The flood of pigment
alongside synthetic images creates a thrilling
struggle and dialogue. The recurrent motifs in
her work are sleeveless sari blouses (cholis),
round architectural elements, a pair of
dazzling red boots, barbed wire, rickshaws,
an electric meter, waterlogged cities and
villages, and her vividly painted red hearts
and white and pink lotuses and waterlillies.
Her use of feminine reds and pinks is perhaps
intentional.

Bose’s narratives speak to her deep concern
about global warming and its impact on
Bangladesh, which is likely to be partially
submerged. Her
disappear entirely, and Bose’s anguish is
evident in her work. She paints water in many
of her works and even adds the Bengali text,
“Where will we go?” The electric meter
appears as a symbol of the overconsumption
by richer countries that has resulted in climate
change.

mother’s island could

Bose is not satisfied by using just painted
images, photographic images, and text. She
takes actual sari blouses (cholis) and
attaches them to her paintings, cutting out the

sleeves and heart-shaped sections from the
breast to express the cruelty of our society.
Rather than dwell on conflict, Bose seeks to
communicate a positive, loving message.
She is a mother, weaving together her story
through cutting, sewing, mending and gluing.
Her paintings are like autobiographical
scrapbooks.

Bose juxtaposes pleasing, attractive images
with images that make us uncomfortable,
blending themes of love with violence against
women, to create a distinctive personal space
on the canvas. On top of her beautiful colorful

works, Bose attaches cutouts from the
matrimonial advertisements in  Bengali
newspapers, adding an intentionally

discordant element. These advertisements
show the greediness and dishonesty of the
men seeking pretty brides. The artist's
purpose is clear: she wants to question and
challenge attitudes toward women and

marriage.

Maps of Bangladesh, the Shahid Minar
Language memorial, barbed wire, and lotus
flowers express Bose’s attachment to her
native land and the political climate in South
Asia. The European Union has managed to
erase geographic borders without diminishing
national sovereignty. The Berlin Wall came
down after the fall of the Soviet Union. At the

same time, in other parts of the world, new
walls and barbed wire fences are going up to
prevent free movement among people.
Bose captures these countervailing global
forces in her paintings. Even while addressing
these difficult issues with such a varied
vocabulary, her works are harmonious and
convey a certain sweetness.

Bose has gathered the language of her work
from many sources. In aesthetic terms, her
images are transparent and direct like pop art
and instantly attract the viewer. She has
successfully used simplified images to directly
convey political and social messages. The
power of Bose’s unique language derives
from Bangladesh’s folk art (including rickshaw
painting), American pop art, and possibly her
experience as a student of K.G. Subramanian
at Santiniketan.
responsibility of raising the consciousness of
the viewer about urgent political and social
She has the painted the words of a
Tagore song -- “Open the Door” -- to two
recent paintings and given the same title to
this exhibition. Her paintings are about
breaking out of the shackles of society and
living in a free world.

Bose has taken on the

issues.

Moinuddin Khaled, Art Critic
[Translated from Bengali]
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Elections 4, 2009, acrylic, marble dust, and newspaper on canvas, 61 x 91 cm (24" x 36”)




Bengal Wall 2, 2010, acrylic, photo collage, pigment, oil bar, spray paint, and pencil on canvas, 89 x 130 cm (35" x 517)




Sleeveless Blouse, 2008, acrylic, photo collage, and oil bar on canvas, 89 x 130 cm (35” x 517)




Sleeveless Blouse 2, 2009, acrylic and oil bar on canvas, 97 x 130 cm (38" x 517)




Water 9 (Floating World 2), 2008, acrylic on canvas, 89 x 130 cm (35" x 517)




Water 10, 2008, acrylic on canvas, 89 x 130 cm (35" x 51”)




Water 11 (Ganga, Padma, Division), 2008, acrylic and crayon on canvas , 89 x 130 cm (35" x 517)




Water 12 (Ganga, Padma, Reunion), 2008, acrylic and crayon on canvas , 89 x 130 (35" x 517)




Water 22 (Drowning), 2010, acrylic, newspaper, photo collage, and oil bar on canvas, 81 x 100 cm (32" x 39.5”)




»

”

J | *,?7“ d

(@v ‘L«!ﬁ" t;;»’f“

@5?@ y
\Var t
3

A r."’

—

Water 23 (Swept Away), 2010, acrylic, cut sari blouse, and newspaper on canvas, 97 x 130 cm (38” x 517)




suspended

Sleeveless Blouse 4 Suspended in Paris
2010, acrylic, photo collage, newspaper, and pigment on canvas 2010, acrylic, pigment, and photograph on canvas
16 89x 116 cm (35" x 46”) 89 x 130 cm (35" x 517)




Sari Blouse with Calla Lillies (Take Me There) Sari Blouse 3
2010, acrylic and photo collage on canvas 2009, acrylic and oil bar on canvas
89 x 116 cm (46" x 35”) 97 x 130 cm (38" x 517)
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Eye Candy 2 (You & I)
2010, acrylic and pigment on canvas
89 x 116 cm (35" x 46”)

Eye Candy 3
2010, acrylic, pigment, pencil, and cut sari blouse on canvas
50 x 61 cm (20" x 24”)



Eye Candy 5 (Cut Sari Blouse)
2010, acrylic, pigment, and cut sari blouse on canvas
89 x 130 cm (35" x 517)

Eye Candy 5 (Cut Sari Blouse)
(Detail)
2010, acrylic, pigment, and cut sari blouse on canvas
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Marry Me
2010, acrylic, photo collage, newspaper, and pastel on canvas
38 x46 cm (15" x18")

Happily Ever After
2010, acrylic, newspaper, and pencil on canvas
61 x 91 cm (24" x 36”)



Sari Blouse and Bridge 2 (Is it Midnight?)
2009, acrylic and pigment on canvas
73 x 100 cm (29" x 407)

Sari Blouse and Cyclamen
2010, acrylic, pigment, and newspaper on canvas
50 x 61 cm (20" x 24”)
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Bengal Wall 1
2010, acrylic, photo collage, and spray paint on canvas
50 x 61 cm (20” x 24”)

Bengal Wall 3

2010, acrylic, photo collage, pigment, oil bar,
spray paint and pencil on canvas

27 x 35 cm (10" x 14”)



December 14, 2008
2009, acrylic and photo collage on canvas
27 x 35 cm (10" x 14”)

Elections 2
2009, acrylic, marble dust, and newspaper on canvas
73 x 92 cm (29" x 36”)
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Open the Door 2, 2010, acrylic, pigment, pencil , and newspaper on canvas, 200 x 250 cm (79” x 98.5”)
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Summer Flavors, DFN Gallery, New York, NY, USA, 2001
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BIOGRAPHY

Born in Britain to Bengali parents, Bangladeshi-American
artist Monica Jahan Bose has lived in England, Pakistan,
Bangladesh, India, the US, Japan, and France. She has
lived and worked in Paris since 2006, and will return to the
US in late 2010.

Her family is both Hindu (her father’s side) and Muslim
(her mother’s side) and is divided between Bangladesh
and West Bengal in India, giving her a special perspective
on religious and geographic divisions. Her parents were
born in present-day Bangladesh, but her father’s family
was forced to move to India as a result of violence against
Hindus after the country was split into India and Pakistan.
Her father, however, remained behind in East Pakistan.
Bose’s parents were political activists and fought to make
Bangla a national language in East Pakistan, before it
became the independent country of Bangladesh. Bose
was a young child in Bangladesh during the liberation war.
Her family moved to the US when she was ten.

An artist and activist, Monica Jahan Bose has degrees in
art and law. She has been actively involved with several
women’s organizations, focusing on violence against
women, the rights of immigrant women, and female
literacy.  She has also taught and practiced law,
representing many poor women, immigrants, and
environmental groups. She worked on air quality issues
for the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency before
moving to Paris. She currently paints full-time and serves
on the board of directors of an NGO focusing on women
and the environment in Bangladesh.

Email: monica@monicajahanbose.com
Website: http://monicajahanbose.com/



dhaka@lgcenter

center for promotion of art and artist




