SHELLY BAHL – RECENT PROJECTS 2018-21
www.shellybahl.com
Shelly Bahl, The Sweetest Gift, II, Mixed-media interactive installation, 2018.
Commissioned by the Asian Arts Initiative for their 25th Anniversary project, "Then and Now".
New York-based artist Shelly Bahl engages with orientalism, transculturality, design, and architecture in her work. For “Then and Now,”
she has created a fictionalized environment of a “Peace Force Security” office within the gallery. The small office area is customwallpapered with a repeat pattern and is surrounded by security cameras. For the wallpaper design, the artist has transformed a wellknown pictogram -a road sign graphic of a running family used to warn motorists of undocumented immigrants crossing highways near
the American-Mexican border—into the company logo of “Peace Force Security.” Viewers are instructed to sit and fill out a form to
receive a gift of Peace Force Security-branded candy. Bahl notes: “The goal is to create a visually over-stimulating and claustrophobic
environment, as well as to lure the gallery visitor into a momentary performance of power dynamics that echo our contemporary
obsessions with national border controls and security.”
Bahl has turned the idea of an immigration policing unit into one that tests our past and current perceptions on authority and our
interactions with the other. The viewer is asked to participate in an exchange of candy, which calls up memories of the US phrase
indoctrinated into every child “Don’t take candy from strangers.” Highlighting structural indoctrination and relationship formation with
the other, racial profiling, and how immigrants live their everyday lives, the artist asks us to question our current positions while
affecting an underlying unease of what might come at the end of our exchange. The Peace Force Security questionnaire asks us about
our “worst nightmare,” but also if we “dance in the dark,” perhaps asking us to see possibility and alternatives to our current
interpretation of borders, in a hope for peace.
-Alexandra Chang, Curator

Shelly Bahl. International Woman of Mystery II: Amru Sani. Mixed-media installation with drawings on wallpaper, letterpress sign,
video, objects and ephemera in vitrine, 2017-18. Installation views, AIFACS Gallery, Delhi and Dr. Bhau Daji Lad Museum, Mumbai.
In “Beyond Transnationalism,” curated by Dr. Arshiya Lokhandwala.
A large body of my interdisciplinary projects explores the surreal experiences of women who lead trans-cultural lives. These narratives
are based in facts and fictions rooted in specific cultural histories, which I then re-contextualizes and re-imagine. I am developing new
drawings and interdisciplinary works based on the fictionalized lives of historical figures such as Amru Sani, a mysterious Indo-Caribbean
jazz singer and actress who performed internationally in the 1940’s-60’s, and who, at the peak of her fame, disappeared without a trace.
Amru Sani’s story is similar to the main character in my earlier installations and drawings for “International Woman of Mystery,” (200812) that were inspired by research into the real-life narratives of four true cultural interlopers and cinematic stars: Helen (Helen Jairag
Richardson Khan); Yoshiko (Shirley) Yamaguchi / Li Xianglan; Anna Leonowens; and Merle Oberon. These were all enigmatic and racially
ambiguous women who created avatars to move fluidly between cultures, but who also left many deep ruptures in the wake of their
disjointed selves.

Shelly Bahl. Remove the Stain From Her Skirt. Ink on paper (3 panels, 60” x 22” each), 2018
Commissioned by Centre[3] For Print and Media Arts for the exhibition, "Art[4] Change: engaging with things of great complexity.”
Curated by Sally Frater.
I am currently developing a series of drawings and prints based on real-life tragedies of young diasporic South Asian women who were
murdered through drowning at the hands of friends and family. The first in this series is titled, “Afloat” (2015-17). For this recent set of
printed scrolls I am focusing on the story of the Shafia family murders. Three Afghan-Canadian teenage sisters and their stepmother
were drowned in their family car in the Rideau Canal. Their father, mother and brother were convicted after a sensationalized court
trial. Through this project I’m investigating patriarchal cultural norms that exist in all societies to control women’s freedom, power and
sexuality.
This set of prints utilizes certain repeated motifs, including pictograms of a female figure and a road sign warning motorists of a
waterway. The pictograms are repeated to create abstracted circular patterns when viewed from a distance, but the narrative is only
revealed upon closer examination of the text and images. The text is culled from direct quotes from the victims and perpetrators that
were presented during the trial.

Shelly Bahl. We Know What Is and Is Not. 3 channel video projection and series of photographs, 2019, 2:54 min. (work-in-progress)
This video was produced during an artist residency at BRIC, Brooklyn.
A large body of my interdisciplinary projects explores the surreal experiences of women who lead trans-cultural lives. These narratives
are based in facts and fictions rooted in specific cultural histories, which I then re-contextualize and re-imagine. I am developing new
drawings and interdisciplinary works based on the fictionalized lives of historical figures such as Sneha Anne Phillip. Like Amru Sani, she
is a mysterious trans-cultural woman who disappeared without a trace in 2001. Sneha Anne Phillip was a troubled Indian-American
woman who went missing in NYC on the night before 9/11. Her life was reduced to a sensationalized media story and many
contradictory narratives exist today. I have created a 3 channel video with various overlapping and contradictory narratives at play.

Shelly Bahl. Sisters of Shakti. 2021. Interdisciplinary project.
Drawings currently on view in “Dawn of Aquarius,” curated by Dr. Arshiya Lokhandwala. www.lakeeren.com.
In my current interdisciplinary project I am creating visual renderings and dissemination materials for a speculative intentional
residential community for women. This spiritual community, Sisters of Shakti, is led by the supreme Ma Svetlana Anoushka Mahashakti.
I am investigating the desire for building and participating in utopian communities and the reality of our very human destructive
tendencies. Here, I am presenting a few recent drawings inspired by the celestial feminine energy of Shakti, yoga and tantric symbology.

Sisters of Shakti: I Pervade All Existing Creatures, As Their Inner Supreme Self, and Manifest Them With My Body, Gouache and ink on
watercolour paper, 11 ¼ x 8 ¼ inches, 2021.

Sisters of Shakti: I Am the Queen, the Gatherer-Up of Treasures, Most Thoughtful, First of Those Who Merit Worship, Gouache and ink on
watercolour paper, 8 ¼ x 11 ¼ inches, 2021.

Sisters of Shakti: I Created All Worlds at My Will, Without Any Higher Being, and Permeate and Dwell Within Them, Gouache and ink on
watercolour paper, 8 ¼ x 11 ¼ inches, 2021.

