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Untitled, 2006. Mixed madia on paper, 15 x 11 in.



Pink kitchan.




Umtitled, 2008. Mixed madia on paper, 11 x15in.



Bad in wall,



.y L e [y x) R E = - = — &
R i ; lrt o | g . s T [ .L|: x 3 P i i 7
el T i e ] i Fa 1. L R e N vl b L iy e L ) R

-

il

L A A il

ANV VD - AL T

o

)
1| V27
-

N
)

_",«"f*‘r;_': WY

s AL
-“I'“:'.lih"

(e

¥
R

.-.,
%}

TEEY

BT

T

ENE

e ey o



Black dress,



ABOVE: Day by day, 2006. Flastic pill case
with coins, 4% x T x 1in.

BELOW: Day by day, 2008, Necklace velvet
casa, hair mould in shoelace ring, safaty
pins and needle made of halr, foll and
string, 2% x 9% 3 in,
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Irina Aristarkhova Vialee sure the bed B a3 F g 2AL
roorm does not have Vi it
hair on the floor, Vit
We will keep every | :
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A handwritten note was left for the artist

Mithu Sen in an apartment in New York that R

she was co-inhabiting during her artist-in- Thanks. d
residence project. The apartment was provided o
by Bose Pacia Gallery, for the artist to spend a portion of Spring t At
2006 working on her art during her stay in New York. e

Until this note came along Mithu Sen was. at least ostensibly. to
focus her attention on what was outside of that apartment — New
York with its inhabitants and constant flow of visitors — than what
was within it. The space inside was meant to be a repository. a
collection of things to come. of people to come. and, ultimately, of
this creative process — making an art work and presenting it at the
end of her stay, with the apartment substituting for “the gallepy™™ (

Mithu Sen was to be a guest in New York, hosted by the Bos
Gallery staft and the person who wrote the above-cite not
hosting was meant to be not much more than affording a s
her to work. The owner of the apartment who wrote the n
crueial to the prnjwl it seemed. nnh miml'ar ag he a

|[e was |mpur‘mm. too, as he was present at thie
couple of days a week. while Mithu Sen was there for
the week. Sharing a living space with a stranger is aw






when one is always taking turns and not being there at the same time. It is partaking from another person’s
willingness (for whatever reason) to share at all. Especially in Manhattan (do we need to add?) where access
to and having a space defines more than it does in many other cities in the world.

This note. received in the early davs of the artist’s stay. I would argue. unwittingly defined the direction of
her installation. focusing the multitude of potentialities of her being in New York. As the It’s Good to be Queen
exhibition evolved and especially when it opened. it became clearer that this note was a gift. an unusual. risky
offering, like the hospitality of Bose Pacia Gallery in furnishing the artist with this residence.

In a situation, where a message could be more easily rendered in person. via a phone, electronically, or through
“Ploase use one sop 3 Eallery staff, all these easily accessible albeit varying in privacy options. one chooses to
of bed covers / write a letter, by hand, with (accidentally?) red pencil, to someone who shares his apart-
pillows ete what s ment for a few weeks. She became, by this note “in writing”. converted from a not-so-
o the bed for your — defined status of an artist visiting and working in New York. to a painfully accentuated
RS status of a guest. She was named a guest by an absent host, who was nevertheless setting
a hospitality tradition in motion. He was claiming this tradition in America, where it might stand as some-
thing forced {even formal, lifeless, arbitrary) as well as intimate (secret known by a few who mav belong, a
marker of proper host/guest behavior differentiating us from them). His absence as a host proper, someone
who continuously offers a welcoming smile. salutation. willingness to serve — all those attributes of hospitality
that make a host's presence (or of his substitute) as essential as food and water — is compensated by others,
whom he does not address in this letter directly, but who, as avatars, appear here and there through his silence
and absence,

There is no hospitality without a guest. at least one guest. However. its most important rule says that one is
doing it for one's own good and not for one's guest. Pleasing one's guest is meant. ironically, for one's own
gain (material or spiritual), and those who claim otherwise do not fully understand the culture of hospital-
ity. Mithu Sen. in her creative submission to the demands of her absent host. plaved her role too, as it is only
a guest who makes a host a host. And she was a perfect guest, making her own set of bed covers and pillows.
splendid. gorgeous. outlandish. She hosted her doll-daughter in it. creating an atmosphere of a palace for
two., with two large drawings serving both as separators and openings into a sacred realm.




In some texts, the difference between a visitor and a guest
is exactly an overnight stay: thus. preparing a bed and
sleeping in another person's house sets up another possibil-
ity. It is a conversion from a guest to somebody else more
intimate, precious. or mavhe even less important than a
guest: a relative, a friend, a family member. The same
ancient texts clearly state that relatives and intimate
friends are not guests proper and should be accorded much
lesser attention than guests. However. while reference to
making the bed on the part of an absent. but still elearly a
caring and careful host, is established, the next line seems
to be the raison detre of this letter.

“Make sure the There was a lot of hair in Mithu Sen's

bedroom “’”f'_-“ installation. It was absent on the floor,
rol have hatr

= respect fully, but was very much present
on the floor, ‘ £

everywhere else. Almost as an excessive
reversal of this request to keep hair in its proper place, the
artist has insaturated a virulent proliferation of hair in
every part of the apartment: beautiful balls of hair on two
serving plates, hair hauging Uminuusl}r in the bathroom.
hair coming out of the torso of an ephemeral gorgeous
dress. objects with hair on the wall.... Hair is no stranger
to those familiar with contemporary art. and one might
jump too quickly to comparisons and conclusions, How-
ever, a multitude of wavs in which hair (made to look
human. animal or from birds) has been presented and
worked through in Sen's installation. seems to suggest that
it was a preferred material by accident. With one person
who might be able to read it as accidental with a greater
chance. This motif of hair is not new to Sen’s work. she

Grave garment, 2006, Lace and satin drass, hair, cost hangers, safaty pins
amt] paper, 84 x 42 in.



used it before in her installations and drawings, but here it has a special
feel and meaning. known only to her as a guest, and to an absent host.
We are left to stare at a larger than life drawing of a gigantic chocolate
comb on the bathroom wall,

“We will keep And “tidy” it was. In Mithu Sen’s installation. a
evervihing tidy - welecoming space is presented as a laboratory or a
Jor your use also. 1 asquerade. One needed to use white gloves to touch
objects, albums, family photos. This sense of gloves on
one's hands was. once again, both liberating (like a mask during a carni-
val) and alienating (like protective gear one has to wear in a sterile
room). You could touch almost evervthing, but vou were not. really, at
home. In this “perfectly™ clean space. we are all presumably safe: guests
and their hostess. the artist. Gloves provide a film over our hands.
emphasizing even more the anxieties of separation and fusion involved
in our rituals and routines of hospitality. whether in a laboratory or
during a crowded show. and hoping for a safe and happv end of this
exchange. Gloves invited us to touch, without them one would probably
assume “please do not touch™ status of exhibited objects. while in an
apartment it was also out of place, as if we were not welcomed to feel
“like at home™.

The last line with “thank }'Uu“.. just like the exhibition space with its
Uunﬁi{fting messages. ultimately refused the “Imspitulitj.-'H arrangement.
and rightfully so. Hospitality is elusive. Though a lot has been written
on its rules, laws, proper procedures, and paramount importance in
making us what we are in this world. all attempts to rationalize it point
to our anxiety over its failure, and even its real absence. The absent host
refused to be a host in this case. naturally. and the artist did not claim
to be his guest, Even though he was true owner of the apartment, it was
just a transaction. and the hospitality was not. really. his. There were

Camb in the lpo, 2006, Mixed media an paper, 84 x 42 In.
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mediators between the two of them: even though they were not mentioned. the letter really is about the
relation of exchange, with confusing references to host-guest terminology. If Mithu Sen was not there as a
cuest of this absent host, and she was not a host during the exhibition, since she did not own most of the

things in that apartment or the apartment itself, who was present?

Ii’s Good 1o Sen takes on the role of Queen. As queen, she is hosting and holding: people. guests, animals,
Be Queen. birds.plants. and artifacts. A queen does what she wants. without reference to human laws of

hospitality. There is something divine in rovalty, it is a gift from above. by birth. Kings and
queens are unlike mortals, “ordinary people”™. and they claim their special status in different wavs in differ-
ent places. Often it involves a special and usually privileged relationship to the laws of hospitality: to
animals (hunting). to birds (caging). to people (ruling). to land (owning) and to gods and goddesses
(kinship). In other words. the human law of hospitality does not bind a queen in the same way as an ordi-
nary woman. She can leave her guests any time she wants, even at the most erucial time, She does not have
to serve, to please or entertain, Is every artist, therefore, a queen? Or shall we say, wants to be queen?
Indeed artists are often referred to as being “prima donna”. The connection between arts and rovalty is. as
we all know, special. There is a mutual attraction as well as repulsion, one relving on what another one has
or can provide uniquely. exceptionally — caught in a mutual bind of patronage.

Artists’ residences are something of a luxury — of having the plentiful luxury of time. place and resources.
More and more artists seek such opportunities. of being treated like a queen, that is. to be given these
“luxuries” because they are “professional artists™, Mithu Sen’s reflexive mode in this work has helped her
to make the coneept of residence itsell the very essence of the work generated by the residence. She
announced her visit, her residence, invited others to visit. “received” them, and carefully documented those
encounters. A powerful if somewhat discomforting(for the guest) gesture was to ask for an “intimate™ photo
with her. It was intimate because she was taking pictures of herself with a guest. holding her camera in one
hand extended away from her body. and her guest with another hand close to herself. Your face had to be
close 1o hers: the proximity of camera induced that intimaey. You could refuse to take a picture. or remem-
ber that moment of intimaey with Mithu Sen. that moment when vou felt close to her hair, her hand on
your body....

She made an album out of these photographs and displaved it as part of the overall installation (again. vou
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could opt out of that display of vour presence in her apartment). When she talks about her evervday
activities, they are full of observation and waiting, like for a court lady-in-waiting, or a hunting plant that
is waiting for its prey / inspiration:

I provoked and cocooned myself” by different incidents and storms... I discovered each and every nook

and corner in that flut with lots of stories... Dwoaiched the rain for hours from the windew. .. Dwene for
sushi and watered my ginger flower pot...

An art of doing nothing, or, as some claim, doing nothing as art. It’s good to be an Artist-in-Residence!

A certain insistence on eclectic and whimsical choices from which to constitute the artist’s “kunst-camera™,
Queen as a child with all whims and desires that must be attended to. I love whom I want (Sharukh Khan}.
and ves. of course. it is real love (what other is there?). I keep what [ want (found objects. dirty little
purchases from street vendors), and ves. your majesty. they are beautiful. I travel with whatever and who-
ever | want (with little dolls — her son and daughters). paraphernalia of pink roses and family portraits.
Altogether. a material cacophony of paper, glass. hair. readymades, dresses, bits and pieces, arranged
around the apartment with the eye of a queen, with the erisp elegance of a Parisian boutique,

The opening day: a perfect artist. as a perfect wife, or a perfect host. who does not care about the world.
about “the crowd”. onlv about her art. follows her own sense of dutyv. Sen plaved this out by leaving her
guests, And the opening night “without the artist™ was not the end. the end was her letter about it sent to
most of the guests assembled in “her™ apartment. That work — of hospitality — never ends, and being a queen
as well as a well-known poet, prompted her to write to those who were subjected to this last whim of hers —
her absence. This gesture, again, raises questions about the role of an artist after the work seems to have
been completed. Her absence from a project such as this — on her hosting and being hosted — also reminds
one of “art as memorv”. as a work of mourning over the ultimate abhsence of evervthing, Art is a kind of fetish.
or prosthesis, that is alwavs a substitute and therefore that which insists that art works without the artist.
Does it? Mithu Sen could not leave her guests. The letter that she leaves for them. perhaps excessive in its
repetition and confusion of exhibition time with artist’s time, reincarnates those who make a queen. queen.
her audience:

Dear,

I am sorry for not being sorry about my physical absence in my opening night. Let me textualize my thoughts and

' . 2 B L g a
feelings regarding my absence on June Znd. I am sad but not sorry for my act... it was a conscious deciston ....




n's ‘darbar’ hall.

Ques
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it was a part ﬂ_;' my whole relationship (guest-host-hospitality-tolerance) project. I know it was announced in the
Ll alion car nf Jﬂuzg an artist discussion n'urlrig thatl evenung with my rieiver... AND I was a wiry. f." did not
escape or run away)... I just took my physical presence off from that very gallery site on that evening.

In most art openings the artist’s presence is needed to explain the intimate details of the artist’s persona in order
to put the art ebjects into context. In this case however n{f af my most intimate details were and are open for your
viewing and I did not want my presence to interfere with your process of discovery of those very private and
intimate details,

I truly hope you understand my project and support what I did. I love you all and ... believe me, I was
l‘]f’l"f!{'?ﬂ"‘lFﬂ!"l’I H'h!fﬂ .Ir Coarme Iiﬂf'# fﬂni'j“l-t‘hai\" .ﬁ'ﬂﬂkf‘d -I':i'!ll"il f.llff"]'l-!'h!'-f.l’ . ! -I'.H:”II"l l'hl'.‘ Il’f’fﬁl’!fﬁff}?f ﬂ'l” ﬂJ'I"JHﬂ-I"l; my
fqgar!mﬂn‘... I found the white gloves filled up with touches of invisible friends... who visited my space in my
absence....

It was hard for me to not to be there knowing that you are coming for me... I was sad...
I'walked all the way to the river andﬁnm’? zot into @ New York site seeing bus, made a night trip in the city...
l’H‘!IH‘Pf' me, U was so i.l'l'”!l'ff‘"]'ﬁ[!. ...1 freate Fff_}".\"-l';f s i queern,

Iwill try to meet you bt}fbrr [ leave, I promise. :
1 agiin .ﬁupr that You d id not miss me that nzgr'z!' because I was rFuH_'r with you...

Thank you for bearing with me. I love you.
Yours and only yours

Mithu

(via email)

We were waiting for her, artist-Queen, and her absence — logical for a queen and an artist, painful for a

friend and a host who abandoned her audience — was felt. once again, as a lesson in defining art. as a final

gift of recognition. We were there, after all, for art, and ultimately it is not important who the artist is.

even if she plays a queen. People travel, cross continents, change professions, because of art. They buy, sell,
keep. preserve. enjoy. love and hate art, even when they are not fully sure why it is so important. In the
history of thought aesthetics oceupies a place that no other form of making does, and those who have

means. traditionally turn to artists and art works to host them and support their making. An artist, then,
does not really matter. They are means to have art works. masterpieces. Not reallv. Queen Mithu was an
ultimate guest. the one who is mostly waited for. desired. the one who could only become, with luck. a goddess,
and fulfill all the wishes of a perfect host. She was not there. but we had her gifts, and she was generous. After
all, generosity etvmologically derives from a notion of "noble birth™, being from a noble genus (kin, genre,

gender, kind).



White gloves on living room window sill.
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Artist as Queen. there is no accident here. It is a Guest who really gives as we all. albeit implicitly, know.
There is anticipation and hope on both sides that more gifts will come. and maore hosts will be there to
welcome them,
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A bloody bad bed, 2006. Mixed media on paper, 15x 111in.




Stack of pillows.
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Fighy pillow, 2006. Mixed media on paper, 18x 27 x & in.



Greasy pillow, 2006. Mixed media on paper, 14 x 21 x 6 in.
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The Queen in Her Chamber
Olu Oguibe

Queen Mithu steps into her chamber alone. There is no elaborate
ritual accompanving her entry: no pomp and pageantry. There
are no guards in sight, no courtiers, and no officers of the chan-
cery. There are no ladies of the chamber bearing her jewelry or
holding the hem of her dress. There is no costumed and plumed
master of ceremony and no drum roll. She steps in as a queen
might in the middle of the night through a secret door to relieve
herself of the lugubrious spectacle and ceremony of court or the
cacophony of nobility and gentry, and have a rather quiet
moment with intimate friends.

The ornate and gilded exuberance that we associate with royal
chambers is not in evidence. The floor is bare, the walls are spare
and austere. But in this chamber the Queen has created a world
of her own and peopled it with characters of her choice. Inani-
malte objects and found accoutrements are bestowed with names
and attributes that give them life and seem to constitute them
into an endearing microcosm of household deities and guardian
spirits. There are elements of the light and frivolous also. and a
gaiety that belies the customary gravity of rovalty. The objects
and characters that the Queen has peopled her chamber with are
eccentric and colorful. coupling the spiritual and mysterious with
the flirtatious and ordinarv.

And the Queen is relaxed and in high spirits as she attends to her

Leftovers and readymade feather duster
in the living room.
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ruests and conducts them around the animated cosmos that she has created. taking time to introduce and
speak at length about each element: giving a patient ear to the responsive guest, offering the occasional gift
in exchange for another.

Even with the inevitable reality that this enchanted, make-believe world and moment are not without their
restrictions and prohibitions. there is freedom here. and none more important than the liberty to depart at
will the shoulder-crushing condition of rovalty. The Queen is only queen for a moment. Historically this is a
freedom that many queens have pined for and found only one door to: at
the gallows. From Anne Boleyvn and Mary Stewart. Queen of the Scots. to
Marie Antoinette d”Autriche, all of whom perished under the blade for
having a taste of the crown. many a queen has discovered this freedom too
late. Not even madness could save Isabel of Portugal from the prison of
the crown.

Unlike Elizabeth 11 this queen has no reason to linger on the throne to
endure an annus horribilis. She does not have to contend with the scrutiny
and resentment of scornful subjects. or suffer the groveling of conniving
politicians and conspiratorial courtiers. Not for her sleepless nights tangled
up in paranoia. or the interminable torture of failure to bear an heir.
Queen Mithu wears her crown lightly because she made it herself.

Of course. after our fifteen minutes or two hours of audience with Mithu
Sen in her performance Its Good to be Queen, we are curious to understand
the drama that we have been part of. Should we read it or read into it. and
if s0, what and how should we read? If the enactment or performance is to
be understood as conceptual art or a drama of ideas. what ideas do we look
for and what should we expect to find? How does it fit with the rest of the
artist’s growing oeuvre and if’ not, in what ways does it constitute a depar-
ture? How. il at all. mav we relate or compare its genial. interactive avail-
ability to, sav. Marina Abramovic’s equally live-in but extremely

austere and tense House with an Ocean View in the same neighbor- ABONE: Half sickls, 2006, Mixed media on paper, 20 x 27 in
BELOW: Jron, 2006 Mixed media on paper, 20 x 15 in.
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hood three yvears earlier, since in both cases the artist, a female, made herself available to strangers in a
gallery space commandeered and reserved at the limn of the public and private space over a period of days?
What difference does it make that Sen engaged her guests in social interaction and conversation that ranged
from spiritual explorations to moments of vague flirtation in an environment that became increasingly
cluttered as she produced and procured and added all manner of objects and elements to it over time, while
Abramovic restrained her andience at a distance and preserved her clinical and monastic space shorn of all
accoutrement, including at times her own
apparel?

And what shall we make of Mithu Sen’s choice
of location for this performance in the Chelsea
district of Manhattan. New York. the very
heart of the slick and oily arcades of the
contemporary global culture market? Shall we
conclude from the location and title that this

is an institutional critique in which we are
complicit. a mild but serious satire of the
often fleeting rewards and ceremony that
attend recognition in the contemporary art
world? Might this be a good-humored but
wary reflection on the suspect nature of a
growing personal reputation? Might it be a
commentary on the itinerant appeal of global

conlemporary culture?

With the current frenzy for all art contempo-

rary and posteolonial. and especially the quick turnover that has recently met contemporary art from India
and China thanks to the emergence of a well-heeled noveau riche keen to procure and patronize an equally
emerging and excitingly exuberant ereative fervor, does it say something that Sen’s performance with all its
little drawings and converted bric-a-brac in many ways still makes itself unavailable for easy procurement

and market conversion?



Thinking again on the location of Sen’s performance and her choice of theme and title. we are inescapably
drawn to the inevitable cultural innocence that is part of the transcultural practice of global contemporary
artists. because in New York cultural history the figure of “queen”™ is so heavily loaded. socially and sexu-
ally, in ways that may not have occurred to the artist, In New York to be queen has far less to do with the
regular geopolitical resonance that it has in other places. and the metaphor of power and privilege that
attach to it. than it does to sexual orientation. “attitude”. and the tense and paradoxical politics of mores
around sexual disposition that have afflicted the metropolis over the years. And so we wonder what the
performance tells us about the lines that contemporary practice crosses in the age of globalization.

As we contemplate Mithu Sen’s Its Good to be Queen and wander through the possibilities. another thought
occurs to us: are we perhaps reading too much into the whole affair, and might it be the case that the work is
no more than an elaborate and self-indulgent example of contemporary art lite?

All these questions take us nowhere if not into the captive and enraptured territory of speculation and
wonder. and this is the strength of Mithu Sen’s performance. for in art the room to speculate is the hallmark
of depth and sophistication. In Its Good to be Queen
Sen presents us with an alluring and much nuanced
performance that leaves us torn between rigorous con-
templation and having a mere good time, each guest
welcome to their own interpretations and dispositions
while the artist gives away so little and yet so much.
What wondrous privilege to be Queen!

Arrow, 2006, Mixed media on paper, 15 % 11 in.
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Buy a drawing and get & hanger frea.
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Untitled, 2006. Mixed media on paper, 84 x 42 in.



Untited, 2006. Mixed media on paper, 84 x 42 in.
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Untitled, 2006. Mixed media on paper, 84 x 42 in.



Untitled, 2008, Mixed madia on paper, 84 x 42 in.
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Wish my best friend was a8 monster, wish my bast friend was & gay, 2006,
Mixed media on paper, 54 x 42 in.








