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The Sovereign Forest is an ongoing project, by artist and filmmaker 
Amar Kanwar in collaboration with Sudhir Pattnaik/Samadrusti and 
Sherna Dastur. The contents change and new elements are introduced 
wherever possible. “The number of additional elements depends on the 
context of each venue and the space available and so the design also 
adapts and evolves.”1 It has manifested in at least 11 other venues and 
formations since its premier at dOCUMENTA (13), in 2012, including  
an earlier version in the Sharjah Biennial (2013). 

The exhibition on view here contains within it several parts that  
collectively offer the viewer many routes into the work. As the artist 
writes, “The Sovereign Forest attempts to initiate a creative response to  
our understanding of crime, politics, human rights, and ecology. The validity 
of poetry as evidence in a trial, the discourse on seeing, on compassion, justice, 
and the determination of the self — all come together in a constellation  
of films, texts, books, photographs, seeds, and processes.”

At the core of The Sovereign Forest is the story of Odisha (formerly Orissa), a 
state in India where corporations have sought entry for mining and industrial 
development, and have done so at the expense of the region’s indigenous 
communities and ecologies. Often in the form of a poetic lament, a pattern 
of loss and grief emerges over the course of the exhibition, from forcibly-dis-
placed landowners and destroyed natural landscapes, to loss of cultural 
history contained in the region’s agricultural and medical practices. These 
patterns culminate in displacement and impoverishment of local commu-
nities, and farmers, often leading either to their demise or to a change in 
status, from self-sufficient farmer to impoverished migrant laborer. 

This close look at the story of Odisha also offers viewers a lens through 
which to contemplate global patterns of economically driven migration 
around the world. Whether from Latin America, South or Southeast 
Asia, Africa, or beyond, individuals stripped of their livelihoods must 
leave their home region, in search of income to feed their families. 

In Odisha, the artist writes, displacement of indigenous communities 
has been ongoing since the 1950s:

In the past fifteen years, several mountain ranges, wildernesses,  
and agricultural lands were sold or leased to mining cartels and  
other corporations for commercial use. A new economic regime 
allowed for the formal removal of legal and bureaucratic  
restrictions. The process of land acquisition became easier,  
and exacerbated the corrupt practices indulged in by political 
parties, government departments, and the judiciary. 

Odisha represents a somewhat unusual, potentially hopeful story:

Powered by autonomous local leaderships, primarily non-violent, 
stubbornly resilient, (peasants, fisher-folk and tribal commu-
nities) have shared their experience to enable a local discourse 
to emerge on development, industrialization, and rehabilitation. 
… Odisha is unique in that the local movement has successfully 
delayed acquisitions, thus influencing the departure of interna-
tional corporations or enforcing fresh regulations to be assumed 
by corporations toward human and community rights. 

INTRODUCTION

1. All quoted text in this brochure is taken 
from the artist’s website, AmarKanwar.com, 
accessed December 27, 2019.
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The nature of this work is at risk from the influence of those who use 
violence in conflict:

Over the years, certain regions within these states have come 
under the influence of militant armed left-wing organizations 
(Maoists) fighting on behalf of the “local communities.” The violent 
Left has always attracted more violence from the state. The state 
governments have used their mandates not merely to attack anti-
state insurgents but also to target local non-violent resistance.  
As state violence increases, smaller non-violent movements 
find it more difficult to survive. This creates a spiral of violence 
in which only those who can practice and negotiate violence can 
function as the so-called main actors in this “theater of war.”

The form of the installation here encourages a non-violent contempla-
tion of larger questions raised by the conflicts in Odisha. By presenting 
images of Odisha in the poetic, contemplative form that the artist has 
chosen, everything is slowed down, and in the “pause” on the fight, a 
deeper contemplation is invited. As he writes, “The Sovereign Forest is 
inspired by a search for the possible answers” to questions that include:

How to understand the crime? Is legally permissible evidence 
adequate to understand the extent and nature of a crime? Can 
‘poetry’ be presented as ‘evidence’ in a criminal or political trial? 
What is the validity of this evidence? What is the vocabulary of  
a language that emerges from a series of simultaneous disappear-
ances occurring across different lives, domains and terrains?  
How to see, know, understand, and remember this disappearance? 
How to look again?

Alongside this evolving exhibition, the artist has published an  
extensive book by the same name, which contains the text from 
the books in the installation, stills and quotes from the films, and 
a series of essays and interviews, which, together, make up a deep 
investigation of the content of this exhibition, and an artwork in its 
own right. The exhibition rewards repeated viewings, particularly 
alongside readings of this book. 

The following text is adapted from the artist’s own documentation  
of the work on his website, and serves as a condensed guide to  
the material. Each section corresponds to a space within the  
exhibition, in the order in which you will encounter it if entering  
from the gallery’s main entrance.
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In the first room, visitors find a room-sized projection, The Scene of Crime. 
The artist’s materials describe it:

It is an experience of a landscape just prior to erasure. Almost 
every image in this film lies within specific territories that are 
proposed industrial sites and are in the process of being acquired 
by government and corporations in Odisha, India. Every location, 
every blade of grass, every water source, every tree that is seen 
in the film is now meant to not exist anymore. The Scene of Crime 
is an experience of ‘looking’ at the terrain of this conflict and the 
personal lives that exist within this natural landscape.

The Scene of Crime, 2011 
HD, 42 minutes, sound

The Scene of Crime



8 9

In the next room, the viewer encounters three books, open on individual 
tables. In an alcove to the left is The Constitution. To the right, opposite  
each other, are The Counting Sisters and The Prediction. All three books  
are hand-made, each with a small film projected onto their pages.  
Visitors are invited to turn the pages and read all the books. 

The Constitution is a book about knowledge that is not scripted.  
The woven pages of this book suggest necessary chapters that  
are missing from all national constitutions.

The Constitution, 2012 
Book: handmade ramie/cotton fiber paper, 
screen print, hand-sewn
Projection: HD, color, silent, 9 minutes

The Constitution, The Prediction,  
The Counting Sisters
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The Counting Sisters and Other Stories, 2011 
Book: handmade banana fiber paper,  
screen print, hand-sewn
Projection: The Scene of Crime Version 2,  
HD, colour, silent, 40 minutes

The Counting Sisters is a collection of stories with evidence that is 
embedded inside the paper such as a fishing net, a cloth garment,  
rice seeds, a betel leaf, and a newspaper. The six “Counting Sisters”  
are mourners who count the dead, the disappeared, and many  
more things, while “The One Alone” counts the living.

The Constitution, The Prediction, The Counting Sisters (continued)
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The Prediction, 1991–2012 
Book: handmade banana fiber paper,  
screen print, hand-sewn
Projection: Video — Hi 8 transferred to DV, 
color, 8 minutes

The Prediction foretells the assassination of Shankar Guha Niyogi, the 
leader of probably the largest democratic mass movement of workers, 
peasants and tribals in post-independence India. Niyogi predicts his own 
murder, which occurred on 28th September, 1991. Leading industrialists 
were convicted of the crime but the Supreme Court of India overturned 
the rulings in 2005.

The Constitution, The Prediction, The Counting Sisters (continued)
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Within the center of the exhibition is a small room, the walls of which  
are lined with open boxes of seeds. Books and photographs punctuate 
the grids of seed boxes.

Placed in the heart of the exhibition space, the seeds with their individual 
names form a protected fluid core representing the wisdom and exper-
tise of local food sovereignty. Found at “the scene of crime” and under 
threat of permanent disappearance, the seeds are the vocabulary of an 
extensive knowledge system that has been shared, experimented with, 
and developed over decades.

Accompanying the seeds are small books that compile texts and  
photographic evidence. They recount the manifold levels of resistance, 
not only against political and corporate violations but also against the 
loss of memory of the dead and disappeared and of the passage of  
time in the struggle to preserve, resist, and survive.

Opposite the entrance to this seed room, The Seed Book presents a  
selection of images that show Natabar Sarangi in his rice fields growing 
and experimenting with seed varieties, and an indexed archive listing 
each seed and its specific properties and uses.

260 Varieties of Indigenous,  
Organic Rice Seeds
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Natabar Sarangi is a former schoolteacher, who recently turned rice 
farmer and seed activist. When he started cultivating rice a decade  
ago, he found only a handful of different seeds still in use in Odisha.  
He remembered all the various species of rice from his childhood, along  
with their shapes, tastes, and natural qualities. To preserve this rich  
heritage and to bring it back into the natural cycles of cultivation,  
he set out to collect, grow, harvest, disseminate, and archive the seeds.  
In The Sovereign Forest, 260 individual species of rice are represented, 
with each type of seed displayed in a handmade container, labeled,  
and archived with great care.

The second small book, In Memory Of, seeks to preserve the memory  
of farmers who have committed suicide in recent years in Odisha due  
to debt and bondage. The book is an unfinished memorial to the farmers 
who took their own lives as they were unable to resist the strategic 
violence of multinational agricultural corporations, the trap of high-
yielding and high-investment agriculture, market fluctuations,  
real estate mafias, and moneylenders.

Many events have occurred during local resistances in villages that  
have been forgotten as time passes. In the last few years local news 
networks and amateur photographers, using a variety of small cameras, 

have documented evidence of a crime or the resistance to it even  
as it unfolds. The third small book acknowledges the work of local 
photographers in preserving the memory of important historical events. 
Photo Album 1: The Lying Down Protest reveals a collection of images 
about a remarkable protest on June 11, 2001, by the villagers of Dhinkia, 
Gadkujang, Govindpur, and Nuagaon in Odisha, against the forcible 
acquisition of their land by local police on behalf of the Korean  
steel company POSCO and the government of Odisha.

Photo Album 2: Kalinganagar (2012) is the the fourth small book in  
The Sovereign Forest. It bears witness to the killing of fourteen tribals 
by the police in Kalinganagar Industrial Area, Odisha, while they were 
protesting the forcible acquisition of their lands by the Tata Iron and Steel 
Company. The album is presented along with a series of eight digital 
prints, Kalinganagar Series (2012). These images, both contributed and 
collected, are of the funeral of fourteen tribals. Framed and displayed, 
these images continue to tell the story begun in the album even as they 
resonate with the memorial stones in the film The Scene of Crime.

260 Varieties of Indigenous, Organic Rice Seeds (continued)
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In a symmetrical presentation to The Scene of Crime, a second  
room-sized projection frames the book and seed rooms. 

A Love Story is a miniature narrative in four acts where time becomes 
fluid as the image is distilled to its inner self. The film lies at the fringe of 
the expanding Indian city, a world of continuous migration and therefore  
of continuous separations. It is in this terrain of separation that A Love 
Story is located. Sequentially, cyclically and simultaneously, it becomes 
the companion, the prelude, and the postscript to The Scene of Crime.

This film can also be seen as an offering to mainstream cinema,  
a space where we often lose ourselves in the repetitive spectacle  
of grand love stories. 

A Love Story, 2010 
HD, color, sound, 5 min 37 sec

A Love Story
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This room presents a selection of an archive of evidence that was 
collected as part of the semi-permanent installation of a version of  
The Sovereign Forest at the Samadrusti campus in Bhubaneswar, Odisha. 
Visitors were invited to add to the growing body of ‘evidence’ collected 
there. Opened in August of 2012, four years later on 30th December 
2016, the exhibition in Bhubaneswar temporarily closed, and it will 
re-open when a new venue is finalized. 

The archive collected in this period includes photographs, lists of  
residents, land records and tax receipts, proofs of occupancy, maps  
of acquired villages, documents, and a booklet of poems by a local  
singer called “the crazy poet.”

The NYU Abu Dhabi version of the evidence room includes several  
books and elements in addition to the evidence archive.

A fifth small book of the exhibition, titled Time, collates the unseen 
details of everyday events in an epic resistance. A timeline of an ongoing 
struggle from 2005 to 2013, the book, researched by Samadrusti,2 offers 
detailed insight into the moves and countermoves of the local resistance 
against the Korean steel company POSCO and the government of Odisha. 

Selections from Evidence Archive, 2013
179 + prints digital [photographs,  
texts, documents, scans]
collected, contributed, found

2. The Samadrusti is a political and social 
news magazine in the Odia language, 
published from Bhubaneswar, the capital 
of the Indian state of Odisha. 

Selections from an Evidence Archive
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Juxtaposed with a photograph of an old land record from the same area, 
a preserved and hidden document proving the duration of landownership, 
the book completes an ensemble of evidence that opens many ways of 
comprehending the multiple dimensions of loss, resistance, and unfolding 
violence. Record (2012) is a digital photograph of a pre-colonial document 
showing a financial transaction between a landowner and the royal state. 
This documented transaction established proof of ownership as well as 
duration of ownership and presence on the land, in Dhinkia, Odisha, the 
epicenter of the anti-POSCO struggle. A villager wanting to take it out  
of the region hid it inside a student’s file as he apprehended it being 
stolen by the local police or by pro-company mafia.

The sixth small book, Referendum, tells the story of the historical  
referendum in 2013, when 12 tribal village councils voted against  
mining in their Niyamgiri hill ranges.

Finally, at the exit from the room is Nidhan’s Question (2013), about 
a conversation that happened by chance, for visitors to take away, 
consider, and share.

Selections from Evidence Archive (continued)



24 25

Amar Kanwar is an artist and filmmaker who lives and works  
in New Delhi. 

Recent solo exhibitions have been at Museo Nacional Thyssen-
Bornemisza, Madrid and Marian Goodman Gallery, Paris (2019),  
Tate Modern, London (2018), Bildmuseet, Umea, Sweden (2017), 
Goethe Institut Mumbai and NTU CCA Singapore (2016), Assam  
State Museum, India (2015). In 2013 and 2014 at the Art Institute  
of Chicago; Yorkshire Sculpture Park; TBA 21, Vienna and at 
Fotomuseum Winterthur, Switzerland (2012). Other solo exhibitions  
have been at Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam (2008), Whitechapel Art 
Gallery, London (2007), National Museum of Art, Architecture and 
Design, Oslo (2006) and the Renaissance Society, Chicago (2004). 
Kanwar has also participated in documenta 11, 12, 13, and 14  
in Kassel, Germany (2002, 2007, 2012, 2017).

Kanwar has been the recipient of awards such as the Prince Claus  
Award (2017); Annenberg/Creative Time Prize for Art and Social  
Change (2014); Honorary Doctorate in Fine Arts, Maine College of Art,  
USA (2006); Edvard Munch Award for Contemporary Art, Norway (2005); 
Golden Gate Award, San Francisco International Film Festival, USA 
(1999), Golden Conch, Mumbai International Film Festival, India (1998). 

ARTISTS’ BIOGRAPHIES AMAR KANWAR
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Sudhir Pattnaik (born 1962, lives Bhubaneswar, Odisha, India) is an  
independent media activist who has been intensely engaged in social 
issues for the last twenty-five years. He is associated with print 
and electronic news magazines as a part of the nonprofit collective 
Samadrusti. He is the editor of fortnightly Oriya news magazine  
The Samadrusti. He is also a lyricist, playwright, and theater director.  
His views are nonideological and secular. He firmly believes that it is only 
love and peace preached, practiced, and propagated by the bold and  
the brave minority, that may bring lasting change in society. Pattnaik  
has collaborated on The Sovereign Forest since 2011, and has hosted  
its installation in the Samadrusti campus in Odisha since 2012. 

Sherna Dastur is a graphic designer and filmmaker from the National 
Institute of Design where she has also been visiting faculty. Her film 
Manjuben Truck Driver was screened at various festivals and institu-
tions including The Museum of Modern Art, New York; the International 
Documentary Film Festival, Amsterdam and Festival International de 
films de femmes, Creteil, France.

She has worked on a wide range of design projects including campaigns, 
exhibitions, installations, publications and films on fundamentalism, 
sexuality, gender and human rights. Along with Samina Mishra, she is the 
co-author of My Sweet Home: Childhood Stories from a Corner of the City. 
She has collaborated with artist Amar Kanwar on the installation The 
Sovereign Forest and has made handmade paper works for this project 
and his installation, Such a Morning. She has also designed several large 
format books on artists such as Nilima Sheikh, Sheba Chhachhi and 
Gulammohammed Sheikh; on multimedia research and art projects like 
Project Cinema City and on spaces of cultural resistance like The Freedom 
Theatre in Palestine, receiving Publishing Next awards in 2014 and 2017. 

SUDHIR PATTNAIK SHERNA DASTUR
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