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THE SOVEREIGN FORESTTHE SOVEREIGN FOREST

Welcome to The Sovereign Forest, an exhibition by Indian 
artist and filmmaker Amar Kanwar, in collaboration with 
Sudhir Pattnaik/Samadrusti and Sherna Dastur. Through 
this exhibition, the artist sheds light on issues such as crime, 
politics, human rights, and ecology by focusing on Odisha, a 
state in India whose local communities suffered in recent 
history due to industrial developments and interests from outside 
corporations. By presenting elements such as films, texts, books, 
photographs, seeds and processes, the exhibition initiates a 
creative response to the issues mentioned above, and attempts 
to find possible answers to the questions you will find in  
this guide. 

This is an ongoing exhibition that the artist and his 
collaborators presented in different iterations, in different 
locations around the world. With every exhibition, new content is 
added and more elements are introduced depending on the venue 
and space available. The exhibition at the NYUAD Art Gallery 
contains two room-sized film installations, a room with 260 
varieties of indeginous organic rice seeds, 3 hand-made 
books with films projected on them, an archive 
room with a selection of 6 digitally-printed 
books, 8 photographic prints, and a 179 
other documents. 

Before you enter the exhibition, use 
the cards in the top sleeve on the 
inside front cover. Read and think 
about these questions before you walk in. 



After you finish exploring the exhibition, use the cards in 
the bottom sleeve to reflect and discuss the questions with 
others. On the last page of this guide, you will find blank 
cards for you to write your own questions/responses. 

This guide is your own personal field journal. Use it to 
record your observations, write notes, reflections, ideas, 
stories and even sketches. The journal ends with two stories 
written by Amar Kanwar. 



YOUR OBSERVATIONS :









































THE COUNTING SISTERSTHE COUNTING SISTERS

There are six women who work together and one 
woman who works on her own. The six call them 
themselves The Counting Sisters. The one alone 
is known as The One Alone. The six women are 
of different ages, from thirty five to seventy 
years old. They are good friends and look after 
each other. What is common between them is 
that they are all ‘twice displaced’ – meaning 
they have been forcibly removed from their 
lands twice, once by the government and once by 
corporations. Each of them has a similar story. 
They once lived by the forest on the hill slope. 
The government built a dam, the forest was 
submerged, and they had to shift.

They were given land adjacent to the reservoir. 
They began farming again and lived there 
for almost ten years before they were evicted 
again – this time for the factory. A new ‘in 
between’ piece of land was found near the 
main highway and an ‘illegal’ village was 
reconstructed. Farmers became migrants and a 
squatter village, a smaller copy of the original, 



slowly laid roots for the second time in 
four decades. It has a total population 
of about 60 people including children. It 
has three lanes with neat but small mud 
houses. The six women now live in the  
same lane.

The Counting Sisters sing very well.  
They rarely sing together 
though. It is said 
that when they do 
sing together the 
clouds converge over 
them. Everyone in 
the shadow of this 
momentary twilight 
cannot but weep as they 
sing. This weeping often becomes a rhythm 
to their song. The sisters are mourners. 
They are called all over the state to sing 
whenever there is a death. They usually go 
alone. It’s only when there is a massacre 
do they all travel to the location and 
sing together. Almost as a rule, before 
they sing, before they go to the homes and 
families of the dead, they go to the scene 
of the killing first and stay there for a 
short while. 



The Counting Sisters look just like anyone else. 
They cook, farm, and go to the market just 
like others. Perhaps the oldest and the youngest 
are a bit odd. The oldest one has a quirky 
sense of humour. Often when she sees a child 
in a village she suddenly bends down low to the 
ground and imitates a charging animal and 
chases the child. Children get terrified and 
run from her in panic. Then she collapses on 
the ground in a fit of laughter. The children 
get perplexed and then intrigued. They like to 
follow her around, but at a safe distance. The 
youngest of The Counting Sisters has a habit of 
taking a stick and drawing in the mud when she 
talks. Like some people gesticulate with their 
hands while talking, she makes lines and marks 
as if illustrating her words as she talks. When 



she goes away she often leaves a map of her 
words in the dust, near where her feet were.

The Counting Sisters keep a count of every 
person killed or disappeared. They keep a 
track of every name, address, date and 
photograph. They have become known all over 
the state, as people come to them whenever 
there is a killing or a disappearance. They 
seem to have a huge invisible web of networks. 
They even know the wives and mothers of 
policemen. People keep giving them information 
now they also come for advice. Over time 
they have become experts in calculating 
compensations, rate of bank interests and all 
such complicated financial transactions. They 
know the moneylenders, the value of land, price 
of the ore and the margins of profit. Most of 
the time of course, they sing. They sing for the 
dead and of the dead. The Counting Sisters 
have several notebooks. There is a notebook 
for every village and different notebooks for 
nomads and single wanderers. They don’t write 
page by page but column by column. Each 
column is for a family or a person, each 
column is side by side. Each column travels 
horizontally across the pages. If a book ends, 
the column continues on to the next book.



THE ONE ALONETHE ONE ALONE

The One Alone is quite silent and 
does not talk much. She looks just 
like everyone else though if you 
look carefully you’ll see she has 
very strong arms and shoulders. She 
has a bad temper and a powerful 
memory. If The Counting Sisters count 
the dead, she counts the living. Maybe 
it is more accurate to say that she 
wanders, collecting her witnesses. Each 
witness presents her with a testimony, 
which she memorises completely and never 
forgets. She is special because 
she knows many languages, even 
those without scripts, without 
words. She also understands 
languages that are not 
spoken. Which is why she 
collects testimonies that 
you would normally never 
find. She seems full of 
sorrow but once you get 
to know her she isn’t 
always so sad. She will 
tell you that a powerful 



memory like hers has many uses but quite 
a few problems as well. Some things never 
leave her mind and trouble her forever. 
But then she can also remember flowers. 
She knows which flower grows where. Which 
is why Kedar, her mother’s brother, who 
is just a few years older than her, is 
always asking for her.
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