SAHMAT 20 YEARS

For SAHMAT

Twenty years in the life of a movement is not just a significant milestone but an appropriate moment to take stock. The
journey travelled by SAHMAT, captured in its exhibition, “/mage Music Text: SAHMAT: 20 Years”, is a powerful and
painful one. It unravels the narrative of cracks and fault lines that render India weak, through the documentation of a
powerful and creative resistance that has always been among us, with the people. From the pre-Babri demolition
mobilisations to the musical performances on the banks of the Sarayu in Ayodhya, in protests against the US invasion of
Irag, Gujarat 2002 and beyond, India's best and most renowned visual artists and musicians have reaffirmed a deep
commitment to secular traditions and intellectual freedom.

The brutality of Safdar Hashmi's killing evoked widespread protests against the authoritarian use of political power that
has been manifest in many forms, including the insidious virus of communalism. Safdar, an activist and writer, poet and
theatre performer, was a man of remarkable talent. SAHMAT, formed in tribute to Safdar, has been a vocal and
dedicated platform for not just creative freedom but the artist's commitment to society.

Safdar was killed, beaten to death in broad daylight, in Sahibabad on the outskirts of Delhi where he and his associates
from the Jana Natya Manch were staging a street play, Halla Bol, against corruption while municipal elections were
being held on January 1, 1989. The troupe, which included his wife, Moloyshree, was back performing the play within
three days of the tragic loss. It was 14 years later, on November 5, 2003, that additional sessions judge, CD Rai,
convicted 10 of the accused to life imprisonment (two of the accused had died in the interim). Delivering the verdict,
the judge observed: “Valuable lives were wasted in the incident. It is a case of political vendetta and if the criminals
were not punished, the hatred in society would continue.” Safdar's untimely death fuelled artists and academics to
create a unique platform of resistance that has been active ever since.

For us at Communalism Combat, launched in 1993, it has been a shared journey, of fellow travellers and comrades. To
bring this document, a chronicle of SAHMAT's journey, to our readers, is a rare privilege.

Our salaams to SAHMAT on its 20th anniversary.
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SAHMAT 20 YEARS

SAHMAT thanks Jamia Millia Islamia and its Vice-Chancellor, Professor Mushirul Hasan;
Media Coordinator, Rakhshanda Jalil; the Outreach Programme;
Dean of the Faculty of Fine Arts, Professor Ghazanfar Zaidi;
and the staff of the MF Husain Art Gallery at Jamia Millia Islamia
for their cooperation and support

Designed and Curated by Ram Rahman

SAHMAT, Safdar Hashmi Memorial Trust, 8 Vitthalbhai Patel House, Rafi Marg, New Delhi 110 001
Tel: (011) 2371 1276 / 2335 1424; Email: sahmat@vsnl.com; Website: www.sahmat.org
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INAGE

Twenty years in the life of a collective like
SAHMAT, seems a good point in our journey
to take stock of the two decades which have
shaped the images, words and music you see
in this exhibition. Artists and intellectuals,
writers, poets, musicians and actors have had
an extremely profound impact on last the two
centuries which have shaped us as a modern
nation, The last two decades have been
specially charged with an increasingly rapid
social upheaval. Communal politics reared
its ugly head, globalised market economic
forces attempted to overthrow the socialist
values which had been upheld by progressive
groups. The destruction of the Babri Masjid
was the biggest shock to the nation after
independence. The Gujarat pogroms were a
warning signal that we too could slip into the
kinds of fascism experienced by many parts of
the warld in the past century. While sections
of the corporate world flourished, poverty
increased and the scale of farmer suicides
showed the ugly face of the desperation
facing much of rural India. Culture became a
battlefield and history was being re-written to
justify and support contemporary oppression.
The media environment changed dramatically
through the two decades, with a huge expan-
sion in television, the growth of the internet
and the proliferation of mobile telephony.

The journey of SAHMAT has paralleled
these historical upheavals, and the group
has been a platform for the creative and
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Madan Gopal Srngh sings at the MF Husain Gallery, Jamia Millia Islamia
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intellectual community to intervene in these
political and social debates through their own
practices. It has become a unique platform

for a multi-disciplinary approach to both
understand and uphold the democratic values
which have sustained us culturally. This exhibit
maps that creative history and is a record of
the voice of resistance which has been raised
over twenty years.

IMAGE Visual artists have been the
backbane of SAHMAT since its inception. The
Artists Alert exhibit in 1989 was not just a
protest but also helped raise the corpus which
ran the group for many years. The primary
funding has consistently come from generous
donations from the arts community, through
actual donations, donations of their work, and
most of all, their time. The group has created
exhibitions which have been informal, street-
side travelling shows like Images and Words,
conceptually and formally innovative shows
like Postcards for Gandhi, a Gift for India.
Public arts projects like Art on the Move. Art-
ists have also always been involved in creating
the tents for the annual January 1st memorials
to Safdar.

MUSIC Music has been key to the per-
formative events SAHMAT has initiated since
1989, The Sufi and Bhakti traditions were a key
source of inspiration, as their poetry was and
is a popular people’s tradition of resistance to
orthodoxies and a reassertion of the truly secu-
lar fabric of our culture. It has been a platform
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for classical musicians like Shubha Mudgal to
explore more radical experiments with texts
in their repertoire, as well as for artists like
Indian Ocean and Madan Gopal Singh. It has
enabled a brotherhood of the folk, classical
and experimental musicians, to place their
music and poetry and their message of love
before the kinds of audiences not normally
exposed to such music. Contemporary dance
has often accompanied these performances.

TEXT The written word in the form of chil-
dren’s books, posters, magazines, pamphlets
and booklets and in exhibitions has been
extremely important to the strategies evolved
by SAHMAT. These have been produced
in the many languages of our country. Our
work with historians has had a public face
in the travelling exhibitions like Hum Sab
Ayodhya, The Making of India, and 1857.
Posters re-examining the national movement:
Jallianwallah Bagh, 1857, Gandhi, revolution-
aries like Bhagat Singh and Udham Singh and
broadsides like Ayodhya are all text heavy and
were designed as informational broadsides.
Progressive writers like Premchand have
been celebrated in a variety of media. The
typographic and graphic style the group has
developed has been a conscious exploration
of an altemative and radical aesthetic. Ban-
ners and stage backdrops have been another
important exploration of the text.

Ram Rahman




If it needed Safdar among us to die in order to recall that an
artist is not so innocuous, then we must pay a certain price
for this awareness. That price may be as private as self-
reflection in which we allow our convictions to be put to the
test. But Safdar's terrible sacrifice should also make us face
up to the present, to become historically alert.

And make us recognize that there are
times when you have to close ranks with your fellow-
artists and raise your voice. It is not only a question of the
freedom of expression, though in all societies this still
claims many sacrifices before it is won. The question is to
make your identity and your practice sufficiently complex
so that it is not easily appropriated or easily destroyed by
antagonist forces. It may sometimes mean that an artist
chooses to intensily his or her solitude, challenging the
pragmatic rules of conduct.

This is a difficult choice too, and we
should know how to honour art. But there are other ways
to challenge the given circumstances, opposite ways: to
break the isolation of specialist role that our societies
prefer, to engage in multifarious forms of creativity to
demystify art practice. The subject-matter of art need not,
must not, become uniform or populist, but it is important to

create alternative forums in which further acts of public

intervention are possible. Geeta Kapur 1989
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Safdar Hashmi 12 April 1954 —2 January 1989

Twenty years ago, on 1 January 1989, Safdar Hashmi— political
activist, actor, playwright, poet — was fatally attacked in broad
daylight while performing a street play in Sahibabad, a working-
class area just outside Delhi. He had been deeply committed,
like so many young men and women of his generation, to the
anti-imperialist, secular and egalitarian values that were woven
into the rich fabric of the nation’s liberation struggle. Safdar
moved close to the Left, eventually joining the Communist Party
of India (Marxist), to pursue his goal of being part of a social
order worthy of a free people.

Tragically, it would be the manner of his death at the hands of

a politically patronized mafia that would single him out. The
spontaneous, nationwide wave of revulsion, grief and resistance
aroused by his brutal murder transformed him into a powerful
symbol of the very values that had been sought to be crushed by
his death. Such a death belongs to the revolutionary martyr.

Safdar was thirty-four years old when he died. Those years, dur-
ing which he initially tried to find himself in an academic career,
eventually encompassed an intense period of revolutionary
activity when circumstances and a maturing inclination brought
together an early interest in theatre and a growing political com-
mitment. They were years of political theatre, street theatre, and
the growth of the Jana Natya Manch into a forum for evolving a
conception of an alternative people’s theatre and culture.

The goal of strengthening bonds of democratic unity among
creative artists had been an important focus of Safdar’s aesthetic
and political activities. That it should have been achieved so sig-
nificantly through his death, and through the solidarity surround-
ing the activities of the Safdar Hashmi Memorial Trust (SAHMAT)
formed soon after, has sustained and strengthened the resolve
of those who uphold the values and objectives that Safdar has
come to symbolize. Madhu Prasad



IVIAGE WIUSIC ERESi T SR

COMMUNALISM COMBAT MARCH 2009 6



' SAHMAT 20 YEARS

STREET THEATRE
The occasion may be a strike or an agitation or a mournful day after a
manmade tragedy. ..the location may be a factory gate, a pavement, a
busy market place, a barn, a school playground, a park in a residential
area or any open space available. . .street theatre artists reach out to
people....to inform and agitate them into acton...itis people’s theatre in
the true sense.

The most definite origin of this form of theatre can be traced back to the
presentation of Mayakovsky's ‘Mystery Bouffe’ in Moscow on the first
anniversary of the October Revolution, in 1918. This theatre became a
vital tool of Soviet revolutionaries’ propaganda in the later years. Shows
incarporating interpretations of important events and social phenamena
went to the people, at their places of work and residences.

Though street theatre has escaped media attention, it has made its
space among working class people in many areas. This has, however,
resulted in a conflict between proponents of street theatre and
proscenium theatre. The former accuse the latter of being cultural
renegades whose theatre is only for a select ‘high nose’ group, lacking
social relevance. The proscenium hardcores, on the other hand, condemn
street theatre saying that it is only politics, too simplistic and crude to be
considered a form of art at all.

What is actually desirable is that proscenium theatre should imbibe
some of the spirit of the street theatre and special skills developed
within it and street theatre people need to learn a lot from their
counterparts in terms of finesse in performance.This is desperately
required if street theatre is to be safeguarded because its very handiness
is allowing it to be used by people who are not even familiar with its
basic philosophies.

Street theatre, however, is here to stay. An effective tool of change in
hour society, it is also, slowly but surely, making a place of its own as a
valid form of art. Safdar Hashmi
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CHILDREN'S BOOKS BY SAFDAR

Shortly after Safdar's murder in 1989, a series of books for children with stories and poems
written by Safdar in Hindi were published. These were illustrated by artists, both senior and
upcoming. Exhibited here are the original drawings and paintings, along with the published
books. In later years, books on Gandhi and stories by Premchand have also been published.

Nilima Sheikh, Sare Mausam Acche, 1930

A
BV Suresh, Gadbad Ghotala, 1989

Above: Nilima Sheikh, Sare Mausam Acche, 1990
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Mickey Patel, Ped, 1389

Surendran Nair, Krtaben 1989
Mana _Fia|. Red Flower, 1989
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JANOTSAV - 1990

The idea of Janotsav originated with Safdar Hashmi, Committed to a
view of culture that integrated skills with concern for the oppressed
and the goal of a life of dignity for all, Safdar visualized Janotsav not
as an event staged for passive audiences but as a process generative
of a popular, participative and critical cultural movement. His death,
resulting from a murderous assault while performing a street play,
prevented Safdar from developing the idea any further. The formation
of SAHMAT, following an unprecedented protest movement across
the country, ensured that Safdar’s perspective continued to grow
through the involvement of scores of artists.

Within SAHMAT, the concept of Janotsav developed through
discussions, workshops and projected programmes of action. The

aim was to help build a genuinely people’s culture by promoting
encounters of the people with skilled practitioners of various art
forms. The site chosen for Janotsav was Mangolpuri,

a large resettlement colony in west Delhi, with a population of over
one-and-half lakhs mostly from the working and lower-middle classes.

Janotsav consisted of a series of workshops and interactive
programmes conducted over a month, from 8 October to 11 November
1990, with the following persons/ institutions as coordinators:

Music: Kajal Ghosh, Madangopal Singh

Photography: Parthiv Shah

Fine Art: Paul, Pratibha Dakoji

Theatre: Habib Tanvir, Ashish Ghosh

Street Theatre: Rati Bartholomew, Jana Natya Manch
Environmental Projects: Romi Khosla, NISTADS
Visual Arts: Vivan Sundaram, Shamshad

Literature and Poetry: M.M.P. Singh, Gauhar Raza

- Video/TV: Sashi Kumar, CENDIT
Puppetry and Creative Writing: Dadi Pudumjee, Randhir Khare
Newsletter; Anil Chandra, IIMC
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IMAGES AND WORDS 1991

As part of the on-going programme, SAHMAT's next project was ‘Artists Against Communalism: Images and Words'. 400 artists, writers, poets, photographers,
theatre persons and film-makers contributed visual or textual messages against communalism, The statements, each of which was onan 11" x11" piece of
canvas, were incorporated into 3 ft x 3 ft panels for exhibition. Sent in from all parts of India and written in all its languages, this unique exhibition, first held in
New Delhi on April 12, 1991, has been displayed in many other cities as well.

Orijit Sen designed the structures of bamboo and jute on which the statements were displayed. These are easily dismantled, transported and re-assembled in
parks, on the roadside, in a market-place or in a hall. The informality of the display format allowed us to take the exhibition among the people, and so encour-
aged a response and involvment quite distinct from the passive ‘viewing' associated with mare formal exhibitions. At Delhi's famed Chandni Chowk, the centre
of the capital’s retail and commercial activity, one viewer read aloud the displayed text for his companions. A rickshaw-puller nearby responded. Another
viewer joined in. The text was entered into, amplified; the image directly responded to, questioned. Madhu Prasad

COMMUNALISM COMBAT MARCH 2009 1"
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ARTISTS AGAINST
COMMUNALISM

THE PLEDGE

We the artists’ community of
India, are deeply pained by the
growth of communalism which
has assumed unprecedented
proportions in recent days.

All artistic endeavour in
India, both traditionally and in
contemporary times, has been
exemplary in upholding values
of secularism and cultural
pluralism.

We wish to emphasize the
paramount importance of peace,
_ and appeal to the nation’s con-
- science to rise above this tide of

ARTISTS AGAINST COMMUNALISM 1992 hatred and violence.
signed by artists
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Laxman goes on to define cartooning as “the art of disapproval and
complaint. It treats men and matters with a certain healthy scepticism and
good-humoured ridicule, but never malice. A cartoon attempts to preserve
the sense of humour of the community which is so essential for survival in
day-to-day existence.”

Laxman’s point is unexceptionable and the cartoon can at last be said
to have come of age in the Indian print media. The preceding year, 1993, can
definitely be categorized as the "Year of the Cartoonist’ as the purveyors of
the genre — junior and senior — en bloc extended the frontiers of the farm in
a manner unprecedented in our times, by succeeding in making political and
social points far more effectively and radically than even the edit writers
in the press. What was most striking was the way in which they took com-
munal politics head on and laid bare the hollow claims of politicians seeking
to ride piggyback on the religious sentiments of people.

This has taken some time coming. One of the curiosities of Indian
newspaper cartooning has been the relative sluggishness of its maturing
in comparison to disciplines like reporting, editing and photography. This
despite the roaring headstart it received from the dipped-in-vitriol diatribes
of the father of them all, Shankar, for whom cartooning was but politics by
other means. This master of line economy and pungent words spawned an
entire generation of acolytes who polished the pocket and window cartoons
in our papers to their present level of sophistication. Yet real, political/inter-

COMMUNALISM COMBAT MARCH 2009

255 AGAINST
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ventionist cartooning seemed to have generally missed them by.

0.V. Vijayan and Rajinder Puri were, perhaps, the exceptions in this.
Ore still remembers with a shudder the devastating Vijayan cartoon in
The Hindu on the old Jan Sangh (the original model of the presently more
souped-up BJP). In printing Jan Sangh's election symbol of the oil lamp on a
ballot hox, he had savaged it with just two words captioned below — ‘Mein
Lampf’, And this was in the late 1960s. The politics in Vijayan's cartoons,
however, often tended to get hijacked by his intensely dark vision, preventing
its 'real’ content from manifesting. Rajinder Puri, on the other hand, has been
a political creature through and through, whose heaviness of strokes and
slashes masks the mercurial lightness of his polemics.

In their company Laxman, with his ever-silent ‘Common Man', and Abu
Abraham, the two other master cartoonists of our time, stand out for their
style and conceptual tightness, which is what eventually contributes the
meat to the genre and its practice in India. For example, soon after Abu re-
turned, in the late 1960s, from his stint in England to join The Indian Express
and spawn an elegant range of “animal’ cartoons (Gulzarilal Nanda as a cat;
Jagjivan Ram as a big fish; Morarji Desai as an owl; Indira Gandhi as a beak-
nosed stork; Kamaraj as a fox; etc.), he indicated in an interview his method
of conceptualization with admirable clarity: “An elephant is, after all, a pig
with an elongated nose.” One phrase like that, and an entire process opened
out before you. (excerpt from essay by Sadanand Menon)

13
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Romi Khosla, architect of the MF Husain Gallery and artist Paramjit Singh in
front of 'Kaun Mara' painted by Manjit Bawa and Paramijit Singh at a street

protest after the Babri Masjid demolition, on December 11, 1992, e
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Manijit Bawa with Paramiit Singh, Kaun Mara 7, 1992 . Parthiv Shah, poster, Dec 8, 1992
THE TIMES OF INDIA. NEW D'ELHI SATURDAY, DECEMBER 12, 1992 CAPITAL

Artists
hold

protest

The Times of India News Service
NEW DELHI, December 11.
IN a logic reminiscent of the
advocates of the Ram Mandir at
Avodhya, the city police tried in
vain today to persuade some 500
artists. writers. photographers and
other intellectuals to shift the
venue of their protest meet from
the Safdar Hashmi Marg (near the
Mandi House circle) lo a "less
prominent and sensitive” arca.
The meet had been planned as
early as Monday, and prominently
announced in all the major dailies.
The city police too had been in-
formed in a letter about the nature
of protest - paintings, pholo-
graphs. songs and street plays. But
the venue and time had been ig-
nored until the event was under-
way this evening. After viewing
Manjit Bawa's canvas, the
Ayodhya photographs compiled by
Ram Rchman, and hearing the
soulful singing of Madan Gopal

Singh and Susmit Bose. the police  Painters M-snjit wn and Paramjit Singh T Line thafs * B i
ngh (in glasses) marking th rot
were 100 perplexed to use force. hycdbyniaveinks it must in( thesCap'I}l r-"'f-,-. eir 'II"GI est’ against’ the
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Manjit Bawa and Allan Faqir, 1st Jan, 1993

12 Hour performance of Sufi-Bhalkt Music

January 1, 1993
rds

Come to defend our secular tradition

SAHMAT

Parthiv Shah, Poster, 1993
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SUFI MUSIC - 1993

The Sufi experience within the Indian
subcontinent may be described as a
transcultural reaching out. One sees at its
core a tremendous fluidity of emotion, At
times, it passionately disavows the simple
mystical oppositions of the ‘I' in perennial
separation from the ‘other’. Even if there is
a clamour for the unmediated communion
between the two in traditional Sufi poetry,
the other is somehow always seen to
command from a height. The sub-continental
view develops in an altogether different
direction. It unequivocally places the
subject’s substantiality at the centre. No
spiritual effect is possible without that. As
such, there is no mystical transcendence
at the expense of terrestrial experience.
The unity of the ‘I" and the “other’ is above
all the unity of the people. In this respect
alone, the sub-continental Sufi experience
may be seen to be a radical and decisive
move away from its largely ritual-ridden
Persian antecedents. Its development
especially in the Northern regions of the
sub-continent, creates a pulsating edge
against all forms of communal strife and

discord. It throbs with mercurial energy and
calls for an urgent need to intervene. Its
anxieties assume a highly irreverent voice
and a genuinly selfcritical projection. In its
anger and protest it spares no one just as in
its love it embraces all. Its subjects are here
and now.The Hindus and the Muslims in a
transcultural mix of creative joy. Their unity
invariably spills out of religious boundaries.
The dominant images and emotions come
directly from the people’s experience of

the lived. There is an almost tactile face of
these images. This is the level where the
people have become one without being

the same. Leading Sufi poets such as Baba
Farid, Shah Husain, Sultan Bahu, Bulle Shah,
Shah Mohammad, Shah Latif poetically
journey across the plurality of time- the
days, weeks, months etc. — or play with

the essential structures of communion-
numbers, alphabets, words, phrases etc.

All these become not only the units of the
poetical pulse- the beat in Sufi music being
one of its most important aspects, but more
importantly, the carriers of the poet’s longing
for a carnivalesque unity of the people.
Madan Gapal Singh

g

dhyn

-]
-
L 4




IVIAGE IVIUSIC R T BN

AYODHYA AND AFTER - 1992-93

When the Babri Masjid was demolished on De-
cember 6th 1992, SAHMAT had already conceived
its Sufi-Bhakti event, Anhad Garje, for the 1st of
January, 1993. The morning after the demolition,
we led a delegation to meet President Shankar
Dayal Sharma to call for the arrest of the per-
petrators and the immediate dismantling of any
temporary and make-shift temple on the ruins.

A poster, Aaj Koi Nara Na Hoga...was printed in
the lakhs, plastered on the streets of Delhi and
inserted into newspapers in many localities. At
the end of that week we defied Section 144 and
held a cultural sit-in on Safdar Hashmi Marg, at
which poets read poetry, singers sang and paint-
ers painted on the street. Manjit Bawa's canvas,
Kaun Mara, is in this show. Anhad Garje, which
ran for 17 hours, had an added resonance in the
immediate aftermath of the shocking demolition.
The response led us to travel with the concert to
Bombay, Lucknow, Surat, Vadodara and Ahmeda-
bad - all of which had seen terrible communal
riots. At Lucknow, friends from Faizabad and
Ayodhya appealed to us to bring it to Ayodhya,

COMMUNALISM COMBAT MARCH 2009

where the siege and terror of the Hindutva forces
had not been broken. But we felt the demolition
had been such a fundamentally transformative
assault that we needed to approach Ayodhya with
thought, sensitivity, political clarity and resolve.
The intense debates and discussions resulted in
our broadside, Ayodhya - What then are our invo-
cations 7 which was printed and disseminated in
the thousands. This was a conceptual mapping of
ways of approaching the fraught issues which the
entire Ayodhya movement led by Hindutva groups
had brought to the fore, particularly concerning
cultural indentities, madernity, indeed the very
notion of a secular democracy, religiosity, history
and its interpretation. This provided the blueprint
for the exhibition Hum Sab Ayodhya and Mukt
Naad in Ayodhya on August 15th 1993, where
thousands of artists, writers and performers
gathered and performed on the ghats on the
banks of the Sarayu, breaking the siege, in a
creative resistance to the divisiveness of the
Hindutva hordes. The concerted attack by the
Sangh Parivar on Hum Sab Ayodhya was a classic
example of the threats of violence, fear, rumour

and allegations of "hurt to religious sentiment’
which have been their weapons of choice in all
their attacks in subsequent years — on writers,
artists, film-makers, historians, theatre artists and
institutions. That attack, which led many to re-
treat from what had been a secular, liberal space,
only clarified the battle for SAHMAT. History and
its interpretations or mis-interpretations and the
communalising of education became a central
focus of SAHMAT's actions.

A decade after Ayodhya, the Gujarat pogroms led
us to a different strategy. While SAHMAT raised
relief funds from the sale of artists’ work, we
organised a two-day public hearing with victims
of the camage in Delhi as an interaction with

the creative community, the press, intelligentsia
and members of Parliament in conjunction with
Communalism Combat from Bombay. A delegation
of victims met the President, KR Narayanan. This
dialogue with the legislative institutions has be-
come an important part of SAHMAT's functioning.
FRam Rahman
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What then are our invocations?
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solar line, as a solar deity. 1t wis only in later cditions
refashioned by Brahmin auifiors, that Rama was said (o be.an
incarnution of Vishme. There were also other changes and
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hanistiment from Avodhya, ber life in the mmaw
and birth of her sons Lava and Kusha sppeared in. Unnirakanda;

Rama-Katha in Buddhist Traditions

The Dasaratha Jatake, dating back 1 sumewbere b
and 2nd century B.C.. i probably older than the
v this version, Sita is not the wife but the sister he
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Alex Mathew, Graves and Groves,
Hum Sab Ayodhya,
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