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It matters what happens when an exhibition encounters its publics.
An exhibition I curated, Nep Sidhu: Medicine for a Nightmare (they called, we responded), opened at
Mercer Union on February 9, 2019. Since then, I have engaged in conversations with Sikh
community members concerned with the way that I represented a charged history within the
exhibition’s frame, and how this framing simplifies and obfuscates the breadth of violences that
characterize events that unfolded in India in 1984. Their concerns touch on the need to historically
situate and contextualize this exhibition as an expression of the artist’s relationship to the events
that it references. The impact of this framing was, in part, that experiences of violence were
minimized, fraught histories simplified and the heterogeneity of Sikh identities obscured. I have
listened to these criticisms and reflected deeply about how the exhibition was framed through the
accompanying essay. I take responsibility for the ways my language needs to be reconsidered to
make space for multiple relationships to these events and accounts of these histories that exceed
the artist’s own and, in so doing, to resist summarizing relationships to these histories in ways that
rendered invisible those with differing lived (and inherited) experiences.
The following bibliography gathers together texts that address the broader historical context of the
events of 1984, their ongoing repercussions, and the machinations of memory, memorialization and
memory loss that might be at play in how the events of 1984 persist in the present day. My hope is
that these sources can begin to provide additional context for the exhibition’s concerns through a
plurality of voices. As a curator working cross culturally—I am not Sikh—I recognize that,
undoubtedly, more conversations are to be had and more learning is to be undertaken. I am
committed to a continued dialogue.
This work will continue through an accompanying publication set to be released in the fall of 2019.
Conceived as an integral part of the larger exhibition project from its beginnings, this publication
will document a range of contemporary practices of seva, or what is often referred to as selfless
service (such as the work of human rights activists like Jaswant Singh Khalra and the work of nonprofits such as Ensaaf who work to end crimes against humanity in the Punjab), offer expanded
reflections on Sidhu’s works from multiple perspectives and further consider how artistic practice
can couple with other forms of making worlds otherwise.
These texts have been assembled through conversations with others and I am grateful to them for
their generosities in sharing their knowledges with me.
—cheyanne turions
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