
DESIRE AS RESISTANCE: FILMS BY PRIYA SEN,
SARAH NAQVI, AND SUNEIL SANZGIRI

APRIL 4, 2022              8:30pm

presented by 
REDCAT 
Roy and Edna Disney/CalArts Theater
California Institute of the Arts

We gratefully acknowledge that we operate on the traditional 

lands of the Tongva, Tataviam, and Chumash peoples—

including the Gabrieleño, Fernandeño, and Ventureño; 

members of the Takic and Chumashan language families; 

and other Indigenous peoples who made their homes in 

and around the area we now call Los Angeles. We honor 

their ancestors past, present, and future, and recognize their 

continued existence and contributions to our society..



Program curated in collaboration with Artists in Revolution Collective

At a time when love is frequently summoned to the courtroom in India, the films in this program 
present unsanctioned desires as a form of active resistance. By reclaiming control over the 
narrative of their own lives, the various onscreen subjects express their refusal to accept the 
illusion of a singular identity, be that national, religious or personal. 
     Pressed by a regime that seeks to strategically homogenize a culture and impose a singular 
identity, India—as we know her—is beginning to forget herself. She is scared of embracing her 
inherent plurality in public because it no longer adheres to her newly molded state of being.
     Priya Sen’s Yeh Freedom Life (2018) documents queer couples who navigate their experiences 
of love and freedom in the face of societal and familial constraints.
     Sarah Naqvi’s How Does One Say Queen in Islam (2020) invokes the ghosts of women heroes 
through traditional forms of storytelling to conjure a new, personalized version of Islamic history. 
By reclaiming the narrative, they express their refusal to accept the illusion of a singular identity.
     Suneil Sanzgiri in his film Letter from Your Far-Off Country (2020) seeks to find traces of self 
in the history of a homeland that he is geographically distanced from. Through conversations 
interspersed with protest, poetry, uprisings, and songs, he searches for community and solidarity.

In Person: Suneil Sanzgiri, Priya Sen, Nehal Vyas and Gavati Wad

“Resistance to dominant forms and systems has thankfully generated incredible warmth and de-
light in Yeh Freedom Life despite—and or maybe because of—the uncertainty of a life fully open 
to love.”     

 —Abby Sun, Open City Documentary Festival

“Sen’s world building is intuitively thorough, at once oneiric and lived in. Narration inventively 
meanders a novelistic structure, beholding the goings-on of the urban landscape with equal 
credence, if not screen time, as it does her protagonists’ inner lives.”

 —Aaditya Aggarwal, POV Point Of View Magazine

PROGRAM

Letter from Your Far-Off Country | Suneil Sanzgiri | 17 mins | 2020 

Shot with 16mm film stock that expired in 2002—the same year as the state-sponsored anti-
Muslim genocide in Gujarat—the filmmaker traces lines and lineages of protest, poetry, uprisings, 
songs, and ruins dating back to 1989, the year of his birth. 
     A search for solidarity in the sounds and colors of the spontaneous Muslim women-led 
Shaheen Bagh movement in Delhi, in the poetry of Agha Shahid Ali, the song of Iqbal Bano, the 
theater of Safdar Hashmi, and images of B. R. Ambedkar—the radical anti-caste Dalit intellectual 
and founder of the Indian constitution—all surrounding a letter addressed to the filmmaker’s 
distant relative Prabhakar Sanzgiri, who wrote biographies of Ambedkar and was a Communist 
Party of India (Marxist) leader in Maharashtra.
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How Does One Say Queen in Islam | Sarah Naqvi | 15 mins | 2020

In their film How Does One Say Queen in Islam (2020), made for the Bangkok Art Biennale in 
collaboration with filmmaker Sophie Soobramanien (UK) and multimedia artist Hibo Elmi (UG), 
Naqvi has constructed a new personalized version of Islamic history, using words only uttered by 
women. Here, traditional forms of storytelling meld with tales and songs from their childhood 
in a dream landscape where female leaders, warriors, singers and revolutionaries jostle with the 
symbolic presence of their mother and grandmother.
     On an embroidered quilt, on masks, and in a filmed performance that uses both, Naqvi 
invokes such diverse heroes as Queen Arawelo – the mythical leader of the Somali people, 
Razia Sultana – the 13th century ruler of the Delhi Sultanate, Sayyida Al Hurra – the 16th century 

“pirate” Queen of Tétouan, Umm Kulthum – the glittering Egyptian chanteuse and film star, 
Fatima al-Fihri – the 9th century founder of the world’s first university in Fez, Asiya bint Muzahim 
– the adoptive mother of Moses in the Islamic tradition, the Queen of Sheba – the fabled ruler of 
Egypt, Ethiopia and what is now Yemen, and Khawlah bint al-Azwar – a legendary Muslim warrior 
at the time of Muhammad. Together, with memories of their family and friends, the shades of 
these eminent women surrealistically celebrate liberation, affirmation, joy and hope.

Yeh Freedom Life | Priya Sen | 70 mins | 2018

Filmed in the dense streets and neighborhoods of Ambedkar Nagar in New Delhi, Yeh Freedom 
Life (This Freedom Life) tries to keep up with its protagonists as they maneuver erratic and 
unpredictable love. One of them works at a local beauty parlor, the other runs the family kiosk at 
a crowded intersection. They are surrounded by a cacophonous city; they are both in love with 
other women. The film stays with them and their desire for “freedom lives,” outside society and 
family’s constant scrutiny and sanction. But this “freedom life” also leaves them vulnerable to the 
precariousness of love when it refuses such constraints.

ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS

Priya Sen is a New Delhi based filmmaker and artist who works with nonfiction forms across 
film/video, sound and installation. She received an MA from Jamia Millia Islamia, Delhi, and 
an MFA from Temple University, Philadelphia, and has worked with experimental film & media 
practices at various institutions including the Srishti Institute of Art Design and Technology and 
the Cybermohalla Project at Sarai-CSDS. Sen’s work explores eclectic forms for tenuousness, 
ambiguity and unsettling, as modes for navigating urban lives and experiences. Her films  have 
been presented at the Flaherty Seminar 2019, among other festivals and venues that include the 
BFI London Film Festival, Forum Expanded Berlinale, Experimenta Bangalore, Images Festival 
Toronto and the Dharamshala International Film Festival. 

Selected Filmography: About Elsewhere (2008), Noon Day Dispensary (2014), Yeh Freedom Life 
(2018), Faasla (2020), Let Him Fly (Usé Udné Do) (2021)

Sarah Naqvi (they/them), is an Indian artist, based in Mumbai/Amsterdam. Their work engages 
in narratives themed around religious and societal polarization, centering art as their tool for 
activism. Addressing these themes directly, the visuals are then layered with truths scripted 
based on prominent sociopolitical developments in their environment. The materiality and 



techniques in their work are at play to create familiarity with the viewer. Primarily working with 
textile, embroidery, songs, found objects, and performance, Naqvi has developed a keen 
interest in puppetry and stop-motion. The usage of these mediums has been intentional, as 
they continue to challenge visibility amongst “domestic” art and reach audiences beyond the 
art world. Through satire and whimsical props, Naqvi is able to elicit the presence of something 
joyous awaiting the viewer in their work.

Selected Filmography: Gastronomical essays: Saffron Biriyani (2020), Aao ghar kabhi Biriyani 
khaane (2020), How does one say queen in Islam (2020), Gastronomical essays: Recipe for 
dissent (2021)

Suneil Sanzgiri is an artist, researcher, and filmmaker. His work spans experimental video, 
essay films, and installations. He contends with questions of identity, heritage, culture and 
diaspora in relation to structural violence. His film At Home But Not At Home made its world 
premiere at the International Film Festival Rotterdam, in January 2020, with a nomination 
for the Found Footage Award. His follow-up film Letter From Your Far-Off Country made its 
world premiere at the New York Film Festival in 2020, and was entered into the Ammodo Tiger 
Shorts Competition at IFFR in 2021. Sanzgiri’s work has been presented at exhibition spaces 
both nationally and internationally, and has screened extensively across film festivals such as 
Hong Kong International Film Festival, Images Festival, as well as Special Jury mentions at the 
European Media Arts Festival and Iowa City Docs. Sanzgiri co-curated the Flaherty NYC seminar 
in 2020/2021, and was a MacDowell Fellow in the Winter of 2021. He was named as one of the 

“25 New Faces of Independent Film” by Filmmaker Magazine in their 2021 Fall issue.

Selected Filmography: At Home But Not At Home (2019), Letter From Your Far-Off Country 
(2020), Golden Jubilee (2021)

ABOUT THE CURATORS

Artists in Revolution Collective focuses on amplifying art and cinema from underrepresented 
communities all over the world through a network of friends, colleagues and fellow artists. In 
each of our sessions, we collaborate with artist members from the region in focus to create 
dialogue around the socio-political conditions that surround them. Our programs encourage 
engagement with media ranging from cinema to music, poetry and performance. Over the past 
two years, we have curated sessions focusing on South Africa, Brazil, China, Mexico, Native 
America, Black American Music, Palestine, and Peru. 
     The collective is run by Gavati Wad and Nehal Vyas, both filmmakers from India. As artists, 
our work uses personal archives, memory and performance to explore the idea of a national 
identity. We believe that revolution and reform is possible if we collectively imagine more 
equitable systems. Through AIRC, we hope to build a community that engages in critical 
dialogue through friendship, solidarity and sensitivity. 

– Artists In Revolution Collective

Curated in collaboration with Artists in (R)evolution Collective. The Jack H. Skirball Series is organized 
by Bérénice Reynaud and Eduardo Thomas and funded in part by the Ostrovsky Family Fund.


