Noise of the Past
A poetic journey of war, memory & dialogue

Introduction

Noise of the Past is an engagement with post colonial histories of w ar. It offers a creative response
to exclusionary narrations of war and memory. Some stories and bodies have been drummed out of
war and rituals of remembrance. Noise of the Past puts into play a series of interactions that make it
possible to remember and converse beyond nationalistic and militaristic consensus. Collaborative
exchanges have unleashed tension. A sensory encounter of poetry, historical documents, music,
stone, cloth and visual art  has produced two related pieces of work: the film Unravelling; and
musical performance Post Colonial War Requiem . Devel oped through a call and response
approach, both exchange and dialogue have marked the conditions of production of these works.

M ethod

How does one tell and ask of war and loss across the generations, especially when, for so long, we
have not asked or in fact known how to tell? Activating the call and response methodology, an

inter generational poetic dialogue in Urdu, has pro vided the cue for both pieces of work. In this
exchange Sawarn Singh, a soldier who fought in Burma, the Middle East and Africaand lost a
brother (Amar) on the battlefield, before moving to Coventry, responds to questions in poetry by his
grandson and filmmaker Kuldip Powar. Nitin Sawhney responded to these poetic conversations by
producing a new compasition. Deploying arather unique process, the filmmaker wove textured
images to the score for Unravelling (17 mins). In a subsequent collaboration, Francis Silkstone, also
used the poetry as an inspiration for writing his new composition Post Colonial War Requiem.

Renewal

The poetic exchange responds to the blitz as well as the energy for the new Coventry cathedral from
amulticultural and post colonial perspective. This siteis one of the first points of call to the
project. The opening of Basil Spence's new cathedral on 30" May 1962 built to face the old one
left in ruins by the bombings of Luftwaffe s Operation Moonlight Sonata on the 14™ November
1940 to the sound of Benjamin Britten's War Requiem, represented post war renewal and hope.
With Wilfred Owen s war poems from WW1 famously interlaced with the Latin mass for the dead,
Britten s Requiem warned of the horrors of war. He dedicated the work to the memory of four
friends who died in connection with WWII. To symbolise the importance of reconciliation between
the warring countries, Britten intentionally wrote the Requiem for three specific soloists, a German
baritone (Dietrich Fischer Dieskau), a Russian sopr ano (Galina Vishnevskaya), and a British tenor
(Peter Pears). It is said that Britten gave a voice to the war dead, as they mourn the choices made by
theliving. Similar to other post war remembrance ¢ eremonies, the lives and perspectives of the
colonised in the wars were absent.



Disconnection

Asthe cathedral became a focus for the countries renewal, at the same time an increasing number of
families from the ex colonies were moving to urban cities such as Coventry to fill the shortage of
labour. Seeking to widen their opportunities they came with their own particular location of hope
and renewal. Many of them had themselves been in WWI1 or had close family and friends who had
fought in both WW1 and WWII. Y et a digjuncture and disconnection continues between the losses
of those from the col onies and the public enactment of war and memory. Particular figures feature
in the national mythos of the unknown soldier . A Ithough the colonies were central to both WWI
and WWII, it is not those bodies which are imagined. The implications of this civic amnesia are felt
publicly and privately. Most notably the right to belong istied to who is seen to have fought and
spilt their blood for the country. Even when the hitherto forgotten are included, the framing is
such that the shroud of nationalistic militarism usually looms large in remembrance rituals.

Fact

During World War 1, two out of every 10 service people were volunteers from the Indian
Subcontinent, the Caribbean and Africa. More World War | soldiers came from India than from
Scotland, Ireland and Walesin total. The contribution of the 1.27 million Indian volunteers was
also more than the sum total from all the rest of Britain’s colonies and dominions. In World War 11,
three out of 10 service people were volunteers from the Indian Subcontinent, the Caribbean and
Africa Thisincluded 2.5 million people from the Indian Subcontinent the largest volunteer army
in history. Both men and women such as the secret agent Noor Inayat Khan contributed. Burma,
the Middle East, Africa, Italy and Cyprus became familiar fighting territory to them. Further
millions were involved in the labour of war through the provision of foods and goods to British and
Commonwealth forces. Theland of Indiaitself served as an assault and training base. Needless to
say, the participation was vexed by the ties and twists of colonial rule and the struggles of
Independence movements.

Within the space of Coventry cathedral Noise of the Past seeks to renew both the civic resident
narratives of the cathedral as well as the spirit of Britten s War Requiem in order to re connect it
with other lives through the Urdu poetic exchange. In the context of new global warstoday it
hopes to re route our imagination of war atrocities through the art of dialogue.

Kuldip Powar Director sNotesfor Unravelling

A curious young boy looks up at a framed certificate which in a bold black calligraphic heading
reads. The President of India. Nexttoitisamo unted photograph of a young Skh soldier
standing in his uniform, which the boy looks at with inquisitive eyes.

Thisis apersonal memory | have carried with me since my childhood of wanting to explore the past
of my Grandfather (Sawarn Singh) serving as an Indian Soldier fighting for the British in WWII.
Thus my fascination grew in terms of questioning the presence and absence in national rituals of
remembrance. The missing pieces of that puzzle of remembrance prompted me to investigate and
try to uncover the roles and contributions of ex and post colonial soldiers, many of whom have
long resided in Britain.

The theme of remembrance has largely formed the backbone of my work in film and installation to
date. The need to raise questions and |eaving the audience to explore their own connections with
war and memory is what has motivated me time and again in my art work. In my graduation piece
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at Central St Martins College (2002) | recorded the voices of South Asian soldiers that were not
invited to the Inauguration of the Memorial Gates on Constitution Hill, and layered the recordings
over film dtills of the event in an installation piece. Similarly the placement of a photographic image
bearing a distorted Union Jack over laid with an im age of my Grandfather in military uniformin
the entrance of Coventry Council House proved to be highly controversial at the time. This made
me more determined to explore the themes of war and memory further in the reams of film making.
In my first directional venture Remembrance (2005), my Grandfather sitsin hisliving roomin
Coventry recollecting his days as a young soldier and expressing his views on remembrance and
exclusion.

The Noise of the Past project gave me the opportunity to expand my directing experiencein anew
and innovative ways through poetry, script, music, experimental visuals and an unconventional film
scoring process. At the heart of the film Unravelling is an intergenerational poetic dia ogue between
me and my Grandfather in Urdu aclassical and lit erary language which is a common medium of
poetic expression.

As a Panjabi speaker my interest in Urdu poetry was sparked in my teens by listening to my
Grandfather s mesmerizing recitals of his poetry at family parties and socia gatherings. Listening
to Ghazal has also informed my knowledge of the language. Despite the limitations of using the
Urdu Roman script and limited literary vocabulary, | have over the years compiled a collection of
my own Urdu poetry. Working in a poetic form enabled me to pursue a sensitive and emational
subject that was intensely personal to both me and my Grandfather. It demanded alevel of focus as
it was the central thread of the film script, with the linguistic demands of the poetry lyrical
metaphors, meter and rhyme. What was questioned and unravelled through the dialogue alowed my
Grandfather to express his feelings around many issues, but perhaps most significantly the death of
his brother Amar on the battlefield and whose bod y was never recovered for buria. The
exhausting and emotionally draining process of call and response and what emerged asthe final
poetic outcome proved to be very moving and profound. The researchers of the project gathered
some fascinating material from the Imperial War Museum film archives awell as sound recordings
from The British Library that aso influenced the content of the poetry.

My Grandfather has a unique gift to recite poetry with such zeal and conviction that he leaves his
audience spellbound. It isthis passion and pathos that has been captured in the sound recording of
poetry. | have also provided the voice for my own poetry. The anticipation and excitement of then
working closdly with award winning Composer Nitin S awhney, was only further heightened, by a
collaboration that subverted traditional director/composer working methods. Although there was
structure and the process was outlined, the call and response method allowed for much artistic
freedom. Thus, what emerged was a creative tension that posed a challenge for me carrying the
greater visua responsibility as the film Director. Sawhney responded to the poetry creating an
intricate moving and epic score that demanded the visuals to do justice to the musical piece.

To methe music takes one on ajourney with different movements and textures. In the film script |
wanted to present afigurein the film who could carry more than one identity, yet not be fully
revealed. | decided to shoot the whole film at night to create a mood that was melancholic, using the
darkness as a metaphor for hidden histories but also to show memorial spaces out of the usual pomp
of the day light.

Unravelling invites us to explore our own ambival ence towards collective and personal stories of
war. With the help of afantastic production team and working with talented artist Antoinette
Brown, what has emerged is a crafted piece of work that is a sensory experience which is both
evocative and haunting.



Biographical Notes

Kuldip Powar is afilm Director who has worked on various film projects exploring the lives of
South Asian peoplein Britain. He studied Art & Design at Central St Martins College, and has a
PGCE Education, Art & Design (Middlesex University). Kuldip has aso studied for a Raindance
Diplomain Directing. He completed a short film piece Remembrance (2005) funded by the BFI
Screen Rootz Initiative, poetically exploring post-colonial memory of WWII vis- -vis personal
testimony and narrative. Also, he co-directed the film, Kabhi Ritz Kabhie Palladium (2003) about
the social cinema scenes amongst the South Asian diaspora communities of Coventry, for aHerbert
Art Gallery & Museum exhibition. He has experience in conducting oral and visual ethnographies
across Britain, and is able to converse in Punjabi, Urdu and Hindi. He directed and archived an ora
history documentary (funded by the MLA), titled For the Record: the social life of Indian vinyl in
Southall (2008). Kuldip is amember of the Music In Museums working group (MLA) and has
given presentations at The Horniman Museum and The Royal College of Music. Heisaso a
member of the Punjabi Sangat Group at the Royal Geographical Society (RGS).

Email: Kuldipart@yahoo.co.uk



Unravelling Poetry by Kuldip Powar & Sawarn Singh

Grandson (Kuldip Powar):

Maaf karna mujhko ae mere Baba

Kyon khud apni jawani mein mast main raha
Gustaki hai muddat ke baad poochna

Keteri jawani ka fasana hai kya...

Us guzare hue zamane ki taraf mujhelgjah
Jahan wadiyon mein tu roz lahu luhan tha

Grandfather (Sawarn Sngh):

Ae mere pothe aziz hun na ched ladai deraaz
noon

Dekh chupiya he rehen de meri zZindagi de raaz
noon

Grandson:

Kya ajeeb baat nahin ae mere Baba...

Ke jis naujawan ka naam Amar tha

Voh jung ke pehle kadam pe hi apni jaan
gawagaya

Aur dariya e khoon ki ek boondh bankar
behgaya

Jo laash ho kar bhi,ghar laut na sakah
Jiska khafan tha bas, kaak se banaa

Tu kab tak us bhai ki talaash mein raha

Jo ab tak tere khayalon se na ho sakah judaa?
Grandfather:

Ae mere pothe aziz hun na ched ladai deraaz
noon

Dekh chupiya he rehen de meri zZindagi de raaz
noon

Chal diyan si gooliyan, hawai jahaazan di
bombardment

Koi saaz na lendah is jung e maidan wich
Husn, joban, roop, daulat char din de khel hai

Sur kisne ne karna is toote hue saaz noon
Main tadapda he reha kore maidan wich
Sun na sakeh useen magar Amar teri awaaz
noon

0 My Grandfather, please forgive me

For | was lost in the world of my own youth
| know itisafolly to ask after so long...
But, what isthe story of your youth?
Please, take me to that world of the past
Where the wilderness engulfed you in
bloodshed each day

0 My Dear Grandson do not revive the
nightmares of the battlefield
Let thispart of my life remain hidden

Isit not ironic my dear Grandfather?

That youth whose name meant ' Eternity’

Lost hislifetaking hisfirst step on the
battlefield

And became another drop in theriver of blood
He who could not even return home as a dead
soldier

Whose shroud was but a carpet of dust

For how long were you in search of your
brother

That dear one that has never |eft your thoughts?

0 My Dear Grandson do not revive the
nightmares of the battlefield
Look, let this part of my life remain hidden

Bullets were flying, bombsfell from the skies

For you are on your own in the grim battlefield
Headlth, youth, beauty and wealth are but short
lived

Nothing will ever heal this battered body

| searched long and hard on that harsh soil

But Amar we could not hear your cries



Grandson:

German nejab Bartania par hamla kardia
Jab aasman se aag ka toofan aagaya

Halaat aise hogaye koi dua na kar sakah
Tha jo ghar khudha ka vor barbaad hogaya
Grandfather:

German nejab Bartania par hamla kardia
Toh bombon ne aasmaan se aag ka tofaan
barsadiya

Halaat aise hogaye ke koi dua na kar sakah

Tha jo ghar khudha ka voh bhi barbaad hogaya

Grandson:

Zamane ne yaadon ke kitne gharonday banaye
Yaadgari patheron pe apnon ke naam khudwaye

Voh phoolon ki chadarein,charagon ke silsilay
Main dhoondta gaya ke kahin tera bhi nishaan
mile

Grandfather:

Jo theh bag bageezeeche bangaye sehera
veeraniyan

Na jaane kitnee jawaanon ki hogaye
gurbaniyaan

Yeh toote hue makhanon ki nishaaniyaan
Maz ke khundaron ki bangaye kahaniyaan
Grandson::

Vo jo falak par parinde karte hain parwaaz
Kya tujhe nazar aate hai aag barsane wale
jahaaz?

Hawa ka jonkha chede jab koi halka sa saaz

Kya ab bhi goonjti hai Baba,
tere kanon mein gooliyon ki awaaz?

Grandfather:

Hahn Bete mujhe nazar aate hai un parindon ki

When Germany attacked Britain

When the bolts of fire descended from the skies
Such was the turmoil, that no one could even
pray

The house of God was destroyed

When Germany attacked Britain

The bombs rained down mercilessly from the
skies

Such was the turmoil, that no one could even
pray

The house of God was destroyed

This society has built countless memorials

On memorials of stone were etched the names
of their beloved ones

These floral wreaths and a sea of candles

| went on searching hoping | might find atrace
of you

And the floral gardens became adark wasteland
Who knows, how many young lives were |ost

Only damaged buildings stand
Theruins of the past have became alegacy

Gaze at the skies and see the birds taking flight
Do you still seethe planesthat fired from

above?

When you hear the sweet harmony of the gentle
breeze

But do you 0 Dear Grandfather...

till hear the sounds of bulletsin your ears?

Y esmy dear boy, | do see those birds taking
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parwaaz
Aur bomb barsaate hue jahaazon ki awaaz

Jo ke goonje jaate hain mere kanon mein dukh
bareh saaz

Aate hai yaad mujhko naujawaanon ke andaaz
Kaash koi samajhe maidan e jung ke asal
andaaz

Bureh hota hai jung ka anjaam ho ya aghaaz

Grandson:
Ye kaagazon ke phool kaise surkh hogaye?

Grandfather:

Yetohfa hai un jawaanon ka jo khoon degaye
Aate hai yaad mujhko jo jawaan khoon degaye
Grandson:

Tumgeh chamak rahe hai, vardee ki hai yeh jaan
Grandfather:

Tumgeh chamak rahe hai,vardee ki hai yeh
shaan

Grandson:

Kya chipe hai inke neeche, kuck khauf ke
toofan?

Grandfather:

Wagt mita deta hai kuch zakhmon ke ubereh
nishaan

Grandson:

Zakhm dil ke lekin sada rehte hain jawaan

Maaf karna mujhko ae mere Baba

Kyon khud apni jawani mein mast main raha
Gustaki hai muddat ke baad poochna

Keteri jawani ka fasana hai kya...

Us guzare hue zamane ki taraf mujhe lgjah
Jahan wadiyon mein to roz lahu luhan tha

flight

And the planes that showered bombs as they
roared

When the painful tunesring in my ears...

| remember the struggles of those young
soldiers

If only the world understood the grim realities
of war

Whether it be the end or the beginning, thereis
no glory in war

How did these paper flowers become crimson?

Thisisagift from those young men who
sacrificed their lives

Oh how | till remember those young men who
gave up their lives

These medals are ssimply resplendent
the life of the uniform

These medals are truly the glory of the uniform

But do these medals conceal aworld in turmoil?

Time isthe healer of many wounds

But the wounds of the heart will remain forever
young

0 My Grandfather, please forgive me

For | was lost in the world of my own youth
I know itisafolly to ask after so long...
But, what isthe story of your youth?
Please, take meto that world of the past
Where the wilderness engulfed you in
bloodshed every day



Grandfather:
0 My Dear Grandson do not revive the

Ae mere pothe aziz hun na ched ladai de raaz nightmares of the battlefield

noon Let this part of my life remain hidden
Dekh chupiya he rehen de meri zZindagi de raaz

noon

Unravelling (2008, 17 mins)
' Kuldip Powar

Credits

Written and directed by Kuldip Powar

Origina soundtrack composed by Nitin Sawhney

Poetry by Kuldip Powar and Sawarn Singh

Actor Amerdip Puwar

Director of Photography Des Seal

Editor Domenico Favata

Second Camera Operator  Tom Seal

Jimmy Jib Operator Simon Priestman

Jib Assistant Steve Kirby

Gaffer Mark Brennan & Paul Brennan

Best Boy ChrisTsirigotis& Fiz Gerad

[1luminated Scripture and Paper Artist Antoinette Brown
Poetry consultants Chaman Lal Chaman, Mohammad Iq ba & Pran Sharma
Voice and Poetry Recital Coach Performance Parm inder Chadha & Kulwarn Kaur
Voice and Poetry Recital Coach Recording Baldev Mastana
Poetry Recording Engineers Paul Sampson & Baldev Mastana
Strings by Stephen Hussey/Urban Soul Orchestra

Surround sound by David McKewan

Singer & Flautist Ashwin Srinivasan

Trandation Kuldip Powar

Trandation Consultants Tabarak Ali, Mehru Fitter & Anita Mir
Archive Material Imperia War Museum

Producers loannaKaravela & Jo Daykin

Executive Producers Nirmal Puwar & Sanjay Sharma

With specid thanksto: The Royal British Legion Poppy Factory, The Roya Parks Westminster Events Film
Office, Metropolitan Police, English Heritage The Dean and Chapter of Coventry, Coventry Cathedral
Archivist; The War Memoria Park Coventry, The Coventry Peace Month, Lee House at Coventry City
Council, The Puwar Family, Baldeep Singh, Sant Singh, The Trinjan Panjabi Folk Arts Circle (Southall),
Manick Govinda (Arts Admin), Holden Mutevera, Chris Weedon (Cardiff University), Lynda Agili & Justin
Davin Smith (Goldsmiths Research Office), Michael K eith, Janis Jeffries, Jane Prophet, Karen Catling, Jane
Offerman (Goldsmiths), Parminder Chadha, Peter Gill, Jenny Chodera & Meky Westermann.



Francis Silkstone Composer s Notefor Post Colonial War Requiem

It has been adelight to join in with the call and response methodol ogy of the Noise of the Past
project. | was given the poetry in writing, and the recording of that poetry read by the two poets,
Kuldip Powar and his grandfather which was incorp orated into the sound track of the film. But |
have neither heard Nitin Sawhney s music written in response to that poetry, nor seen Powar sfilm
made in response to Sawhney s soundtrack. Instead, | was invited to devel op a second musica
response to that poetry. In consultation with Powar, | restructured the poetry, changing the order of
sections, repeating or omitting lines, combining lines which appear far apart in the film, and etc., so
asto reveal new meanings and connections in alive dramatic dialogue between actors, and in acall
and response between alternating, and overlapping, sections of music and poetry.

This poetry appealsto my life long pacifist convic tions, and to my regret that we British are so
keen to demand apol ogies from other nations, but never seem to apol ogise for our own past
behavior or neglect. Commemorating war heroes sometimes seems to renew enthusiasm for war,
but this poetry invites us to honour the forgotten heroic sacrifices made, in World War 11, to the
British cause by Indian soldiers (and other soldiers from former colonies) whilst remembering the
crudl futility of al war. When | first visited Coventry cathedral earlier this year, Britten s War
Requiem amasterpiece that honours fallen heroes whilst delivering an unmistakable pacifist
message seemed almost as much a part of the inspi ring fabric of the building as Piper s stained
glass and Sutherland s tapestry.

Aswell asthe call and response between poetry and music, | hope you will hear dialogues

devel oping within the music: calls and responses between Western and Indian musical languages,
and between the various instruments across the vast spaces of the cathedral. At times, these
exchanges are in opposition, as when the initia grief of remembrance at the front, the East, from
where the actors speak to the audience, is disrupted by musical chaos and warfare from the West,
the back of the cathedral, the direction of the bombed out ruins. At other times, the musical call and
response reformulates jugulbandi, the quasi conversational duet form of Hindustani m usic, in
which two musicians develop a shared exposition of araga, in which each response to a preceding
call becomes anew call that invites further development from the other musician.

The poetry invites a dial ogue between Indian and Western musical languages, which has long been
afeature of my work as a composer. | have chosen an ensemble of Western instrumentalists, but
much of my musical language grows out of Hindustani musical vocabulary, transformingitin
interaction with my Western post modern experience. In doing so, | am conscious that my music
might be heard as part of along Western tradition of musical orientalism in which numerous
composers have taken what they want from Indian, or other non Western traditions, and used it
from aWestern standpoint. From a post colonial per spective, thisis sometimes heard as a
representation or exploration of the excotic or the other (Mozart s Turkish music, or Rimsky
Korsakov s Scheherazade). For some composers, an encounter with Indian music has lead to crucia
new abstract/structural ideas such as some of Mes siaen s rhythmic and modal elements which
help to develop an original musical language free of Indian cultural references. Some encounters
might encompass both these cases, such as Cage s 18 Microtonal Ragas (Solo or Voice 58),
Stockhausen s Stimmung. Other Western composers, including La Monte Y oung, Terry Riley, and
AmeliaCuni, have learnt Hindustani music for decades as part of alife long encounter, as havel,
learning Hindustani music for 34 years, and Western music al my 52 years. My recent music
explores interactions between the contemporary art music of the West and of India, because these
two musical traditions inhabit my psyche asaresult of my musica training. In thiswork, | try to
develop that interaction in response to the call of the poetry.



Biographical Notes

Francis Silkstone is a composer who is devel oping a unique and meaningful approach to
interactions between the contemporary classical music of India and the West. He has studied
Western classical music since childhood, and Hindustani music since 1974, including three years as
a Commonwealth Scholar in India (1978 81) with Ustad Imrat Khan. His compositions have been
performed at mgjor festivalsin the UK, Italy and Germany, including by the Ensemble Modern at
LaBiennale di Venezia: Frankfurt Book Fair, Today sIndia; and ISCM World New Music
Festival, Stuttgart, 2006. He is currently an AHRC Fellow in the Creative and Performing Arts, at
Goldsmiths, University of London Intercultural Composition: Arranging Marriages Between
Western and South Asian Art Music

www.francissilkstone.com
Email: F.Silkstone@gold.ac.uk

Post Colonial War Requiem (2008)
Composed by Francis Silkstone, with Oboe improvisation composed by Christopher Redgate

Words by Kuldip Powar and Sawarn Singh

Performers

Grandfather - Badi Uzzaman

Grandson Ace Bhatti
Flute/Piccolo/Bass Flute |sabelle Carr@d
Oboe/Cor Anglais Christopher Redgate
Clarinet/Bass Clarinet  Vicky Wright
Trumpet Gavin Wells

Trombone Richard Watkin

Double Bass Adam Precious

Snare Drum Gerard Rundell

Directed by Francis Silkstone

Audio recording - Rick Campion
Surround-sound audio mix Francis Silkstone
Lighting Peter Fernando

' Francis Silkstone (music), Kuldeep Powar & Sawarn Singh (words)
With specid thanksto: AHRC; Noise of the Past production team; Goldsmiths, University of London;

CivitellaRanieri Foundation for the Fellowship in Sept-Oct 2008 which gave Francis Silkstone the time and
space to write thiswork
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