ALCHEMY FESTIVAL AT SOUTHBANK CENTRE LONDON. 

7-11th April 2010

Written by Diana Mavroleon for Confluence Magazine

What is it about the term ‘Alchemy’ that immediately throws the mind into a gymnasium of ideas and possibilities? 

A laconic email from my editor read: ‘l would like you to absorb as much of this as possible’. l opened the attachment and studied the program. lt referred to a five-day festival taking place at Southbank Centre (from here as SBC) under the banner of ‘ALCHEMY’ a festival celebrating innovative, classical and contemporary artists from lndia, UK and South Asia.

Co-curated by Jude Kelly (SBC Artistic Director), and Gauri Sharma Tripathi (SBC Artist in Residence, Kathak Dancer and Choreographer) the festival offered a presentation of ‘art that was lndian in origin or influence’ through exploring ‘perceptions of what lndian culture is or can be’ together with a promise of: food, fashion, film, music, dance, poetry, exhibition, fierce argument, intensity, provocation, pleasure and not necessarily in that order.

l admit to an immediate response of both intrigue and a tad confusion. Even amongst the empathetic and generous expanse of SBC was it really going to be possible to co-ordinate into any coherent sort of scheme: thirty-two events including four debates, under one roof, over five days?

The festival programme is too lengthy to give credit to each event l managed to attend (only nine in all), but l would like to mention a few of the events that had a considerable impact on me: Nihal’s Desi Live, a night of Bhangra artists coming together with dancers and DJs (l saw four generations of lndian families enjoying that great night together!). The Teak Project, a trio of lndian and Jazz  fusion; intelligent, subtle, innovative. Chandralekha Shakira – Fire/Desire, an alchemical wedding fusing Classical lndian music with yoga, ritual ‘hasta mudras’ (hand gestures) and martial arts in a modern celebration of the body.

The under-current of Alchemy was The Southall Story. One of its creators, Kuljit Bhamra, is definitely an Alchemist of the Arts. Bhamra is a pioneer of de-mystifying and de-constructing, laying bare the roots of ancient, classical and modern musical systems whilst always placing cultural integrity as his foundation (or philosophical) stone. His laboratories are both the recording studio and the stage. He finds ways to let the abstract world of music become a tangible whole, enter into and meld with the world of social realism and platforms of 20c mass music entertainment. Bhamra is an expert of cultural filtration, distillation, synthesis, experimentation and fusion using every ingredient and route that an alchemical process can offer. l am beginning to think there is an element of magic to him. 

Jude Kelly let her imagination loose but always kept one foot firmly on the ground. Kelly seems to have a natural brilliance for synthesis and the understanding of both individual and collective expression. She took risks, placed a lot of faith and trust in her artist’s dreams and gave an added glow to a vision that became a reality to be shared by many. Kelly chose her partners wisely and very well. Co-curator, Gauri Sharma Tripathi has devoted her career to the practise and propagation of classical dance in the UK and lndia. She has given classical dance a new breathing space in the contemporary world by taking Kathak into non-traditional environments such as musicals and contemporary theatre, as well as working with leading exponents of today’s popular music. A strong empathy exists between Kelly and Tripathi. There is also something of the magician in them.

The four debates of Alchemy are on the SBC website and well worth catching up on. Alchemy was a huge learning curve and l can only anticipate another extraordinary experience in Alchemy 2011. No need then, to look any further for the philosopher’s stone, because it will be there, laying under the roof of Southbank Centre, just waiting for you to come and find it! 

“Like the mix of peoples, traditions and boundless energy that conspires to produce one of the world’s great cultures, Alchemy - as the name suggests - is the result of an unprecedented coming together of individuals and organisations, all of whom champion different facets of Indian culture in the UK. We could not attempt to tell the story of this most complex and compelling of cultures without them.” 

Jude Kelly, Artistic Director, Southbank Centre.
ALCHEMY

Firstly, a brief over-view of the term or word: 

Alchemy is the science of understanding, deconstructing, and reconstructing of matter; the evolution of science and philosophy.

The roots of Alchemy ramble through four millennia and three continents in a complex network of schools and philosophical systems. The etymology of the word remains open. However a reasonable definition is from the Egyptian keme (black earth as opposed to desert sand) that the Greek chemeia with the addition of the Arabic al derives from. ln the16 century Alchemy became known as the ‘spagyric art’ after Greek words meaning to separate and to join together this being comparable to one of the Latin dictums: Solve et Coagula – dissolve and coagulate.

The best known goals of Alchemy were the transmutation of base metals into gold and the creation of an ‘elixir of life’, a remedy to cure all illnesses and to prolong life. Analogically, the transmutation of metal transposed with the physical body offered the highest goal - the attainment of immortality. European alchemists obsessed with the ‘philosopher’s stone’, a mystic key that would open doors to both of these goals. From its very beginning Alchemy always had a double approach: the technological, operative path and the mystic, contemplative, psychological one. Both required meditation in the inner and outer worlds. The exercise of Alchemy seemed to change the mind and spirit of the practitioner and it is interesting to note that Jung viewed alchemy as comparable to a Yoga of the East, and ‘more adequate to the Western mind than Eastern religions and philosophies’ and ‘saw Alchemy as a Western proto-psychology dedicated to the achievement of individuation’ (stabilizing of the personality through a person’s different experiences; the process through which one becomes their true self).

From Egyptian mummification to lndian ayurveda through to modern scientific chemistry (nuclear physics takes its roots from ancient Persian alchemy), to Surrealism (Max Ernst) and modern day fiction (Star Wars, Harry Potter et al), Alchemy has been the source of much that our present day world consists of and any de-coding of Alchemy’s multiple layers of meaning offers a plethora of artistic analogies. ls it no small wonder then, that Jude Kelly along with her partners, collaborators and artists set their sites so high? As far as Alchemy Festival is concerned, the sky was clearly NOT the limit! Alchemy proved to be inspirational, provocative, educational, contained a lot of warmth, humour, optimism, and yes… fun even, something l reckon we could do with a lot more of.

THE DISCUSSION

A discussion held between myself and Jude Kelly, Artistic Director of SBC and whose brain-child the festival was.

DM: You started Debate 1 ‘lndia: Global Powerhouse?’ saying that…’ln order to further our cultural knowledge and relationship with lndia we first needed to admit our ignorances’. You stated that your physical relationship with the country was only 16 months old and that came about by travelling on the ‘Tata Jagrita Yatra’ train. Were the seeds of Alchemy actually drawn from that experience and why was the journey such an inspiration to you?

JK: l think the seeds of Alchemy were b4 that. The Festival of Britain, which is what Southbank Centre (from here SBC) is created from, has an extraordinary history. lt was a post-war determination to make the imagination count and the idea that art and creativity is something that is absolutely part of everybody’s human spirit and should be for everyone. Half of the people who made the Festival of Britain happen were refugees, and arguably there was no way that British culture could be so complex and have such mosaic qualities unless it had been effected by many, many different relationships with artists, and from right around the world. 

When l came to SBC there was already a tradition here of South Asian dance but l felt that it didn’t reflect certain things for me. l had worked for 12 years in Leeds and what l knew from the communities in Bradford, for example, was that amongst the communities there were young, modern artists and audiences who had a very interesting relationship with their parent’s and grand-parent’s country, but they themselves saw themselves as British-Asian. So l became aware that although the culture at SBC in many art forms was quite rich, that this South Asian dance, which was classical, couldn’t in any way reflect everything that there was on offer. l then asked Gauri Sharma Tripathi, the Kathak dancer, to become artist-in-residence here. She contains both that commitment to the tradition of something which is hundreds of years old, and at the same time she is a modern, working woman. lt was her husband, Shashank, who was creating the Jagrita Yatra train journey. They asked me to go on it and with 400 young lndian students who were looking at their country, seeing it in all its reds, for the first time really. 

The reason why it effected me so much was because seeing lndia for over 18 days, crossing the entire country and seeing…it wasn’t so much the wealth verses the poverty, because that is something you see in other countries too and also because it’s something you are very aware of from documentaries etc, but it was this amazing thing of Time. Some images that were from the earliest point of human history…women in quarries breaking rocks with their bare hands and carrying rocks on their heads; and then within two hours you can be somewhere where the most modern technology is happening with the greatest global transfer, and l thought…“To have a country where all this is happening in parallel time is amazing!” 

Then there was the quality of tolerance that l experienced in lndia. First of all people living alongside many different kinds of views and feelings and life-styles…not just tolerating it but somehow letting it all be part of the same story. 

l found that fascinating.

DM: Did you leave lndia with any clear notions as to why it might be that such a spectrum of culture, religion and language can live reasonably peacefully together? Did you get any essence of what being ‘lndian’ actually is?

This is a question that appeared again and again throughout Alchemy, through the debates, the performances…both modern and old.

JK: Well for every statement one person would make, somebody would contradict it l am sure, but my feeling was that this sense of History that is part of the lndian understanding and that produces a tolerance l think. Because if you feel you are part of a civilization where the traditions of culture and thought are still preserved, and yet at the same time that can live side by side with great modern stride, that is an incredibly sophisticated place psychologically to live in.

DM: Tata sponsored the Jagrita Yatra. The panel discussions of Entrepreneurs contained ways of finding solutions to challenges faced by the country and were very much a key aspect of the train journey. What did you come away with feeling about the collective energy and optimism of the 400 young people?

JK: Well first of all l think they had a life changing experience because they really were forced to consider: How do you use your own personal and professional talent and knowledge for the betterment of humanity? How do you do that? Are you going to do it or are you not going to do it? And l think that journey forced them to realize that there’s a choice; and if you don’t make the choice to support fellow humans then you at least need to know that that’s not what you are doing… that you are just living your own life. l think that young people need idealism. They can be idealistic and we need to do as much as possible, all over the world, to help them be idealistic. The other thing that happened was that they were able to look at people and businesses who were role models and be quite critical about whether or not they thought they were fulfilling their ideology, the rhetoric, and was that all good? lt was radicalizing them.

l gave a couple of lectures about the Role of Women and the Leadership of Women. Some observations were made about whether or not the young men and women on the train were actually thinking about the role of Women in society. lt was quite invigorating all round. The other thing that struck me was how much they couldn’t look towards conventional politics to solve any of the problems of lndia.

DM: lf an individual is given an opportunity to come out of their inner world and make a mark outside of it then that gives them freedom and empowers them. 

To me that seemed very much what was happening on the Tata Jagrita Yatra train, where they were looking at successful social entrepreneurship and how that can be applied to both the individual and people collectively, en mass.

JK: They were, but they were also empowering the young people to feel… “You’re not here to be awe-struck, you’re here to critique, to make change and you’re here to lead the future”. 

The reason why l had the young people on the platform about ‘lnter-generation’ is because they are experts at being young. Nobody who is older can be an expert at being younger!

DM: What l gathered very much from Alchemy was that there are these ancient strands of culture that are still so inter-connected with today’s lndia, and that whatever happens they are always going to be able to co-exist. 

How did you begin to think that Alchemy would be able to look at the social and cultural complexities of lndia in contexts that could give a clear, coherent story? What were the early seeds; how were they formed; who designed what the actual bedrock of the festival was going to be?

JK: lf you look at culture in this country in a sense like this: You are performing Baroque music, Elizabethan madrigals one night and on the same night but in  another space you are performing Patti Smith. You’ll have the greatest contemporary writers and poets but you’ll also be discussing the work of the Impressionists or looking at Sanskrit writing. The idea that Shakespeare lives for example, alongside the Arctic Monkeys in society, obviously this is true of lndia as well. 

l was uncomfortable with the idea that lndian culture in this country wasn’t being expressed as that slice of time, from the past right through to the present. Unless you express it in that way you are not able to represent or think about the culture or the society, because we carry our history with us, and we carry our ancestor’s history with us, even if we don’t always know that. So my beginning thought about Alchemy was that the same sense of respect and the kind of mystery of how we are our own time machines…because we’re all time machines, for example: lf you look at a musical instrument; a cello or a tabla, that instrument has been played right from when it was first invented through to the way that it is being played now. So where as now it might be being played alongside a DJ, originally and still, it is being played in the desert. lt wasn’t that l was excited about putting that side by side, l just felt that that is what the reality of culture actually is, and not to allow that to happen means that you are denying audiences to experience what lndian culture is really like…where all these things are laid out side by side.

l then asked a number of people to come round a table with me, organisations and individuals who are fascinated by different aspects of lndian culture; for example organisations who specialize in classical lndian dance at the same table as someone like Nihal who specializes in contemporary lndian music. They initially found that quite weird because they don’t actually talk to each other very much. They think of themselves as doing quite different things. 

My feeling was…”You’re not doing different things…you’re doing the same things but from different perspectives and using different aspects of culture”. 

From the audience point of view it’s…”We will be curious about all of it!”

DM: One of the intriguing questions that came out of Debate 1 (lndia: Global Powerhouse?) was whether or not the people of lndia and people of lndian origin are now having to re-constitute what being ‘lndian’ actually amounts to albeit is. 

At the foundations of Alchemy is big the question of Diaspora and the two-way concourse that is the impact of globalization on lndia and how lndian culture is affecting the rest of the world? 

You related an observation you had once made whilst travelling across America; that there appeared to be a collusion amongst the different peoples there to feel a certain kind of ‘Americanism’ about themselves. l wondered if the same might apply to lndia, because during this debate (Debate 1), there didn’t seem to be any particular cohesion amongst the panellists about that subject. For example: a panel raised question (Hardeep Singh Kohli)) asked: ‘Whether lndia actually did exist before the Raj?’ and another panellist (Bidisha), responded with: “Architecturally and culturally, through language and learning it did”.

To my mind there is no ‘new’ lndia, there is however, the effects of globalization, mixed race relationships, co-educations, creative fusions etc.  

l’m curious as to how you considered you would be able to pull off a festival that was quite risky at times, highly eclectic, daring, always exciting and with a collection of important and very interesting debates. One of the most enjoyable aspects of it was to see different generations of people really enjoying each other’s company. 

JK: Yes, that’s what life should feel like and that’s what cultures can do because in a way the most exciting thing is to feel like a community and in a community all kinds of different tastes and ages and attitudes can abide by each other and l wanted that to be what Alchemy was like. l wanted to do two things: to give respect to the complexity of lndian culture… even if this is just a tiny snapshot of it, and l wanted to urge on the idea that unless we have a really interesting and dynamic dialogue between artists: British, lndian, lndian-British artists, we won’t be getting the best out of a relationship which has a Raj history… yes, a difficult one, but since there was one and since there are so many lndian families and diaspora families who live in this country, what a fantastic opportunity to know a lot more about each other. But also, and at its other level, SBC belongs to those people as much as it belongs to anybody else in this country, and not to express that culture in this vivid way l think is wrong.

DM: lnteresting in that the SBC is only 60 years old; the independence of lndia is 62 years old; Pakistan is 63 years old… there is a confluence!

JK: Exactly, and SBC’s progressive history matches the idea that we want to have conversations with the world and the way that the world really is and not how we want to conceive it to be.

DM: l think one of the most interesting things that emerged out of Alchemy was the sense of both individual and collective identities and space. Space (personal and collective) was talked about a lot, not so much in a political context but because culture became all empowering. Was that one of the main premise for your eclecticism?

JK: Yes, and one of the things that happens from not giving hierarchy i.e. by saying “this kind of art is more important than another kind of art” you take away a lot of ‘attitude’ and l think it made people happier. They felt excited by being on the same platform as each other and that opened up conversations then about Art, because it accepted the idea that everybody there was a creative artist. Some of the artists were attached to those traditions that have been going on for several hundreds of years and some were artists that were exploring very new forms, but you quickly realize that these are the same thing. No classic tradition lasts without change and influence, also a respect to the past and an acceptance of the future; this is how Art stays alive. l think it was lovely just to have artists of different kinds talking about their creative needs…together. 

DM: One of the discussions during Debate 1 talked about how the rest of the world is now looking towards lndia for ideas about how to deal with issues that, after a thousand years of Democracy (in the West) we are still trying to clean up our act, political corruption for example, and l thought that was a very healthy strand about Alchemy, that people weren’t frightened of taking risks and that people from all different backgrounds and professions and sometimes with very different points of view, were talking to each other. That seemed very much to be some of the shades of what Alchemy was about.

JK: Yes, and again l think it’s about that unless you see the world as something that is joined together by many (different) things, one thing influencing another, then you are partially blind. One of the reasons why l say that lndia is such an extraordinary place is because it accommodates all these different things and all in the same space. There seems to be much less segregation of age, type, poverty, wealth…it lives together side by side.

DM: That reminds me of a remark a panellist on Debate 1 made (Hardeep Singh Kohli): that ‘pluralism is actually embedded in the DNA of lndian people!’.

You later mentioned your concern with the apparent…‘potential to ditch culture because of modernizing’ and that ‘the drive for Modernity was in some ways causing people to think that: ‘Art can come later after we’ve modernized’, which l agree is a frightening prospect.

JK: l think a very common thing about Modernity is that one of the things most relevant to use is the sense of identity which abides in culture. Sometimes we adopt the idea that culture is a luxury that we put on at the end. Whereas with people who seem to have absolutely nothing, but what they do have and what can’t be taken away from them is their music; their sense of colour and design; their sense of Art. 

DM: Absolutely, and l remember something else that came out of one of the debates was that culture in lndia actually comes even before numeracy.

JK: Yes, and if you loose that, if you forget or don’t honour it, then you really will loose the very qualities that has and will make lndia an influence that the rest of the world can look to.

DM: What is your take on this: that the hold that Religion has, right across the board and on all caste levels, is slowing diminishing in lndia? You spent 18 days with 400 incredibly vibrant, optimistic, intelligent, young people…was Religion spoken about?

JK: No, hardly at all. l felt l was in a country where Religion was held lightly, Spirituality was a given but not Religion. There was a strong sense of the Spirit and a connection to Spirituality.  

DM: Do you think that leads you to the potential for Alchemy 2011 to talk about Art, Culture, Religion and Spirituality?

JK: Yes, and Science also, because finally underneath culture is a philosophical bed around how as humans we seek meaning, the lack of meaning, and our relationship with being-ness.

DM: Our relationship with thought and the continuation of thought.

JK: Yes, and l think examining that is part of what l would like Alchemy 2011 to do.

DM: Another dimension l’d like to throw in for 2011 is ‘oral tradition’ which is a huge part of lndian culture. Are you going to take that on board?

JK: Yes. l think there are two different issues here, one is the sort of professionalized story-telling which some marvellous lndian artists are doing. Then there’s the issue of whether you try to draw out a less formalized version of that, if you like the actual story telling oral tradition that comes out of tribal, village and family life. How do we do that?

DM: ‘At the crossroads of expansionist culture’… is how lndia was described during one of the debates, and you responded by saying that you felt …”lf possible, a level of control needs to be practised by not exercising all the powers that (expansionism) could have”. 

The subtlety of expansionism; global flash-points; micro-finance, all these subjects were coming out of the debates whilst at the same time being juxtaposed with cultural developments, which l thought was fascinating.

DM: Could you say something about the partners who were involved with the Alchemy Festival.

JK: For 2010 l set about working deliberately with lots of partners in this country and in 2011 l’m going to expand it to work with a lot more partners in lndia. For 2009 l had a fan of experts who have all got their own communities, their own obsessions and expertise. l wanted them to feel that the legacy of Alchemy was that they had new relationships and new partners. l think that’s very exciting, l enjoyed that. And also… l need to be educated, because l don’t know a lot in depth of what all the partners knew about. l can see Alchemy in the future being a meeting place with lots of new people to network and explore things. The British Council were great, they really wanted to work with me on this in terms of connecting up artists and artist’s projects in the UK and lndia, and l think they did that is a really marvellous way. They were very unobtrusive, and not at all institutionalized or corporate, on the contrary, they were very knowledgeable about artist’s processes and that has worked very well.

DM: The team of co-curators for Alchemy; who selected them and why? 

You worked closely with Kuljit  Bhamra, Gauri Sharma Tripathi and Nihal.

JK: l selected them because they are all intelligent, sophisticated, humorous people who are in themselves open and curious. l didn’t want people who would say…’”Well this is my vision and this is what we’re going to do!”.

l liked the idea that these people were fascinated by other people’s ideas.

DM: The Southall Story had a compassion about it that l have never actually experienced before; the way that it became a physical labyrinth within the lower level of SBC was fantastic. There was a touch of genius about it. Multi-media, installation, live performances, story telling…the place came alive. lt was something of a genesis.

JK: Kuljit and Shakira had come and spoken to me about Southall Story actually before Alchemy and l thought...”ln the way that Brixton is a phenomenal world space, how do you honour a neighbourhood and realize what a neighbourhood is historically”? l think it was a stroke of genius in the way that you could completely identify with it. The compassion actually came out of the fact that it was saying…

‘This is all about humans; what humans are doing and how they make a life’.

THE SOUTHALL STORY

Southall Story was a celebration of the diverse suburb of Southall (situated in the West London Borough of Ealing) affectionately known to its local residents as ‘Little lndia’. Originally a cluster of local farms, the parish of Southall came about in 1864. The advent of the lndustrial Revolution brought about the opening of the Grand Junction Canal followed by the Great Western Railway who established a halt in Southall in 1839. lndustries soon began to replace farming and when Heathrow (Airport) opened in 1946 during the influx of post second world war immigration it soon became one of the largest employers of Southall’s new settlers.  Drawing then from its long history of social and political activism to the dynamic emergence of Bhangra music, the milieu of Southall was re-constructed in the lower ground level of SBC, transforming the space into a labyrinth of real life stories through music, archive film and photography, story telling, audio interviews, living room and bedroom installations as well as a market area with material sourced from Southall traders that evoked the sights, smells and sounds of walking down The Broadway, the beating heart of Southall. An audio-video-photographic tour guided you from the entrance where you were first greeted by a station sign translated into Punjabi, then onto the exterior of the first public house to accept lndian rupees and the Glassy Junction lit up with a giant cut out of a Bhangra dancer. Further down the street were the Himalaya Palace Cinema (now a heritage listed building) a fusing of Chinese inspired architecture with a Bollywood film billboard well-known restaurants, an elaborately decorated Pakistani bus (situated for the period of the festival outside the RFH) and an active slice of the largest Asian market in London… all landmarks of the Broadway. The atmosphere was tremendous. The cross-cultural mix continued with Southall’s diverse places of worship: Christian churches, Muslim mosques, Hindu temples, Sikh gurdwaras. A symphony of international dialects and music, vivid colours and textures, pungent aromas…the impact on the senses grew with intensity, and for those who have yet to step foot into Southall, probably even more so than to the familiar and its residents. This was a unique and memorable event.

  ‘A bustling street theatre, part English high street but mostly Delhi Jalandhur bazaar, captures Southall’s prevailing mood along its pulsating culture, the Broadway’…’where African-Caribbean, Somalis, Eastern Europeans, the lrish, Welsh and English are entwined with a predominantly Asian population. Woven with the mettle of migrant myths, dreams and realities cut from the flowing fabric of Asian culture by pioneers using tools and physical surrounds of the West…’ (Satinder Kaur Chohan, ‘Home from Home. A Photographic Journey through Little lndia’,1999). 

A LIVING LEGEND

Trawling through every detail on offer l came to one particular photograph of a woman that immediately transfixed me. Underneath the title read: ’Mohinder Kaur Bhamra’, Barb Junger, Singer/song-writer. 

Married in Kenya, Kaur came to Britain in the early 1960s and settled in Southall with her family. Already qualified in Giana (the study of Sikh scriptures) Kaur was to become the first-ever Asian woman in Southall to perform musically in public. Her influence single-handedly changed attitudes for women to be accepted onto the dance floor (otherwise dominated entirely by men) and therefore changing the social-cultural, physical performance space forever. Together with her musical sons Kuljit (tabla), Satpaul (Mandlin) and Amaparl (accordian) Kaur pioneered a new type of entertainment at Punjabi wedding reception parties that in turn became the basis of the modern day Bhangra scene. With a strong interest in tradition and connecting with top lndia-based artists and recording studios, Kaur’s hallmark remains as quality of lyric and cultural integrity. Having successfully negotiated some of the most difficult social territories and provoked real social change within her broader community, Kaur has retained respect in both religious and secular contexts. 

PEOPLE

The exhibition was an opportunity to learn and reflect on many levels including how the peaceful cultural mix of Southall had been stirred by social friction on several occasions and how as a community, issues of race were brought to national attention; how the protests spurred on a British Asian cultural revolution (poetry, literature, music, dance, film, theatre and cinema) and the formation and workings of social activist organizations such as The Monitoring Group and Southall Black Sisters.

BANDS, BEATS AND BEGINNINGS

‘The world wouldn’t be the same today if it wasn’t for Southall.’

(Kuljit Bhamra).

A brilliant de-construction of the fragmented histories of a music scene and how the definition of Bhangra has shifted over the four decades from the 1960s to the present day; how musicians were continually inspiring and influencing each other across the lndian diaspora; how music events such as Rights Against Racism signalled major cultural and political shifts in British society; the landmark music journal - Ghazal & Beat; the highlights and legacies of various popular artists instrumental in the development of contemporary British music; the cross-fertilization with the Western pop mainstream; Bhangra’s transmutation, reinvention and influences on music produced in lndia and Bollywood films; the growth of Southall’s music production companies, shops and record labels; the emergence of the Bhangra club, Rap/Re-mix and MC phenomena. 

FILM AND VIDEO MAKING

Fillm has existed in Southall since the 1920s and has been central to the work of many film makers, playwrights and screen writers

Southall Film Studios produced over 65 films between 1925 and 1958 and was a constant source of employment for many local residents. Cinema goers came from all over the country to enjoy Hindi movies at the Century Cinema. Later came Bollywood films at the Himalaya palace’s three screens. The advent of video in the 70s; the cultural revolution of Black and Asian film groups and film makers following the urban up-risings of the 1970s and 80s, film makers ssssuch as Gurinder Chadha, Shakila Maan, Colin Prescod and Faroukh Dhondy went on to become international names.

There was an opportunity to see: ‘A Town Under Siege’- a film on Southall, focusing on how the Southall community organized resistance against racist and fascist attacks between 1976 and 1981. The close of the festival was a jam packed screening in the Clore Ballroom at Royal Festival Hall of ‘Sholay’, one of the highest grossing Bollywood films in lndian cinema.

NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF ASIAN YOUTH

Established in 1971 in Southall to provide a support network for Asian youth groups in Britain and from 1977 around the UK and founded the Asian Youth Festival that later evolved into a week festival held at SBC and later the Commonwealth lnstitute. NAAY made important challenges to Arts Council funding policies on ‘ethic and community arts’.

THE SOUTHALL STORY LIVE

A packed house enjoyed a fantastic hour long celebration hosted by the Southall film maker Gurinder Chadha, featuring live music and performances from local Southall dancers, drummers and musicians.

The Southall Story was conceived and curated by Kuljit Bjamra, MBE (Musician, Producer, Composer) together with Shakila Maan (Film maker, Southall Black Sisters). The team was joined by Kathy Woolley (SBC) and Ammy Phull (Photographer).

THE FOUR DEBATES:

1) lndia: Global Powerhouse? 

2) The Nation’s Favourite Dish.

3) Location, Dislocation, Fusion, Confusion. 

4) lnter-generational Journeys.

Festival highlights included:

· THE MUSIC OF A.R.RAHMAN (7 April) – London Philharmonic Orchestra perform Academy Award-winning composer’s best known works including Slumdog Millionaire, Elizabeth: The Golden Age and Bollywood classics 
· A MUSICAL EVENING WITH THE GREWAL FAMILY (11 April) – From the hit C4 series The Family 
· NIHAL: DESI LIVE (8 April) – Radio 1 DJ presents live performances by the biggest names in UK Bhangra
· RAJ: RELOAD (10 April) – mini festival featuring Mother India 21st Century Remix
· THE SOUTHALL STORY (7 April – 11 May) – immersive street-scape, evoking sights and sounds of London’s ‘Little India’ 
· CHANDRALEKHA & GUNDECHA BROTHERS (11 April) – UK Premiere of last piece created by legendary founder of Indian modern dance 

· FREE SCREENING of the classic Bollywood film Sholay to close the festival
