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Proph,et margins 
On his eclectic new album. British 
beathound Nitin Sawhney practices 
what he preaches By K. Leander WUllams 

T
bere are good reasons whr 
pap isn't celebrated for ItS 
political clairvoyance: even 
at its most futuri!;tic. it lend!' 

10 beamedium planted squarely in 
the "now," [n recent weeks, how· 
e\'er, as the world contemplated 111€ 
prospect of a renewed confronta· 
lion bet ween]ndia and Pakistan, 
it's pO$..<:.jble to dew composer­
producer-multi·J.J1s1rurnentalist 

irin Sawhney's music and ide~ 

asaneeneconilationof timelinK" 
and augury, 

Back in 1999. Sawhney, a Bnl 
pacifist of Indian descent, opened 
hisiourtJlaJbum.&,'ondSinn, with 
we "OICe of Indian Prime Minisler 
Ami Behari Vajpayee annollJ1CU1R 
with pride [he cnunlTy's first ~uc­

ful nuclear weapons tests. "Am 
I less Indian if r don'l defend 
[India'<;)acliollii?" Sawbneyasked 
in his linernotes. '"If Iever havechil­
dren. will they discover their her· 
itage through BOC news bullellns 
about rddiationsickmss?" The styl· 
ish R&B ~mgs and Eastern world­
bealrhatRccompaniedSawhner'" 
ineredulr'Ul>l1~pruvedirre:isriblt 

tome l. '" poppubhc,n.dtmghirna 
nominaurm for Britain's prestigJous 
Mercllr~ Pnzt: wrule also making 
him the S<:('fJnd t>xponent of Eng­
land'" the~ ·bl..~mmg A,;ian un­
derg1TiunddaOl:e~'ffIetnhitthebig 

timeafttrrnixrlklSter Talvin Singh. 
awhne~ j\"hfl':'C full name is 

pronoUDC\.'C1 'IH'lihn SAW·nee) 
wasobviou~l\ n arhlOgfurasuil­
ably e\'ocatI\~t' atIt when he named 
llf!.l'01ld Skin'" foUcf\\-UP Pmphrsy 
(\-'2), but he's nnl completely gung 
ho alxlut thl'impac 'hat current 
e,'ents will ha\'C on i:..,-acceprance. 
''I've been tt:lIing people [that] I'm 
feeling a bit hke FtJITI.""r Gump 
lately, happenmg imn thin~," he 
say::, chuckling. lJ\'t:J' the phone 
from london. ·,!t·s a bll \~eird, but 

-.	 who can pn:di.ct anytbin~, r'kllO\~ ? 
Hack \\ hen Tfirsl heard that tndl3 
was testmg Lnuclear weapons1, ir 

"'~ 'l!l2 a rl:Clpe for diS<i$ter, 
,~DJt maIl~ people werepay­
rrtg ntter:tion. \ laybe my records 
,\vrk the s:une wCly: ~'ben more 
peiJplemmelound LU this new one 
'" t'WOUTthree y(.'3Th. maybe thc::y'll 
~'. 'Iltkguj"t->ontosomethillg: " 

A qtticJ.:!L;;t(:n to Ihe new clisc­
bi.:-~. to haw stateside distribu­
tiCl:l-I'e\-eaL-- that Sawhney i~ 
acttl3Uj' onto &'Vt:ral things. Ex· 
plonng idenllty-national and 
raciaf-i::: ~~ :hl lOp of the list, of 
nr..e. muCh (k; it v,'a'i. on IJI')'olld 
,,,1,~ The I)pertmg L"UIS r"Sunset," 
"\, ,tr ing") uttt'r a pluralist vision 
mUl h neerlt:d m racially charged 
El1,l!;.md. with Ihe kmd of diva· 
dnn:nm.~!t:mvocal.:S,hurnan­

ist~TiL~anddrum'n·b<l..'&thathave 
beo'mehall~lJ( the.-1.-;ianun­
dt:rWOund rt:nal&>ance. '1 reall, 
idenllf~ \nth ,:mgers, fmm :\larvin 
Gaye to D'An~l(j and Lauryn Hill, 
who ha\f a rcal ~nse of identity 
through their \'lllCt5 and expr~' 

sion," Sawhney says.. His training 
asacla~itaJandjazzarrangermay 
soI11etime~ place the synthD11S on 
the more rela.,t!d !':ide of the street. 
but thcalbuI11'~ parade of fine vo­
calist:; (Brazil's)Jma Rocha ~hran· 

cla j:; on two tr.tck.'i, while Algerian 
singer Cheb r-.lami sails through the 

i1arnenco sllbtletie; on "~loonrise") 

... ht'1ps the Iislenertosink into 
.\-hl"..eyi; we-night mood. 
.~whne\ "ees the album as a 

;i1~rn ul ~Ievolution. "Where 
R.·\,md Sk1ll was a wav for me to 

'~ti[on why tht' world'might per-
Ive a brown person like me u.<;mg 

l't:fl<un stereotype::-," he says, "this 
album is where I wonder how much 
rve been mi~Ulfom1ed about others. 
and then lJYlOget somereal oonlext 
on It." Admittedlv, the context' 
moreevident in th'eway the album 
was recorded rather than in theal:­
tuaI ffiusic.PrapJws)' was laid down 
in piae;duringaboul six monthsof 
globetrOlting, a trip that allowed 

awhney to sampleand collaborate 
with musicians in the Caribbean, 
pain, france. South Mrica. Chica· 
0, Austrafuland Brazil. It'sironicto 

hear a Wmdy CIt), cabbIe rant 
agaimt technoloID' ("Street Gum 
Parts1andZ)onanaJbum thai was 
ra"Orded on se\'eral continents, but 

wlmey sees no contradiction. 
"I'm not anlitecbnologr:' he Mys. 
'1'mjustagainst pen.-ei ving realit), 
through !"econdhand information 
and vlrrual e:~..perlel1ce:; like TV or 
the internet. Tthink it fosters thi: 
whole idea of a developed world 
ver!<usa developmgone. which ties 
into ,,-hy a country like India want­
eel La deveJop nuclear weapons. To 
me, that'~ not de\'('!opment: it's an 
ab[l..'1eaf technology.f' 

So what does Sawhneyseeon the 
horizon? There might be a clue in 
the SlllUUUb funk and raga chant 
that moves Prophesy's title trdck 
from slow mot ion P·Funk to Hindu 
speed·thrilL "Weall say thatmlliiic 
is a uni\'ersal laJ1Will~," he ex­
plams. "It'd be nice to see peapl 
take that concept to the next level 
philClSophlcally and !iociaJly,Then. 
we'd really have :;omething worth 
callingdevelopment." 

Prophesy Is out now on V2, 

Music 

Previews 
Don Byron and Music for Six 
MusiCians 
Village Vanguard; Tue 22-Jan 27 

Dun Byron likes to provoke, and hi~ 
gTealt:51 strength-and threat-l 
that he doesn't<:are what vou thmk 

of him.as li1ng33hecan makL'~'UIJ thmk 
Hj,;n:;ourcefulne:.s w<li<clear .....hen hI; 
uansformeda forgotten pla}'l'J'"-<Dll1plN!!" 
o( ob;:cure'50s YiddlSh parody tun 
into thepatron saint of Hebr~-t.'l!nlnc 
J<lZZmlli;jc(~1I B.'1fI1It PinYS Ih,! ,'vIu.sicuj
Mi,./i,), Kat<: Nonc:,l1ch, 1993),legltimiz­
ing all thmgs klezmer in me prClCeSS. 
Throughout the '90s. Byron took th 
tTmcept album to its apothwsis with 
~ ranKin!!" from:lafClonjcagit·prop 
(T/lshgcr F.xpcrimcllls: :\onesuch, 
1990) 10 70s black progressive pup (lVu 
Blnxplllitatill1l; Blue Note. 1.998), Whal 
!',(l[tlctimesge4' lost in all thest: clewrre­
wur\cingb ISBYWll'svirulOSity, whic.h re­
Slor~ the dannet's legitimacy 1Il jaZZ 

ngsand makes him Ihc pret!JUinmt 
comc:mporar)" practiticmer ai the in­
trUmenl -R} ron ha" noted Jw Hen· 

derson as hi>. major inl1utnce. and 
Henderson was a man who work an~'­
lhingintoahom~la. 

ConeeplWilism and musicianship 
\~~pre::enton.1JlL-ic.mr Si.r .\fusiciolls, 
the 1995 Afro-Canbbea.n recording that 
>p:iwntd Byron',; Joog-!'Glllding louring 
group, Hi5llewt::>1 rt:t.'ording, }~ltAr, 

'16--.\1IJTC MIt..<;J,. fiJr SIX \!/tsiCIOI 
IHltl(' :-lote), mvoh-es Six Muslfllms \'et­
eran~ Edsel G<!l1'lili: (p13nll) and Ben 
Wittman (drum.<;), as y, ell as trump~ttT 

James 7.ollar, hassisl Leo Tra\e.r:;a and 
veteran cO!1gUero ~Iilton Cardona. ThIs 
o;equel (Ii wns isanotherrotJ!S-reco\"el')" 
projecr for B>TOn, a Bronx nati\'e of 
\-\'e;;tlndian c:lesa!nt. Tlie title a11ud~ ra 
the '6(1,T\'cult sffif5 The Pnsm/er. but 
L<; a1;;o a fllay on the product of the­
group'~ I'm.. and thn:e-bel'tt meter 
rh\'thnl.'i. Cardollil~ ran:fn,e buoyant 
rhYthnlS contrast with the ~t:aked 
ren~lon of thick. harmonically ~'3gUtl 
vlIlnps rocreareamusical equivalenr 0 

Tlte Pri..wmcr" sen.~ of di"placemenL 
BUl the point IS, e:dstentialbt theory 

down easier with date. This Van­
guard run IS the !>'roUP's first extended 
\'YC ell~agemenl since the release of 
iolt ,4IT ~t5last OcJ.ober, and if we're 
lucky, we'll hearall of Byron'sorigim.\\ 
fmmtbe albums. as .... ell a~ hi:, rover of 
'"Shake 'Em Up: a catchy calypw trib­
uteto Bruoklyn'sannual Caribbean pa­
rade.-J1zdli:lk Mereu 
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