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FESTIVAL

The Jazz 
Fantastic

Jazz greats, from Simona Molinari 
to the Kevin Davy Quintet, are  

here to shake up the city for the  
NCPA Jazz Festival. 

By Sunil Sampat

Simona Molinari



T
he NCPA Jazz Festival has 
become an annual event 
for the NCPA since the first 
such festival, Jazzmatazz, 
was held in 2011. The 2017 
festival will feature an 

interesting selection of acoustic 
jazz. The bands performing will 
represent five countries and 
several styles of jazz, which should 
resonate well with Mumbai jazz 
followers.

TRIBUTE SEASON 
Vocalist Simona Molinari from Italy 
and her ensemble will pay a unique 
tribute to the eternal jazz diva 
Ella Fitzgerald, who would have 
turned 100 this year. The appeal 
of Fitzgerald is universal; she has 
been called the ‘First Lady of 
Song’, and the great Duke Ellington 
would say that she was “beyond 
category”. Molinari’s concert will 
be more than a performance of 
Fitzgerald songs. For the NCPA 
Jazz Festival, she has prepared a 
narrative journey of Fitzgerald’s 
music. Biographical anecdotes of 
her sometimes controversial life 
– her debut, her love affairs and 
passions – will be interspersed 
with the music performed onstage. 
Molinari’s ensemble will include 
Mauro Ottolini, who she describes 
as “one of the most important 
musicians on the new Italian jazz 
scene”. Ottolini is a trombonist and 
arranger with her band.

From the UK comes the 
Kevin Davy Quintet. Davy is an 
accomplished trumpet player, 
clearly influenced in his playing and 
arranging by Miles Davis. For his 
NCPA performance, his band will 
play some compositions associated 
with jazz trumpet greats as well 
as some original material from 
Davy. From Davis, they will play 
the music of his early swing- and 
bop-influenced compositions and 
also music from his modal period 
– some of the most popular in jazz 
history. 

THE RETURN OF BANASZAK
From the US, the Greg Banaszak 
Quintet will be represented by 
some stellar musicians. Banaszak 
is no stranger to Mumbai. He 

toured India a few years ago 
and played the brilliant concert 
Bird with Strings at the NCPA. 
Banaszak was accompanied by the 
Symphony Orchestra of India and 
played a memorable set. Banaszak 
is a disciple of American altoist 
Jackie McLean. The accompanying 
musicians include pianist Theron 

Brown, who played the role of 
Herbie Hancock in the Miles Davis 
biopic Miles Ahead, which was 
released last year. Brown is one 
of the most brilliant young jazz 
pianists on the American jazz scene. 
The slide trombone, once a regular 
feature in jazz bands, has now 
become a rarity. Chris Anderson 
in the Banaszak ensemble brings 
this craft to the NCPA festival. 
Apart from regularly playing in 
several jazz ensembles, Anderson, 
influenced by J. J. Johnson, has 
long been playing trombone in 
Aretha Franklin’s band.

Gianluca Liberatore on upright 
acoustic bass and Aron Nyiro on 
drums and percussion complete 
the quintet. This band will be 
taking us through a musical 
journey celebrating the jazz giants. 
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“We will begin with Miles’s beloved 
standard ‘Solar’ [and] continue with 
Jackie McLean’s ‘Blues Inn’,” says 
Banaszak. “How can we come to 
India and not perform Cannonball 
Adderley’s work ‘New Delhi’? Then 
the two masters, Anderson and 
Brown, will perform the hauntingly 
beautiful ballad ‘Lament’. Our next 
feature is a premiere work written 
for this concert, paying tribute to 
Mumbai’s finest – Mr. Benny Soans, 
titled ‘Mr. Soans’ Throne’. We will 
continue with Duke Ellington’s 
‘Caravan’. ‘Driftin’ will feature 
Theron Brown, followed by an up-
tempo Charlie Parker composition, 
then the standard ‘Lover Man’, a 
song from Charlie Chaplin and Nat 
Adderley’s famous ‘Work Song’.” 
Incidentally, Soans played drums 
with Banaszak’s band on his last 
India trip.

FRESH SOUNDS
From Austria comes the band, 
Worry Later. This band comprises 
Oliver Kent (piano), Uli Langthaler 
(double bass), Thomas Kugi (tenor 
sax), Daniel Nösig (trumpet) and 
Dusan Novakov (drums). The band 
promises “exciting, melodic and 
powerful solos by the horns”, which 
have been added to the rhythm 
section that has been playing as 
a trio for a long time. They will 
be performing material from their 
new album Humpty Bump. These 
will be original compositions from 
Langthaler and Kent. They will 
explore the possibilities present in 
the music and perform an original, 
‘Song’, composed by Langthaler in 
a 7/4 time signal with an African 
melodic motif, which will climax 
into a swinging bebop line on the 
changes of ‘All God’s Chillun Got 
Rhythm’. ‘All Your Life’, a Kent 
original, is inspired by the Beatles, 
and in contrast will be ‘Soul Waltz’ 
and ‘Talk it Out Loud’, which sounds 
like a verbal conflict. ‘Minor Hit’, an 
up-tempo minor blues track, is a 
throwback to the sounds of hard 
bop. ‘Punakha’, from Langthaler, 
was inspired by his moving 
experience in Bhutan. They will also 
play ‘Longing’, a bittersweet ballad; 
‘Nostalgia’, using a bluesy bass line 
in reminiscence; and ‘Crosstalk’, 
referring to an early telephone 

phenomenon where, unexpectedly, 
one would have strangers joining 
in the conversation.

THE LATIN VIBE
The Latin sound has become an 
integral part of jazz since Duke 
Ellington with ‘Caravan’ and Dizzy 
Gillespie with ‘Manteca’ and ‘Tin 
Tin Deo’ introduced this musical 
influence into jazz. The Latination 
is a band dedicated to the Latin 
sound in jazz and is India’s best-
known band in this genre. They 
gather influences from the 
immense heritage of jazz and 

Latin music – ranging from the 
rumba, cha-cha, samba, salsa, 
cumbia, merengue and guaracha. 
Based in Kolkata, this band is an 
instrumental quartet comprising a 
mix of French and Indian artistes 
led by the very promising jazz 
pianist Pradyumna Munot. 

The finale of this year’s NCPA 
Jazz Festival will be a jam session, 
which will include musicians from 
all bands playing in the festival. 
This is in keeping with the fine 
tradition set by the iconic series 
Jazz at the Philharmonic in the 
US by Norman Granz. The jazz 
jam session embodies the spirit 
of jazz improvisation. Each 
musician gets the space and 
scope to play within the musical 
structure decided by the group. 
It is this totally spontaneous, on-
the-spot creativity that makes jazz  
the most exciting of all live 
performing arts.  

NCPA Jazz Festival will take place 
from 24th to 26th November at the 
Tata Theatre. 

Greg Banaszak is no 
stranger to Mumbai. 

He toured India a 
few years ago and 
played the brilliant 

concert Bird with 
Strings at the NCPA

“How can we 
come to India 

and not perform 
Cannonball 

Adderley’s work 
‘New Delhi’?
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India and Pakistan, who share the same 
musical tradition, have a combined 
population equal to that of Europe and 
the US put together. So it is not a small 
minority culture. The last 25 years have 
seen the emergence of several new and 
dynamic independent nations in Asia and 
Africa. Along with independence came 
a greater pride in the dormant traditions 
and achievements in music and the arts. 
It is not as if these countries suddenly 
came of age culturally overnight. What 
has actually happened is that Europe and 
America, which used to look down on 
these cultures as primitive and relegate 
them to the field of ‘ethnomusicology’, 
began to realise that they are not just 
exotic curiosities for anthropologists, 
but an integral part of mainstream world 
music, often the deepest and least ruffled.

As far as music is concerned, the map 
of the world is being redrawn and a 
tremendous revolution is in the offing, a 
revolution the significance of which has not 
yet been fully realised. Look at some of the 
extraordinary things happening around 
us today: Ravi Shankar and Ali Akbar 
Khan teaching Indian music at American 
universities; American, Japanese, Russian 
students studying music in India; Japanese 

composers writing electronic music; Alan 
Hovhaness writing a suite based on an 
Indian novel; Yehudi Menuhin playing 
Indian ragas accompanied by Alla Rakha 
on the table, and so on. These things would 
have been unthinkable even 25 years ago.

Suddenly we are beginning to realise 
that music and the creation of music are 
not isolated activities in different parts 
of the world and at different periods of 
history; that at various stages of man’s 
growth in different parts of the world, only 
small segments of this limitless world of 
sound have been explored and developed 
within the limits of man’s awareness and 
faculties; that these segments, spread 
widely over time and space, are closely 
interrelated; that it is the sum total of all 
this that makes the world of music the 
many-splendoured wonder it is. It is in this 
perspective that I would like to discuss 
the problems of the music of developing 
countries.

‘Developing countries’ is not 
altogether a happy phrase. Developing 
or underdeveloped countries are areas 
of the world that are poor, sometimes 
illiterate, not advanced industrially or 
technologically. But these areas are not 
necessarily ‘undeveloped’ in a musical or 

cultural sense. Several of them have, in 
fact, musical cultures far more ancient and 
as subtle and sophisticated as those of the 
economically and industrially ‘developed’ 
countries.

HISTORICAL EXCHANGES
Our music is the expression of our 
consciousness, a measure of our fulfilment 
as human beings. And it reflects and 
expresses our most deeply felt emotions, 
our hopes and aspirations in an idiom that 
is a product of our environment, a language 
that has been developed and refined over 
many many years of growth and struggle. 
It is a part of our life and thought, and 
it has to be understood and appreciated 
and criticised in the perspective of our 
life and thought and philosophy. The 
earliest system of music we know of is the 
Sumerian. Even 6,000 years ago it was 
perhaps the most advanced state of ideas 
inherited from an even earlier pre-historic 
time. The Sumerian temple ritual seems to 
have been a most highly organised system 
of music of which we have fairly accurate 
and documented accounts. Something 
of its glory and achievements overflowed 
into neighbouring areas – to Egypt with its 
own high civilisation dating back to 4 BC, 
to India, to Greece. India lies a little farther 
away, but its gateway in the northwest 
has been wide open to successive waves 
of the ebb and flow of these civilisations 
for some 6,000 years. Harappa in Punjab 
and Mohenjodaro in Sind bear eloquent 
testimony to this. India both took and 
gave generously. From West Asia India 
accepted, learnt and assimilated theories, 
practices, instruments, even nomenclature 
and conventions. And in turn, she 
passed this on to the East – to Laos and 
Cambodia, to Indonesia, Thailand, 
Vietnam. But however numerous these 
influences, Indian music kept its identity. 
I am reminded of the famous words of 
Mahatma Gandhi who once said: “I want 
the cultures of all lands to be blown about 
my house as freely as possible, but I refuse 
to be blown off my feet by any of them.”

There is much that is common to the 
systems of music from the Arab-speaking 

The music culture of peoples
ON Stage brings you excerpts from the NCPA Quarterly Journal, an unsurpassed literary archive that ran 
from 1972 to 1988 and featured authoritative and wide-ranging articles. Dr. Narayana Menon talks 
about the musical heritage of developing nations
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countries and Iran to Vietnam and 
Indonesia – the pre-eminence of vocal 
music, the subtle rhythmic instruments and 
their important roles in every context, the 
nature of the melodic line, the significance 
of improvisation, the close relationship 
between music, dance and the related arts. 
What is true of India is certainly true of 
Pakistan, Ceylon, Afghanistan and Nepal. 

THE INDIAN HERITAGE
Long before the Christian era, Indian 
music had developed not only definite 
laws of theory and practice, but even 
comprehensive theories of appreciation. 
Aesthetic experience is left to the rasika, in 
our case, the listener explaining why passive 
listening is almost impossible in Indian 
music. Keeping time, quite ostentatiously, 
at Indian concerts is not considered bad 
etiquette. The spectacle of a silent immobile 
audience holding its breath until the last 
phrase to applaud a fine performance is 
unknown in traditional Indian music 
circles, where the most cultivated 
part of the audience often punctuates 
improvisations with nods of assent and 
little eulogistic phrases. Rasawadhana, 
the tasting of rasa, the appreciation of art, 
depends on the cultivated sensibility of the 
listener. Dhananjaya, an early medieval 
critic, in his Dasarupa says: “The rasika’s 
own capacity to be delighted is the most 
important thing.”

The history of this music has to be 
studied and understood not so much in 
terms of the music itself, but through 
various treatises that have come down 
to us. The main landmarks – at least 
until recent times – were not the great 
composers or their works, but treatises 
like the Natyashastra of Bharata (circa 
4th century), the Brihaddesi of Matanga 
(circa 7th century), the Sangita Ratnakara 
of Sarangadeva (circa 13th century), the 
Swara Mela Kalanidhi of Ramamatya (16th 
century) or the Chathurdandi Prakasika 
of Venkatamakhi (17th century). These 
embody extant knowledge and are in 
the nature of codifications of current 
theory and practice. There are hundreds 
of such texts that are authentic and 
authoritative, and are excellent indices to 
the development of the art.

In the pattern of this culture, music, 
dance, the visual arts and poetry are all 
governed by the same attitudes. In all these, 
the insistence is on emotional rather than 
intellectual sincerity; on the lyrical rather 
than dramatic impulse; on intuition rather 
than  reason; on contemplation rather than 
action. The result is a subjectivism that is 

opposed to Western objectivism. To listen 
to Indian music and judge it in terms of 
Western music or some other system will 
mean missing the point and reaching 
absurd conclusions. It will be like judging 
Beethoven or Brahms or Tchaikovsky in 
terms of raga and tala. Questions of style, 
of interpretation, of finer and subtler 
points of execution cannot be discussed 
in any recognisable international terms. 
Aesthetics and attitudes can.

Take the voice for instance. It is the 
strangest yet the most expressive and 
challenging musical instrument in the 
world, and one that is common to all 
systems. But the attributes of a voice will be 
determined by what the voice is expected 
to do. Only a fully trained Western soprano 
can sing the aria of the Queen of the Night 
from The Magic Flute and only an Indian 
musician can sing the Viriboni Varnam. In 
India, the voice is no more of an asset to 

a singer than, say, good handwriting is to 
a poet. What a musician sings is far more 
important than how he sings. In the West, 
a singer is a vehicle for the expression of 
other people’s (the composer’s) ideas and 
very often a voice is used just like any other 
instrument.

The most distinctive characteristic 
of this music is that it is purely melodic. 
I mean by pure melody, a melodic line 
that neither needs nor implies harmony. 
Harmony affects the structure of melody 
itself, and it has become almost impossible 
for the Westerner to conceive of melody 
without the implications, tacit or explicit, 
of a harmonic system. Indian melody is 
made up of notes that are related purely 
by their continuity. If this melody sounds 
exotic to the Western ear, it is probably 
because the West has lost the ear of pure 
melody and cannot take in melody neat, 
as it were. Our use of ‘quarter-tones’ is 
also relevant here. There is no such thing 
in Indian music as an exact quarter-tone, 
such as those used by Alois Haba or Bloch. 
But we do use in certain ragas, sharps that 
are sharper than the sharps of the diatonic 
scale and flats that are flatter. Tovey once 
said that the just intonation of a Wagner 
opera would need some 1,000 notes to the 

scale. It is not the number of notes we use 
that is important. The important thing is 
how small an interval is of direct use and 
interest to us.

Like all melodic traditions, this is 
basically an oral tradition. Indian musical 
notation is adequate for purposes of 
preservation and analysis, but it hasn’t been 
developed into a full visual representation 
of the music for transcription and 
immediate performances. It is a tradition 
handed down with comment and 
expansion. This is the basis of traditional 
music education embodied in the gurukul 
system. The guru was more than a teacher; 
he was a preceptor. The shishya was more 
a disciple than a pupil. The shishya became 
an apprentice to the teacher, living with 
him, travelling with him, listening to him 
continually over long periods, thus slowly, 
imbibing the art. It meant not merely the 
study of music, its theory and practice, but 
the acceptance of a way of life.

DIFFERENT ABILITIES
We have to realise that in Africa, Asia 
and other ‘developing’ areas, we have 
millions of children who have fine musical 
sensibilities. We have to help them develop 
their natural talent without doing violence 
to their natural and inborn sensibilities. 
Their development should not alienate 
them from their social environment, 
nor from their traditional educational 
framework. I am not suggesting that they 
should be bottled up or marooned in 
islands of orthodox or primitive narrow 
concepts. But they should be helped to 
express themselves happily and freely in 
their own environment and the assistance 
should spring from a careful study and 
analysis of traditional methods which 
could be refined and strengthened. 

One of the most important tasks 
facing us today is the preservation of our 
traditional musical cultures. It will mean 
a continuing programme of conservation 
and development during which enduring 
values will have to be jealously guarded. 
Such a programme should take into 
account not only the whole field of the 
arts, but should be an integral part of the 
total scene in every developing country 
with its own special and pressing needs of 
socio-economic development and national 
integration. Only such a plan will lead to 
the full flowering of ancient traditions in 
the context of changing times.

This article first appeared in the NCPA 
Quarterly Journal in September 1972  
(Vol. I, No. 1). 
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Ravi Shankar

In India, the voice is 
no more of an asset 
to a singer than, say, 
good handwriting is 

to a poet
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