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Chairman’s Note
Literature is a close cousin of the performing arts. At the NCPA, 

which boasts a rich collection of books in its libraries, it is our 
endeavour to encourage a love for reading through the well-

attended literary festival founded by Anil Dharker; poetry readings, 
some of which have been held in honour of the great Irish poet W. B. 
Yeats whose bust has been gifted to the centre; and through seminars 
and discussions. The NCPA has had a long-standing association with the 
distinguished poet and lyricist Gulzar, whom our audiences have heard 
over the years. We are delighted that he will be returning to our theatre 
to share his reminiscences of the city of Mumbai with you. 

Nakshatra,  our festival of group dances, has been appreciated for 
its collaborative spirit and the many troupes it invites from around the 
country. This month, Mallika Sarabhai, Priti Patel, Piyal Bhattacharya and 
other renowned dancers will present their new and acclaimed works at 
the NCPA. 

When the world heard Ravi Shankar’s music, it became apparent 
that his sitar could converse with George Harrison’s guitar with the same 
ease as it did with Allarakha’s tabla. Music does not exist in silos, and 
two of our festivals in October, One World Many Musics and Converging 
Streams, celebrate this spirit.    

After a successful Autumn Season, our orchestra has been playing 
with international soloists and participating in performances overseas, 
including a grand concert in Kazakhstan to which our musicians were 
recently invited. We are now ready to welcome back the much-loved 
Artie’s Festival of chamber music. The programme, jointly decided 
between French cellist Gauthier Herrmann and the NCPA, is going to be 
special. See you at the concert. 

Khushroo N. Suntook

NoteNoteNoteNoteNote
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When the search for a plot of land for the NCPA was on in the 
mid-1960s, the lack of availability of something suitable in a 
space-starved Bombay was cited and Dr. Jamshed Bhabha was 

o� ered an alternative by the state government: a larger parcel of land in 
the vicinity of the Ajanta Caves. That—Dr. Bhabha took a � rm stance—was 
not a workable proposition.

The National Centre for the Performing Arts belonged in the cultural 
nerve centre of India, which despite its cramped conditions had always 
made room for the arts. It was home to Marathi, Parsi, Gujarati, Hindi 
and English theatre. It was here that Hindustani classical musicians from 
around the country arrived when royal patronage was on the decline and 
found support anew. Hindi cinema was born here and has remained in 
dialogue with music, dance and theatre ever since. And when Western 
artistic in� uences washed ashore, they were merrily assimilated into the 
local landscape. Through its clogged streets, chock-full pavements and 
impossible bottlenecks, culture has managed to � ow unhindered.

It is here that Gulzar arrived in the 1950s and befriended its trams, Irani 
cafés and fellow poets. It was not an easy friendship, but Gulzar gave it his 
choicest words and the city extended an olive branch. In Aamchi Mumbai, 
this magician of verses will ruminate on his bond with the mahanagar, 
big-hearted and liberating.

It is also among the addresses where jazz met Indian rhythms to create 
an ebullient sound—novel yet e� ortless, like a conversation that was 
waiting to happen. Converging Streams, which has been presented at the 
NCPA for nearly a decade, brings this conversation alive.

In 2008, when an ensemble of chamber musicians set out from France 
in pursuit of an itinerant life, Mumbai beckoned and the Artie’s Festival 
was born. They perform, pack their violins and cellos, and o�  they go to 
the next adventure. But they always return, for it was in Mumbai where it 
all began.

When the cubbyholes and tra�  c snarls of Mumbai threaten to sti� e, 
or its protruding skyscrapers close in on you, reach for the nearest house 
of culture: sip on some chai at the Prithvi Café amidst animated addas 
on theatre, or come to the NCPA, leaving behind the noises of a chaotic 
metropolis, and let the sound of music envelop you. This is where the sea 
puts a stop to the hustle of life, as if to tell you, the world appears bigger 
when you have art for company.

Snigdha Hasan

From the Editor 
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We look forward to your feedback and suggestions. Please do drop us an 
email at onstage@ncpamumbai.com.
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Experiments in Experiments in 
CollaborationCollaboration

COVER STORY

At this year’s Nakshatra Dance Festival, artistes will draw on the 
collaborative power of group choreography in innovative ways to tell 

stories of immigration, solitude, strength, duality and tradition.

By Akshaya Pillai 

It was late evening, and the air in the studio was 
thick with the day’s work, sweat and light settling 
into the floorboards. There was silence, except for 
the rustle of cloth. The dancers had been rehearsing 

Meanwhile Elsewhere, filmmaker and theatre director 
Yadavan Chandran’s staging of Italo Calvino’s novel 
Invisible Cities circling the idea of the city, its many 
shapes and shadows, when Lucrezia Maniscotti’s voice 

Meanwhile Elsewhere, produced 
by Mallika Sarabhai, turns light, 

movement and poetry into a 
meditation on what makes a city 

and whom it leaves out. 

Meanwhile Elsewhere is 
based on Italo Calvino’s 

novel Invisible Cities
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cut through. “When you speak of cities, shouldn’t you 
be telling the stories of the outsider, the immigrant, the 
diaspora too?” asked the Bharatanatyam dancer and 
drama artiste. Her words opened a seam. Until then, 
Meanwhile Elsewhere had leaned towards dream and 
imagination, remembers Chandran, speaking of the 
time the production was taking shape at the Darpana 
Academy of Performing Arts in Ahmedabad. But now, 
that single question gave birth to the immigrant story 
in the performance, bending the balance, widening the 
frame. Whose footsteps echo in a city? Who gets to call 
it home?

This is collaboration at its truest: the willingness to be 
unsettled, to let a question reroute the whole. This year, 
the production takes the stage at the Nakshatra Dance 
Festival, which, since its inception in 2009, has brought  
group choreographies in classical and contemporary 
dance forms to audiences at the NCPA. The festival’s 
theme this year is collaboration, and with Meanwhile 
Elsewhere it is literal and visceral. It demonstrates how 
the sharpest movement isn’t necessarily physical, but 
of thought, nudging everything towards a new shape. 
“Because the performers came from very different 
traditions and ways of seeing, their input reshaped the 
piece constantly. My job was to listen and hold all of 
that, and then shape it into one fabric. That’s the joy of 
collaboration. It makes something you could never have 
dreamt of alone,” Chandran says.

The theatrical odyssey, produced by renowned 
Kuchipudi and Bharatanatyam artiste Mallika Sarabhai, 
turns light, movement and poetry into a meditation 
on what makes a city and whom it leaves out. “What 
drew me most was Yadavan’s vision. Invisible Cities 
is a text many people admire, but few dare to stage 
because of its complexity. Here was someone who had 
not only imagined it but found a way to make it speak 
through the body, the voice and the theatre space. My 

Priti Patel’s 
Ishanou—The 

Chosen One, The 
Black Swan is 
about walking 
alone, making 

choices that are 
never easy. When 

a flock of white 
swans is faced with 
a black swan, their 

first response to 
this anomaly in 
their otherwise 

content life is one 
of rejection.

The festival will also present 
a Mohiniattam performance 
by Sunanda Nair

Priti Patel’s Ishanou—The 
Chosen One, The Black Swan 
is inspired by a traditional 
Manipuri tale
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role—and the role of the ensemble—was to enter that 
vision fully. Here, collaboration meant trust: trusting the 
creator, trusting each other and trusting that if we all 
gave of ourselves, something larger would emerge,” 
says Sarabhai. 

In Calvino’s ‘Zobeide’ (a prose poem in Invisible 
Cities), the white city, men dream of a woman and build 
a city to trap her, yet she always escapes. That story 
coils through Meanwhile Elsewhere. “On stage, the men 
leer, they reach out, but they never touch. She becomes 
aware of their gaze, runs, is cornered in a large fabric 
and still she escapes,” says Yadavan. The heart of it, for 
him, is the distance. “The almost-touch, the repeated 
reaching out—that’s what makes the audience feel it in 
their own bodies.”

Sarabhai thinks of performance as a vanishing act, 
fragile as memory. “Theatre is always about what is 
vanishing even as you watch it. By the time you’ve seen 
a gesture, it’s already gone.” Meanwhile Elsewhere leans 
into that disappearance: cities rise, fracture, dissolve. 
She calls it “a reflection of a world we are constantly 
creating and destroying, moment by moment.” Yadavan 
adds: “If the piece can reach the places we keep hidden 
under hard shells, the spot that allows us to weep, to 
long, to exult, then it’s a call to action, for each of us, to 
reimagine the cities and the selves we inhabit.”

Meanwhile, in Kolkata, acclaimed Manipuri dancer 
Priti Patel is winding down after an evening of 
performance, tunes from Ishanou—The Chosen One, The 
Black Swan echoing faintly in her ears. In a few hours, 
she will rehearse and take the stage again. She has lived 
this work for years; trained under Manipuri gurus Bipin 
Singh and the Jhaveri sisters, the grace of ras leela and 
power of Thang-ta having become inseparable from 
her movement vocabulary. First performed in 2012 at 
Kolkata’s Kala Mandir, Patel brings it to the NCPA on 

the third day of Nakshatra.
Ishanou—The Chosen One, The Black Swan is about 

walking alone and making choices that are never easy. 
Inspired by a traditional Manipuri tale based on the 
disruption of mundanity, the piece moves between 
pre-Vaishnavite and Vaishnavite forms. When a flock 
of white swans is faced with a black one, their first 
response to this anomaly in their otherwise content life 
is one of rejection. The black swan is eventually taken 
into the fold and when a pack of male swans captures 
a white female from the flock, the black swan gives 
herself up. She remains resolute in this ordeal, her inner 
strength eventually transforming the captors. 

Music is a character unto itself in the production, 
helping convey the placidity of living and dramatic turns 
in the plot. Patel remembers being led by her mentor, 
Maharaj Kumari Binodini Devi, into a quiet temple room 
where rows of drums sat like sleeping giants. They were 
once used to mark the hours and signal rituals before 
clocks existed. In that moment, a thought sparked: 
what if these drums could speak again? “Even though 
the idea was mine,” Patel explains, “the language—the 
rhythms, the phrasing—was created by the drummers 
themselves.” Ishanou also features flutes, cymbals and 
the pena, a single-stringed folk instrument.  

In many ways, for Patel, collaboration stretches 
beyond the tangible. It is with time, too, with the selves 
we have been and the selves we are becoming. A piece 
from years ago arrives in the present, altered; the body 
a vehicle for new strengths, new hesitations, new griefs. 

How do the choices of one dancer inform 
the movement of another? How do memory and 
improvisation collide in the space between? Krishna 
Kali, to be performed on the inaugural day of the festival, 
began in that collision. Choreographed by Bichitrananda 
Swain, it grew from two figures in tension—Krishna, 

Bichitrananda Swain’s Rudrakshya 
Foundation will present Odissi 
choreographies featuring dynamic 
dancers and a variety of percussive 
instruments
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Piyal Bhattacharya’s Chidakash 
Kalalay Centre of Art and Divinity 

will present Śaraccārucakram 
Kāla

tender, playful; Kali, fierce, destructive—but beneath 
the surface they share a force, “simultaneously tantric, 
feminine and masculine.” The production will be brought 
to life by a troupe of dynamic male dancers from 
Swain’s Rudrakshya Foundation. Taal Taranga, another 
piece which the troupe will present at Nakshatra, grew 
differently from the drums themselves. The mardala, 
mridangam and ghudki speak, and the dancers 
respond. Swain, a renowned Odissi choreographer and 
teacher, brings decades of experience, training dancers 
through yoga, pranayama and aesthetic discipline, 
shaping bodies and minds to move with both precision 
and freedom. Yoga, he believes, is oxygen for dance. “If 
there is no flow of prana, the passion in dance cannot 
truly arise.”

Collaboration, Swain says, is like the chant Om. Heard 
alone, it’s a syllable. Intoned together, the vibration 
expands and resonates through skin and bone. “When 
we dance as a troupe, each artiste brings their unique 
energy, rhythm and sensibility. But the magic lies in how 
these distinct elements fuse, amplifying each other to 
create a collective force that feels timeless, sacred and 
deeply human. That is the spirit of collaboration we try 
to embody onstage.”

At its core, the performance leans into the dualities 
that classical dance forms, including Odissi, have 
always addressed; beauty juxtaposed with provocation, 
devotion threaded with intensity, the ancient brushing 
against the now. And the questions that follow an 
audience home, about gender, rituals and myths, shift 

with every performance. “My hope is not to provide 
answers,” Swain says, “but to open a space where these 
reflections can arise.”

Collaboration at Nakshatra also takes the shape of 
lineage. Dr. Sunanda Nair, one of Mohiniattam’s most 
luminous practitioners, carries forward the distinctive 
style of her guru, the late Dr. Kanak Rele, through 
performances that ripple between scholarship and 
stage. Sanskrit theatre scholar Piyal Bhattacharya’s 
research in the Natyashastra is a different kind of 
collaboration, one across centuries. He has pieced 
together forgotten strands of performance, music, and 
even instruments, from the pakhawaj to the Burmese 
harp, allowing voices of the past to converse with the 
present through Marga Nritya. The presence of Nair and 
Bhattacharya at the festival deepens the theme: art is 
an ongoing exchange with teachers, texts, and time 
itself.

What does it mean to witness a body moving 
through centuries of tradition? When a hand hovers 
over a drum and the pause just before the beat is felt? 
How much of the dance belongs to the performer, and 
how much to the audience, to the memory it stirs? The 
questions linger long after the lights dim, in the quiet 
corners of the theatre, in the unspoken ways each 
person carries a performance home. 

The Nakshatra Dance Festival will be held from 29th 
October to 1st November at the Experimental, Tata and 
Jamshed Bhabha Theatres. 

Piyal Bhattacharya’s Chidakash 
Kalalay Centre of Art and 

Divinity will present 
Śaraccārucakram Kāla

Nakshatra.indd   11Nakshatra.indd   11 24/09/25   10:31 AM24/09/25   10:31 AM



12 • October 2025 NCPA

EXPRESSION

The  The  
Poet’s CityPoet’s City

In an upcoming presentation, celebrated poet, lyricist, filmmaker and 
screenwriter Gulzar pens his love letter to Mumbai’s past and present. 

A conversation, at his home in Bandra, about the city that has been 
both his muse and canvas.

By Aishwarya Bodke 

In his sunlit drawing room, where many 
manifestations of Michelangelo’s ‘Pietà’ and a 
striking sculpture of Mirza Ghalib keep guests 
company, Gulzar’s presence is conspicuous before 

he emerges in his crisp white kurta. Not many artistes 
command space the way Gulzar’s absence does in a 
room. At ‘Boskyana’, his pristine white abode in leafy 
Bandra, you know you’re in the midst of greatness. 

His grave voice ruminates before it speaks, picking 
gentle words. “It is almost like holding the listeners’ 
hand while I show them my city. Main tumhein sheher 
ghuma le aata hoon,” says the Oscar-winning poet 
as he talks about the upcoming programme Aamchi 
Mumbai - An Evening with Gulzar. His was the Bombay 
of tramlines and Irani cafés, of poets and playwrights. 

Gulzar arrived in Bombay in the 1950s from Delhi, 
where he lived after the Partition. His first home was a 
chawl in Parel and he would spend his days working—
and reading—in a motor garage on Bellasis Road, 
or with Salil Chowdhury’s Bombay Youth Choir. He 
speaks fondly of the trams in Bombay, which would 
often double up as meeting places for young writers. 
They were cheap and accessible, making them unlikely 
haunts for literary circles. 
“The ticket was just for one 
anna (1/16th of a rupee). If the 
discussion was not over, we 
would simply take the same 
tram back,” Gulzar recalls. 
His companions on the ride 
were Punjabi writer Sukhbir 
and other senior members 
of the Progressive Writers’ 
Association, including Sagar 
Sarhadi. 

Dadar Tram Terminus, 
the roundabout at Dadar 
East where the tram routes 

ended, is still colloquially called Dadar TT, although 
it has officially been renamed Khodadad Circle after 
the generous owner of a nearby Irani café. His sons, 
developers Gustasp and Rustom Irani, constructed the 
two-storied buildings that still stand around the circle, 
and requested that it be named in their father’s honour. 

Back then, every corner of the city would have an Irani 
café bustling with customers. Gulzar remembers his staple 
brun maska with chai, and the famous Irani ki biryani, which 
fed dozens of street dwellers after dark. He also shares 
a lesser-known tradition of the Irani café: a large copper 
platter with glasses of water placed near the entrance, 
inviting anyone to help themselves to one. Where else 
would a passerby find relief from the heat when bottled 
water was still a distant luxury in the country?

Gulzar insists that the human instinct comes most 
alive in Mumbai. “The city inspires,” he says, “it feeds 
you, looks after you.” It is perhaps this belief that shaped 
several of his songs so intimately entwined with the 
city’s spirit. He quotes the lyrics of ‘Thoda hai, thode 
ki zaroorat hai,’ for Basu Chatterjee’s Khatta Meetha 
(1978) hinting at a city that somehow accepts everyone, 
albeit with an unequal share. When he writes “Ek akela 

is sheher mein, raat mein 
aur dopahar mein/ Aab-
o-daana dhoondhta hai, 
aashiyaana dhoondhta hai” 
for the 1977 film Gharaonda, 
he represents the quest of 
a massive population that 
goes in and out of Mumbai 
every day, turning to the 
city to be their home. 

To romanticise the 
glorious idea of Mumbai 
comes easy to writers, but 
Gulzar’s extensive writing 
on the footpaths and their 

“It is almost like holding 
the listeners’ hand while I 
show them my city. Main 

tumhein sheher ghuma le 
aata hoon,” says the Oscar-

winning poet as he talks about 
his upcoming programme 

Aamchi Mumbai - An Evening 
with Gulzar.
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the cosmopolitan fabric of the city unstained by the 
struggle for existence. “People would run away from 
their towns to escape the shackles of caste and creed 
and judgement. Mumbai promised freedom. It was the 
precipice from which you could fly,” he notes.

There is something about the way Gulzar paints 
the picture of quotidian life, abundant with relatable 
imagery, which has gone on to shape the popular culture 
of our times. The language of Hindi cinema, so closely 
attached to the identity of Mumbai, borrowed from 
him. The whole country was compelled to drop to their 
knees and chant ‘Chhaiyya Chhaiyya’ (Dil Se, 1998), his 
take on Bulleh Shah’s sufi song ‘Thaiyya Thaiyya’. In the 
decade that marked the Babri Masjid demolition and the 
subsequent Bombay riots, it was unusual how the film 
industry and the audience wholeheartedly embraced 
the song’s indulgence in Urdu. Gulzar’s lingua franca, 
much like many of his fellow Indians, is Hindustani, that 
dulcet mix of Hindi and Urdu which refuses to be cowed 
into deconstruction. In 2012, he was awarded the Indira 
Gandhi National Integration Award. His lyricism left a 
mark on the years that followed and can perhaps be 
most competently summed up in his own words: ‘Woh 
yaar hai jo khushboo ki tarah, jiski zubaan Urdu ki tarah.’

At the turn of the century, the wordsmith’s pen, too, 
shifted with the times. In his songs, words in English 
flirted with Urdu, reflecting a nation on the brink of 
globalisation. They became anthems to the economy 
of dreaming. For the 2005 story of two small-town 
misfits, Bunty Aur Babli, he wrote “Chaand se hokar 
sadak jaati hai/Usi pe aage jaake apna makaan hoga.”

The first decade of the new millennium gave our 
films a definitive sound, the words to which were often 
lent by Gulzar. He jokes that people remember him for 
his popular film songs and there are not many takers of 
his poems. These Bollywood ballads, though, revel in his 
poetry. Many perky film songs today would be dismissed 
as frivolous, but some of them have the stamp of Gulzar. 

dwellers, the first citizens of the city, is steeped in 
unvarnished truth. In his early years in the city, he penned 
a poem on the Town Hall in Fort where he worked in 
an office facing the imposing façade. It offered him a 
vantage point from where he would witness everyday 
struggles of nameless people. The poem tells the story 
of one such face in the crowd, a poet, who slept on Town 
Hall’s seventh step. In his short story ‘Athanniyaan’, a 
penniless migrant is unable to bribe the cop to let him 
sleep on the streets. Gulzar infuses this reality with 
the hope that comes free for all. Despite the gaping 
wealth disparity, it somehow seems that it is the only 
city where one could take a chance of a lifetime. Many 
of these tales will unfold in Aamchi Mumbai, and in the 
forthcoming book of the same name. 

Gulzar’s tryst with Marathi literature was destined 
to happen in Mumbai. He would regularly attend plays 
at Dadar’s Shivaji Mandir and the Bhulabhai Desai 
Memorial Institute in Breach Candy. It was through 
P. L. Deshpande, a towering figure in Marathi theatre 
and former Executive Director of the NCPA, that he 
first encountered Tukaram’s poetry. His interactions 
with theatre and film director Vijaya Mehta and actor-
surgeon Shreeram Lagoo deepened his appreciation 
of Maharashtrian culture. Gulzar, ever eager to learn 
a new language to read an author he admires in the 
original, has also translated the works of Marathi poet 
and playwright Vishnu Vaman Shirwadkar, better 
known by his pen name Kusumagraj. Dilip Chitre and 
Arun Kolatkar influenced him deeply, and he counts 
not being able to meet the latter among his regrets. 

Around the time he arrived in the maximum city, 
another influential voice was marching in: cartoonist  
R. K. Laxman’s Common Man, who also sits on a shelf in 
the poet’s parlour. Gulzar speaks of how the nameless 
figure commanded a corner of The Times of India 
front page for over 40 years, speaking of the woes of 
Mumbai’s populace. He also takes a moment to capture 

There is something about the way Gulzar paints the picture 
of quotidian life, abundant with relatable imagery, which 

has gone on to shape the popular culture of our times. The 
language of the Hindi cinema, so closely attached to the 

identity of Mumbai, borrowed from him. 
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Trams were discontinued in Mumbai in 1964
The Town Hall, which houses the Asiatic Society of Bombay, 
was built in the 1830s
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ON Stage: Your enduring 
partnership with Gulzar of over 
three decades has unfolded 
alongside Mumbai’s vibrant and 
evolving creative landscape. In 
what ways has the city shaped 
your relationship with him 
personally and creatively? 
Salim Arif: None of this would 
have happened without Mumbai. 
I had long admired Gulzar Saab’s 
work, and within three months 
of arriving in the city, I was 
working with him on his show 
Mirza Ghalib, alongside legends 
like Naseeruddin Shah and Jagjit 
Singh. It was a dream come 
true. We would often talk about 
literature, cinema and Urdu 
poetry. Very few people know 
that he is a big sports buff. 

When I planned to return to 
Delhi, he encouraged me to stay 
and work with him. I assisted him 
in the 1990s and became the 
associate director on his films 
Maachis and Hu Tu Tu. I also 
adapted his work for the stage, 
and he was always involved, 
offering his ideas. 

OS: How did you approach 
blending different forms of 
storytelling—poetry, prose and 
music—into one show which 
begins with a conversation? 

ON Stage ON Stage spoke to Salim spoke to Salim 
Arif, theatre director, actor Arif, theatre director, actor 
and educator, who will be and educator, who will be 
curating and presenting curating and presenting 
Aamchi Mumbai - An Evening Aamchi Mumbai - An Evening 
with Gulzarwith Gulzar at the NCPA.  at the NCPA. 

Curator’s 
Notes 

SA: The show follows Gulzar’s 
journey from the day he arrived in 
Mumbai and revisits the stages of 
his life that left strong impressions 
on him. Many threads of his 
creativity have been shaped by 
the city. What weaves the different 
elements of the show together are 
his words. Aamchi Mumbai will be 
a unique exploration with a poet of 
the city reflecting on it through his 
vast body of work.

OS: How does the show represent 
the contrasting realities of 
Mumbai? 
SA: The duality is what makes 
Mumbai the city that it is. Without 
its underbelly, it would not be the 
same. There is a beautiful poem of 
his about a pavement dweller who 
sees the street as his protector, 
living alongside his god. All this 
comes through in Gulzar Saab’s 
work through his very sensitive, 
non-judgmental eye. He is deeply 
aware of the humane side of the 
city and is able to express it with 
an economy of words. He is one of 
the most accomplished residents 
of the city, always reacting to his 
surroundings. There is a layer 

beneath his work rooted in the 
city’s fabric. It is a great leveller 
and everyone then becomes a 
Mumbaikar.
 
OS: What do you hope younger 
audiences will take away from 
Aamchi Mumbai?
SA: I think the younger 
generation would marvel at 
the beauty of the city that we 
are slowly losing under various 
pressures. Places like Irani 
cafés, once iconic in Mumbai, 
are slowly disappearing. Freely 
strolling the streets like we 
did 50 years ago feels almost 
impossible today. There is 
definitely a layer of nostalgia, 
but the beauty of Gulzar’s 
work is that it does not live 
in the past. While lamenting 
the fading of good things, he 
knows how to rejoice in what 
is still around. That is why so 
many youngsters connect with 
him. The innovation in imagery 
speaks to them instantly. Like 
all great artistes, Gulzar has 
the ability to unlearn and learn 
afresh, which makes him so 
relevant. 

He pokes fun at the feudal system in the antara of ‘Beedi’ 
and evokes the haveli of Ghalib in the eclectic bridge of 
‘Kajra Re’. His previous home, Delhi, also rejoices in how 
he celebrates cities. “Ballimaran se Daribe talak, Teri 
meri kahaani Dilli mein.” 

Gulzar has remained an observer of Mumbai since 
he set foot here, and the presentation at the NCPA is an 
exploration of this accompanied by musical interludes. 
It will take off with a conversation between Gulzar and 
the programme’s curator Salim Arif. 

Aamchi Mumbai, in many ways, is a time machine he 
offers to the denizens of the megalopolis born after him. 
Now 91, his work has never not aged well. Teenagers 
struck by heartache and homesick grandparents alike 
seek refuge in his verses. When Gulzar writes, the 
words seem to be written just for you. The city, surely, 
carries the same sentiment.  

Aamchi Mumbai - An Evening with Gulzar will be 
presented on 31st October at the Tata Theatre. 
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CONCERT

A Celebration of 
Chamber Music

As Artie’s Festival India returns to the NCPA this month, its founder and cellist 
Gauthier Herrmann talks to ON Stage about the visiting soloists and the spectacular 

chamber music repertoire that will be heard at the 29th edition of the festival.
By Beverly Pereira

Every year, since 2008, a merry band of 
travelling musicians arrives at the NCPA to 
present chamber music concerts over two 
days. Year upon year—and often twice a 

year—the Artie’s ensemble continues to redefine how 
chamber music is experienced. Founded by French 
cellist Gauthier Herrmann in collaboration with the 
NCPA, Mumbai, Artie’s Festival India is not just a highly 
anticipated Western classical chamber music event 
and a longstanding tradition at the NCPA, it is also a 
reminder that music knows no borders and that the 
intimacy, charm and magic of chamber music is very 
much alive. 

Comprising a rotating roster of musicians, the 
Artie’s collective is known to enthral audiences at both 
large-scale festivals and in intimate venues across the 
world. Herrmann’s Vault Concerts, for small audiences 
in cathedrals, castles and other unconventional 
settings, have been well received. Beyond Europe, 
where Herrmann and his ensemble keep busy during 
summers, they have has performed to fantastic 
reception in countries such as Kuwait, Bahrain, Saudi 
Arabia and China. In India, apart from Mumbai, they 
have performed in Delhi, Pune, Vadodara, Kolkata, 
Chennai, Goa and Udaipur among other places. 

Wherever music calls
“This year, for the first time in 20 years, we played more 
in France than abroad. It was, of course, interesting as 
it’s always a pleasure to discover new places in your 
own country,” says Herrmann. “I’m glad to see that 
the upcoming season will take us worldwide again 
because the very DNA of Artie’s is made of travels and 
encounters.” 

Topping his highlights for the past season is the 
series of Herrmann family concerts across various 
venues in France featuring Herrmann on the cello, his 
wife and Artie’s violinist Mathilde Borsarello-Herrmann, 
and their daughters Indiya and Augustine. Another 
high point of the season, says Herrmann, has been 

the official start of the full cycle of Beethoven’s 16 
string quartets. “We will perform these string quartets 
over the next two years in May and November 2026 
and in March and November 2027 at the NCPA to 
commemorate 250 years of Beethoven’s death.” 

Strings and synchronicities
The Artie’s family has come to be known for 
musicianship combined with camaraderie onstage. 
United by a mission to spread the joy of chamber 

16 • October 2025 NCPA

Gauthier Herrmann

TH
O

M
A

S 
B

A
LT

ES

Arties.indd   16Arties.indd   16 24/09/25   10:32 AM24/09/25   10:32 AM

music to countries and cultures far and wide, it is 
known for bringing a sense of lightness to this music 
which flourished in the 17th and 18th centuries, 
making it relevant to people of all ages. Different 
pieces call for different configurations of musicians, 
and concerts are often presented with duos, trios, 
quartets or quintets. 

At the 29th edition of Artie’s in October, four 
soloists, including Herrmann, will come together to 
present two evenings of chamber music. Soprano 
Marion Tassou and Artie’s go back a long way. Having 
specialised in French repertoire, Tassou is reputed for 
her perfect diction, irrespective of language. She has 
performed in roles as varied as Zerlina in Don Giovanni 
and Amanda in György Ligeti’s Le Grand Macabre, and 
on prestigious stages such as the Montpellier Opera 
and Hamburg State Opera. This will be her maiden 
performance in India. 

It will be another first for the promising pianist 
Nicolas Bourdoncle. All of 27, he is a prize-winner of the 
International Piano Competition Premio Jaén (2019), 
the Città di Cantù International Piano and Orchestra 
Competition (2024),  among several others. He made 
his debut as a soloist with the Odessa Philharmonic 
Orchestra at the age of ten. Bourdoncle has since 
performed in over 20 countries with a long list of 
orchestras. “He is clearly one of the most talented of 
his generation. It will be our first collaboration, and we 
are excited to welcome him to the Artie’s family,” says 
Herrmann. 

Loyal fans of the festival will recognise violinist 
Mathilde Borsarello-Herrmann, an integral part of 
several editions of Artie’s. A laureate of the prestigious 
Marguerite Long-Jacques Thibaud International 
Competition, Borsarello-Herrmann has played first 
violin with the Psophos Quartet since 2020. Her 
passion for chamber music led her to perform with 
illustrious artistes such as Dame Felicity Lott, among 
others. Borsarello-Herrmann will arrive in Mumbai with 

“The programming is always done 
in close collaboration with my dear 

friend, Khushroo Suntook, in tandem 
with the NCPA,” says Gauthier 

Herrmann. The first concert will see 
Mozart’s violin and piano sonata No. 

27; Les Nuits d’été by Berlioz upon  
Mr. Suntook’s suggestion; and 

Schubert’s piano trio No. 1.” 
her 18th-century Italian violin that follows her on all her 
adventures. 

Herrmann remains the fulcrum of Artie’s Festival 
and those who have heard him over the years know 
that he isn’t your typical musician. He is a traveller at 
heart with a passion—both as an entrepreneur and a 
cellist—for small ensembles and chamber music. An 
ultra-marathoner, he is also a finisher of races like the 
Grand Raid de la Réunion and the 100 km of Millau. 
Ever since he visited India in 2001, Herrmann has 
returned twice or thrice a year for the festival and for 
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“Schubert is an important part of this edition, and 
on the second day, we will play four short lieder for solo 
piano, cello and piano, violin and piano, and one with 
soprano Tassou,” Herrmann explains. The second day of 
the festival also includes gems from the Baroque period 
and French music. Herrmann suggested Handel’s 
“Overture” and “Piangerò la sorte mia” from Giulio 
Cesare in Egitto while the Offenbach arias came as a 
suggestion from Mr. Suntook. Other pieces by Hahn, 
Massenet and the chanson française were suggested 
by Tassou. 

In a new addition, light will be an integral part of the 
presentation. “It will be like an illuminated opera aria 
concert. We would love for the audience to dive deep 
into the music,” Herrmann tells us. Video creator Marc 
Dossetto will light up the stage on the second day, adding 
3D scenography to the music. The French multidisciplinary 
artiste is known for fusing theatre, magic, music and other 
media into immersive performances. 

The stage is set for Herrmann and the virtuosic 
group to rekindle the quiet fire in every chamber music 
lover. “When people take their seats, they always know 
to expect a joyful and energetic concert. I look forward 
to returning,” says Herrmann. “Artie’s Festival India 
combines all the important things that make my career 
what it is: music, travel, new repertoire, friendship, 
cultural exchange.”  

The 29th edition of Artie’s Festival will be presented on 
8th and 9th October at the Experimental Theatre. 

outreach programmes in remote areas. He will play 
a magnificent cello by Italian violin maker Giuseppe 
Rocca (Turin, 1853), bestowed to him by the Eisenberg 
Fund. 

Beyond the canon
The programming for Artie’s Festival, known to strike a 
balance between well-loved masterpieces and lesser-
known works, has been a shared responsibility since its 
inception. “The programming is always done in close 
collaboration with my dear friend, Khushroo Suntook, 
in tandem with the NCPA. It is not only about choosing 
the pieces, but also taking into consideration the 
audience and the acoustics of venues at the NCPA,” 
he says. The first concert will see Mozart’s violin and 
piano sonata No. 27, K.379; Les Nuits d’été by Berlioz 
upon Mr. Suntook’s suggestion; and Schubert’s piano 
trio No. 1, op.99. 

The Artie’s ensemble has come to be known 
for musicianship combined with camaraderie 

onstage. United by a mission to spread the joy of 
chamber music to countries and cultures far and 
wide, it is known for bringing a sense of lightness 

to this music which flourished in the 17th and 18th 
centuries, making it relevant to people of all ages. 
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adds. “His coming in as a cocky actor who thinks he 
knows everything to eventually filling the big shoes of 
Satyasheel is an intense journey. It is a demanding play 
and I was lucky that the people I wrote the parts for, 
agreed to play them.”

The moments of comic relief sprinkled throughout 
Kaumudi offer incisive peeks into the world of theatre. 
Datt, who plays the theatre manager, and Barat in his 
portrayal of other characters obscured by Satyasheel’s 
overwhelming stage presence, are brilliant in their 
reminder of all that goes into making a play successful, 
but remains in the shadows.       

All in the process 
During the initial all-day rehearsals that took place in 
Bengaluru around 2012, Majumdar would give plenty of 
homework to his actors. Most of these were questions 
that the actors were expected to write answers to 
and discuss the following day. In addition, they were 
also asked to read Borges’s essay. “As a director, one’s 
role is to create room where things happen, but the 
key responsibility is: what kind of room? Because 
something will definitely happen when you put five 
interesting people in a room. In all my plays, I’m 
very interested in exploring what the nature of that 
collaboration would be.” 

With all these inputs, Mishra created his own mould 
for the character, finding within himself the tools he 
needed to get into the skin of the character. To prepare 
for a part, especially one that is much older than him, 

Mishra believes, “Your own history has a big role to play 
in how you grow as an actor.” What might appear to an 
audience as an effortless presence onstage is expressed 
by Mishra as “still struggling with the character”. He 
explains, “One assumes that the more one performs, 
the closer one gets to achieving it. But over the years, 
I’ve realised that to achieve [an empathetic portrayal], 
you have to go through a process that takes time and 
perhaps we are not always able to give it the required 
time as actors.” 

Mishra’s humility is in contrast to his character’s self-
absorption, as is his own relationship with his father. 
Mishra grew up in Rewa, Madhya Pradesh, watching 
his father, a former army constable, act in local Ram 
Leela productions and deliver sermons at temples and 
gurudwaras. Young Mishra watched in awe as his father 
enraptured the audience with his simplicity. It was also 
his father who brought him the forms to enroll for his 
first acting workshop on seeing his son’s inclination for 
theatre, offering Mishra the kind of parental support that 
was unheard of at the time. Mishra’s journey exhibits an 
amalgamation of imbibing his parents’ skills, being self-
taught as well as receiving formal instruction—the kind 
that perhaps Eklavya hoped Abhimanyu would have. 

To be able to witness the unfolding of several years 
of influences, learning, seeking, perfecting and relating 
onstage in a masterful play is certainly one of the most 
important and under-explored privileges of being in 
the audience.   

Kaumudi, a play in Hindi, will be presented on 4th 
October at the Tata Theatre.
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 Gopal Datt

Shubhrajyoti Barat
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