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INTRODUCTION 
 
 My musical heritage is like a very old tree. On this tree, all the leaves and flowers, of 
which I am one, will fall, and others will come. My father was a flower in his time, my 
grandfather was a flower in his time, my great-grandfather was a flower in his time. This tree has 
survived winds and cyclones and floods and droughts, and still it blossoms again. 
 For thirty years, I have lived mostly in Europe or America. But I never stay there for the 
whole year; I always go back to India for several months. At first, this was because I wanted to 
go back to teach my four sons, who are all musicians. But now they are grown and established in 
their careers, and still I go back. I go back because Indian philosophy is at the heart of my music. 
I believe that if I stay away from the source of my music for even one year, I may lose what is 
most precious in my art. 
 There are two kinds of things I wish to tell about here, and these are not in any books. 
One is what I heard from my parents, my forefathers, and other great musicians. The other is 
what I personally experienced myself, with my own eyes, my own ears, with my own nose, with 
my own mouth and hand and body. What I am giving you is from myself as an Indian: a 700-, 
800-, 1000-years old Indian. These are the words of my masters, and what they heard from their 
masters, and what they heard from their masters.  
 Music is linked to the past, in the forms that are used. It is also in the present, in my 
expressing what is in my imagination at this moment. And it is also in the future, because I put 
into my music something for my children and my students and the next generation. We believe 
that in all the arts, we are creating a chain, and each of us is a link in the chain.  
 *** 
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1 - WHERE MUSIC BEGINS 
 
 In Indian philosophy, the first thing in the universe was sound. Only sound, nothing else. 
That sound we call Nad. It is the sound of Allah, the sound of Ram or Yahweh, the sound of 
God. And from that sound the whole of creation came into existence, and we ourselves.   
 The alternation of day and night is like breathing in and breathing out, and the breath, 
along with the heartbeat, is the rhythm of life. This is the basis of musical rhythm, which in 
Hindustani is called lay. Melody, or sur, is like the mind. Without the breath and heartbeat, the 
mind cannot work, and without the mind, the heartbeat and breath are useless. As the breath and 
heartbeat are joined with mind to create human life, so are lay and sur joined in creating music.  
 Sound is all around us in the form of noise. Only when an artist puts sounds into a 
pleasing order, combining rhythm and melody in a meaningful way, does it become music. In 
Hindustani music the creative organization of sounds is distilled in the rag system. 
 This system and all the arts in India developed among Hindus and Muslims without any 
feeling that a tradition belonged to one or the other. As a musician, I was brought up with the 
most beautiful values of both religions. In fact, the highest values are the same in all cultures and 
religions. The greatest musician of Hindustan was Mia Tan Sen, who was Muslim. Who was his 
guru? His guru was Haridas Swami, who was Hindu.  
 Originally, Muslims were not allowed to play music because of a mistaken idea that 
music was exclusively associated with eroticism and entertainment, which resulted in restrictions 
being imposed by the mullahs (Islamic religious leaders). But the music of Hindustan is so 
beautiful that whoever hears it knows it must be near to the heart of God, and eventually Sufis 
and pirs (Muslim saints) in India realized that the essence of that music is devotional. So, from 
around the 11th and 12th centuries, Muslims began to perform music. Muslim rulers and nobles 
took an interest in music, and in the time of Emperor Allauddin Khilji, it is believed that the 
great Sufi musician Hazrat Amir Khusru was the prime minister of music. Muslims dominated 
Hindustani music from that period until today. 
 Of course, the Muslims were taught initially by Hindu masters, and so what they learned 
was Hindu prayers, Hindu poems, the Gita and the Ramayana, and other beautiful works in 
Sanskrit, and they came to understand the depth and beauty of the cultural values that had 
developed in India for thousands of years. Many compositions are in praise of Hindu gods and 
goddesses, many rags are named for Hindu gods—Shankara, Bhairon, Laxshmi, Saraswati, 
Durga. If the Muslim masters had wanted to change the names of the rags, to use Islamic names 
instead of Hindu names, to change Shankar to Suleiman or Ibrahim, they could have done it in 
those centuries. But they faithfully preserved all the values of Hindu religion. A Muslim sings a 
composition in praise of Ram as beautifully as a Hindu sings in praise of Kwaja Nizamuddin. 
Because ultimately what they are singing is the beauty of their own minds.  
 The way we musicians see music is completely different from the way a musicologist 
sees it. We are born with it. In my family we were taught music first, before anything else, and 
the first song I remember I learned in my mother’s lap. I was two or three years old and still at 
her breast; I was the youngest and I did not want to give up her milk. She tried many ways to 
wean me, but I was very determined. What was it that finally made me forget about her milk? It 
was when she started teaching me to sing.  
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 My father died around that time, and my mother became my guru. Her name was 
Bashiran Begum. She was a great singer, from a singing family. Without her we would not have 
been musicians; music survived in my family because of my mother. She knew hundreds and 
thousands of songs.  Only a few years back, just before she died, if I was practicing at 3 o’clock 
at night and I made a single mistake, she would get out of her bed and say, “Why are you playing 
like this?” Or if I played an especially good note, she would give me a blessing. When my father 
knew he was about to die, he was so sad that he would not be able to teach us, but he told my 
mother, “I know they will be musicians because it is in their blood.” Then so many years later, 
when she was 80 years old, my mother heard me playing something and said, “Your father 
played that. He never taught it to you, but somehow now you are playing it,” and she cried. And 
sometimes in the middle of the night she would wake me up, calling, “Imrat, Imrat! Come down 
quickly! I just remembered a very old composition. You must learn it now.” So all my life she 
was teaching me. By the grace of God I belong to this family. 
 Now, the first song I learned was in praise of Krishna. This is that song:  

 Your face is like the moon 
 I could sacrifice my life for its beauty. 
 Among all the Gopis, so beautiful and so beloved, 
 Krishna is the brightest, as the moon is among the stars. 

This song is in praise of Lord Krishna, who is a Hindu god. My mother was such a devout 
Muslim every day she read the Koran-sharif and prayed five times and yet this is the first song 
she taught me.  
 So, was my Muslim mother singing in praise of Krishna? For her, when I was in her lap, I 
was her Krishna. To her son she was saying, as any mother would say to her child, “Your face is 
so beautiful to me that I would sacrifice my life for it. Of all the beautiful people around us, you 
are most important to me, like the moon among the stars.” Or, if she had sung the song for my 
father, he would have been Krishna. Or she might have sung it for my sister, or for her own 
father. The beauty is not in the names, but in the meaning behind it. A Muslim or a Christian or a 
Buddhist or a Jew can feel the deeper meaning and take that into their hearts, and it becomes part 
of their lives.  Why does the whole world read Shakespeare? Because there is a philosophy 
behind it, because the language is so beautiful, because the story touches everybody’s heart. The 
artistry of Shakespeare is appreciated and translated into all languages. This is also true of music. 
Music brings our mind to the greatest height and conveys a message of love and affection. 
Through music we reach a greater understanding of art and of life and of God, who is the creator 
of all these most beautiful things we are born into. And it is through music that I see this 
creation. 
 — 
  India truly is a gold mine. Geographically, the northern side is protected by the 
Himalayan range, and the other three sides are linked by the sea to the great civilizations of 
China and Egypt and Persia. India had the best of everything. The soil was so rich that you had 
only to throw a few seeds to the ground and lot of fruits would grow without your doing much 
work. With a little effort, one farmer could produce enough wheat and rice to feed an extended 
family of twenty people. And those people were busy all the time, not working to get enough to 
eat, but at various arts—music, poetry, sculpture, metalwork, painting, weaving, embroidery. 
 The finest embroidery is on Jamewar shawls. These shawls were made in Kashmir until 
the end of the last century, then all the makers of Jamewar died. To embroider one shawl was a 
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life’s work because it took forty or fifty years, and one shawl would be sold for enough to feed a 
family for a lifetime. 
  I have a beautiful Jamewar shawl at home that was given to my grandfather by the 
Maharajah of Indore. A very old Kashmiri shawl wallah came to my house, and he was talking 
about how craftsmanship is dying out in India. I said, “I would like to show you something I 
have,” and I brought the shawl to him. This man 75, 80 years old, put the shawl to his heart and 
his forehead and kissed it and cried. “This is the work of a saint,” he said.  
 Jamewar embroidery is done on pashmina wool, the finest wool in the world. It is said 
that the Mona Lisa is wearing a pashmina shawl. Pashmina wool is from the lamb of a wild goat 
that lives at high altitudes near the Himalayas. The wool is caught on thorn bushes and collected 
and spun and woven into shawls. In embroidering the shawl, the needle has to go through every 
opening between the warp and woof. Every time the shawl maker puts the embroidery needle 
through, he recites a prayer. (In Islam it is called ayet, meaning a phrase of the Koran, or dua, a 
prayer or name of God). The needle must go down and up between all the threads of the weave, 
and with every stitch, the prayer is said. In a lifetime the shawl maker not only made a shawl but 
he has prayed to Allah all day, every day, thousands of times. His way of praying was to make a 
shawl. 
 This conception of art and religion reached its peak in India. Our temples are decorated 
with lifetimes of such beautiful work, and no artist’s name is written there. Konarak, 
Mahaballipuram, the Ajanta caves, all these beautiful places, all these devis (goddesses) and 
devata (gods), thousands and thousands, and each may require a lifetime of devotion of an artist. 
But no artists names are written there, because the artists devoted all their work to God. 
 This is true in all the arts of India, but in music especially. Music became the work of 
sufis and masters and pundits and saints because they were not concerned about material things. 
Musicians just worked on the swar, the musical notes, and in this way linked their lives to God. 
When you sit down and sing or play music with your whole heart, you are completely linked; 
you become one with God. Saying or reading the names Ram, Allah, God, may not link you so 
much as the musical note; the swar is more important than saying the words, because where 
words end, music begins. For example, in the vocal forms of dhrupad and khyal, the poetry is 
very simple, only a few lines long, but these few lines can be sung for hours. Through 
elaboration of the notes and through their own musical imagination, musicians give many 
different meanings far beyond the meanings of the words.  
 Another example is the alap, which is the slow melodic movement at the beginning of a 
rag. Alap means introduction, and in the alap each note is elaborated one at a time. Alap is like 
seeing a beautiful girl through a veil, which is removed very, very gradually. At first there is just 
a little glimpse, just the eyes, perhaps, then a little more, and a little more. That is how a rag 
comes into its full shape. The music does not just jump in front of you like a cabaret dancer; it 
unfolds slowly in front of your eyes. The musician moves slowly up the scale of a particular rag, 
one note at a time, beginning with the tonic, sa (do in do-re-mi) and moves around it and 
approaches it from every direction, to show you many different aspects of it. Then gradually the 
next note is approached and played and explored, and so slowly up the scale.  
 It is like watching dawn come: you look at the horizon, and from the darkness the colors 
begin to change, it becomes a little lighter. Then more colors come, and you see the first glimpse 
of the sun. And once the sun rises, it’s like reaching the top of the scale, the resolution of the SA, 
then other notes start opening, you can see the sun throwing light on the mountains, the trees, 
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touching this and then the next things with the light. 
  It is up to the listener to receive the intensity of that delight. How many people will go 
out and watch the sun coming up, the beauty of each moment of light, watching the earth 
revealed gradually moment by moment? Or go sit down by the seaside and see the beauty of the 
end of the day as the light dies at sunset? How many people even want to see their most beloved 
in that way? Everything we want quickly. But this music has developed for those who have the 
time, and whose minds have developed so that they can see and feel these beautiful visions. This 
music is for them. 
 If you sit quietly in a holy place and meditate, slowly you will see the love and blessings 
and the light, but you have to concentrate, you have to give it time. The same happens in the 
temple, the same happens in the mosque, the same happens everywhere. It is like the dawn, or 
the sunset; it doesn’t happen all at once. You must sit down and slowly the light changes and 
slowly everything starts unfolding. The alap is so delicate, like a bubble on the water. It is like 
meditation, like prayer. You go into your heart, and there are no words. Where all words end, 
where meaning cannot be expressed in words, that is where music starts.  
  *** 
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2 - GREAT MASTERS: ABDUL KARIM KHAN 
 
 When I want some musical ideas and my mind is blocked, I just have to hear a few 
musicians—my brother, Abdul Karim Khan, Ameer Khan, Bade Ghulam Ali Khan and the 
musical block will open, just like that. The same must happen to writers, that you feel you have 
no imagination, then you read Rumi, and suddenly your mind is flying into the clouds, and your 
imagination has no limits. I think it happens to us in all aspects of the arts.  
 Truly blessed are those who have studied the great masters so thoroughly that they 
understand the finest of their artistic achievements. The great masters offer guidelines and 
inspiration as we pursue our own directions. Our artistic imagination is always individual and 
unique, and we do not take the art of the masters as our own. Suppose I am a painter and I copy 
van Gogh: even if my copies are very good, I will never get anywhere, because it will still be van 
Gogh’s style, and people will seek the ultimate expression of that from van Gogh himself. But if 
I can really understand what van Gogh did, what he was aiming for in his paintings, even though 
I have my own concept of painting, I can be inspired by his. Those who are not themselves 
inspired cannot inspire others. If I am inspired, there is that absorption in my heart and mind, and 
whatever is absorbed can be given out again. The light that we give is the same light we receive. 
  From childhood, we musicians are trained to seek inspiration. “Go and listen to this 
master,” we are told by our own masters, “go and listen to that master.” For hours we listen, and 
then for hours we discuss the music. For example, Bade Ghulam Ali Khan singing those fast 
three-octave taans at lightning speed, his gamak like thundering clouds; the perfection with 
which he executed every phrase; the emotional impact of his imagination on the listener; the 
notes of his thumri piercing our hearts and tickling our bodies and minds and bringing tears to 
our eyes. I am so grateful to my brother for initiating me into the appreciation of these great 
masters, so that I could understand the fantastic heights and depths and meaning of their art. 
 And I am most grateful to my mother, because she was the person who planted the seed 
of inspiration in me. She talked to me about these great masters, she told me stories about them 
before I could understand anything. When she told these stories, she would cry. Now I am 
reaching the age when I think about these same stories, these same masters, these same values of 
our tradition, and when I talk about it now, I cry. When I was a child, my heart and mind were 
not big enough to take those stories so deep inside that my tears would come out. But the stories 
went deep enough in her, so when she told them to me, her tears came out. And that is happening 
to me now. 
 The great masters of the past sowed the seeds and tended the plants of our tradition; they 
were the gardeners for our art and culture. If we put a rose onto their graves, by way of honoring 
their memory, that is all they need from us. Our love and respect for them, our acknowledgement 
of their achievement brings to us the highest quality in musical arts, which is taaseer, the magical 
ability to move people. People who don’t have in their hearts this reverence for the masters may 
be very popular and may earn a lot of money, but their music will lack taaseer. Taaseer is 
possible only for those artists who go back deeper and deeper into the roots of our cultural 
heritage and understand the contributions of those great masters who were believed to have 
performed miracles through music. When we go into their souls, then only the taaseer can be felt 
in the music of our generation. Because the music performed at this moment is not the music of 
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this moment only: it has a span and depth of thousands of years, presented through the souls of 
this time.  
 — 
  Whenever I hear Abdul Karim Khan sing Rag Jogia, I cry.  Abdul Karim Khan died one 
year before my father died, and they were great friends. Their music was in the same style, 
mostly devotional and romantic, and they loved and admired each other very much. Rag Jogia 
was a favorite rag of both my father and of Abdul Karim Khan. It was sung finest by Abdul 
Karim Khan and played finest by my father. The word Jogia comes from the Sanskrit and is 
related to yoga, which means yoke. Yoga is to unite body and mind, and to unite God and self. 
The yogi is one who has found that unity, one who lives at a very high level, a holy man. In the 
Sufi philosophy, Jogia is also romantic; it is about being in love, but God is the beloved. The first 
line of Rag Jogia as sung by Abdul Karim Khan is “Biya ke mele kiya,” meaning, “I am craving 
to see my beloved.” This is one of the most beautiful songs in all recorded music. All singers, 
when they sing Jogia in their minds, they hear Abdul Karim Khan. If I am playing sitar, in my 
mind, going on behind my music and through my fingers is, Abdul Karim Khan singing “Biya ke 
mele kiya,” “I am craving to see my beloved.”  
 Ustad Abdul Karim Khan is considered one of the most melodious singers of the early 
part of this century. He was a great pillar of the Kirana gharana. Many great masters came from 
Kirana, which is near Saharanpur where my maternal grandfather lived and where my mother 
came from. Abdul Karim Khan was related to the maternal side of my family through his first 
wife, who was my mother’s aunt. 
  In musical families of the generation of Abdul Karim Khan, the men performed on the 
stage and got the recognition, but the women’s contribution was equally important. They 
received nothing, they just gave and gave and gave. This sacrifice they made for their love and 
their faith. Unfortunately, outsiders don’t know their names and don’t appreciate their 
contributions. But we musicians do: we admire their character, and we look upon the women of 
our gharana with the highest esteem. 
 This character is shown in the wife of Abdul Karim Khan. After getting married, Abdul 
Karim Khan left his new bride at home in Saharanpur and lived a long way away, in Miraj and 
Pune and Dharwar. It was difficult for a singer to become established, and often many years 
passed before they could return to their homes. Abdul Karim Khan never returned to his wife in 
Saharanpur. But her life was completely devoted to praying for him, although people taunted her 
about having been abandoned by her. She would say, “So what? He did what he had to do for his 
name and fame, and now look how great he is. He is the greatest singer of India.” And because 
she remained faithful to Abdul Karim Khan all her life, her nieces and cousins and other relatives 
looked after her, providing her with food and clothing, and giving her all their respect until her 
dying breath. But no one else knew her name, her loyalty is not recognized. I know about her 
only because she was my mother’s relative. 
 Abdul Karim Khan sang mostly romantic and devotional music. His recordings of khyals 
and thumris and dadras are immortal. They are only four or five minutes long, slightly longer 
than the three-minute 78 rpm records. But his Rag Basant, his Rag Shankara, his Rag Jhinjhoti, 
all those rags he recorded Bhimpalasi, Devgandhar, Shudh Kalyan, Anand Bhairavibecame the 
guideline for all the musicians of India. You cannot sing those rags now without thinking of the 
movements of Abdul Karim Khan’s music. He sang so beautifully that his recordings are like the 
Ten Commandments. 
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 There are many beautiful stories about the singing of Abdul Karim Khan. It is said that 
when he sang at Kaavasji Jahangir Hall in Bombay, a large concert hall with a glass dome, 
during the antara, the second part of the composition in the rag, Abdul Karim Khan hit the top 
SA with such accuracy that the glass dome shattered.  
  Along with his harmonium player and tabla player, Abdul Karim Khan had the most 
beautiful pair of tamboura, called Ganga and Jumna, after the two largest rivers in India. He 
would come onto the stage and just sit there without moving, as if he were in meditation. The 
tambouras and the harmonium would begin with the drone notes, which after a while put people 
into a kind of a trance. The audience could never tell exactly when Abdul Karim Khan began to 
sing, because his singing emerged so subtly from the meditation. Only very gradually people 
would begin to hear the movement of his voice arising within the sound of the drone instruments. 
 Abdul Karim Khan died in an extraordinary way, and yet he died in the most fitting way. 
He was traveling, and he felt that the last moment of his life was near, so he asked his 
harmonium player and tamboura players and tabla player to come down to the platform at the 
railway station (this was at Miraj, I think). On one corner of the platform, he spread a very nice 
dhurrie that he always had with him, and he asked them to tune the tambouras and tabla. He sat 
in the middle of them, and they all tuned their instruments, thinking they were going to perform. 
As I said, you could not tell exactly when his singing started within the sound of the instruments. 
This time the drone began and played for a long time, but no voice emerged, and eventually they 
realized that he had died. 
 Abdul Karim Khan had very good students, and he trained them like his own children. 
Two of his best students were Roshan Ara and Hirabai Barodkhar. Roshan Ara became one of 
the finest women singers in India. She was known for singing very fast. Singing is often 
compared with martial arts in India, and such comparisons were often made about the singing of 
Roshan Ara. Just as we might say that a boxer is so fast that while his opponent strikes a single 
blow, this boxer strikes ten blows, so in music we would say that in the time it takes some 
singers to sing one phrase of taan, Roshan Ara could sing ten phrases of taan. She was a 
mind-boggling singer, and even male singers were frightened of her. When she sang like 
lightning and thunder, even the great masters of those days would start looking sideways with 
apprehension. Abdul Karim Khan never showed off with very fast taans, perhaps because he had 
such a fantastic student in Roshan Ara, who was living proof of his accomplishments. 
  *** 
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3 - GROWING UP 
 
 I never went to school because we were always moving from place to place. But I was 
blessed with the most fantastic education an artist can have: being among the finest musicians of 
my country and learning from the great musicians in my own family. When I look back, I am 
amazed at how beautifully it all happened.  
 One of my favorite childhood memories reminds me of how far I have come in my life. 
When I was about 8 years old, my best friend was a goat my mother bought for Eid. Once a year, 
Muslims sacrifice a goat in honor of Ibrahim. The story of Ibrahim’s sacrifice of his son Isaak is 
in the Koran, just as it is in the Bible. God asked Ibrahim to sacrifice what was most beloved to 
him. Ibrahim sacrificed many things, but God kept asking for the most beloved thing. So, 
Ibrahim said, “My son Isaak is the most beloved thing to me.” When Ibrahim told Isaak about 
this, Isaak said, “Please do as God asks and sacrifice me.” So Ibrahim took a knife to kill his son, 
but Isaak said, “You must tie something around your eyes so you will not feel mercy.” This is the 
kind of fortitude that is seen in prophets, and that is why we still revere them to this day. When 
God saw that Ibrahim’s devotion was perfect, he sent a ram from heaven, which Ibrahim found 
caught in a thicket, and so he sacrificed the ram instead of his son. 
  Muslims repeat this sacrifice ritualistically every year by killing a goat. I was allowed to 
take care of the goat my mother bought; you are supposed to feed them well to fatten them up. I 
loved that goat so much! The goat was huge, and I would ride up this beautiful mountainside on 
it, holding onto its horns. This was a time of such innocence and happiness for me. On the day of 
the sacrifice, I was sent away. And after that my life turned from the freedom of childhood. 
Today I marvel that the boy who was riding that goat in the wilderness was only a few years later 
singing in Bombay films, and then was taught by great masters, and eventually fulfilled the 
dreams of his father and mother to be recognized as a musician worthy of his heritage. Let me 
tell how that happened. 
 — 
 My mother was my teacher from the beginning, all the way through my life. I was trained 
by my maternal grandfather and uncle, my paternal uncle, and my brother, all of them great 
masters of Indian classical music. But in the deepest sense, my teacher is my mother, to this day. 
Compositions she taught me I have taught to my own children. They are like maps to a treasure, 
still showing me new ways of improvising, subtle developments of musical themes, still 
inspiring me to go deeper into the soul of ancient rags.   

My mother, Begum Bashiran, belonged to a long line of singers and wrestlers, a unique 
combination that had continued for generations in her family. Her father, my maternal 
grandfather, Ustad Bandeh Hasan Khan, was very handsome. In addition to being a singer and a 
wrestler, he loved riding and hunting and was a fine sportsman. His wife, my maternal 
grandmother, died when my mother was a young child, and so my mother became very attached 
to her father. He remarried into the family of Ustad Abban Khan, who belonged to the gharana 
of the greatest dhrupadiya lineage of India and was closely related to Ustad Allah Bandeh 
Zakiruddin, great-grandfather of the Dagar brothers of our time. Ustad Abban Khan was highly 
respected for his knowledge. Although my grandfather was already becoming well known as a 
singer, he was still seeking higher knowledge. So when he came into contact with this great 
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master of classical vocal music, Ustad Abban Khan, he committed himself to learning from him.  
 My mother was around 8 or 10 years old when my grandfather started studying with 
Ustad Abban Khan, and she always went with him to his singing lessons. In those days girls 
were not sent to schools, but by being with her father during all those sessions when the master 
was teaching him, she was learning herself. She told me that as a child she learned everything 
her father learned, and when my grandfather came home and practiced, she sat in front of him 
the whole time, fanning him with a punkah. She also sang with him, and he would correct her 
and teach her. Even when my grandfather practiced at night, she would not go and sleep in her 
room; she would say, “Let me put a blanket here by your side while you are practicing, and if 
you need anything, you just wake me up.” Zindeh Hasan Khan, my mother’s younger brother, 
who later taught me, was trained in music by their father, and my mother learned what he was 
learning too. So, from her early childhood until her teens, she was absorbing all that knowledge. 
There was a kind of craving in her for music. By hook or by crook, she learned; she was 
determined. I have never come across anyone who knows so many compositions; she knew 
hundreds and hundreds. Although she was not formally trained, she did not practice music the 
way male children do and she did not have technical knowledge, she knew music in her whole 
being. 
 When my mother was around l5, her father, who had been court musician for seven or 
eight maharajahs, became court musician at the Indore darbar. At this time the Indore was the 
cultural seat of Indian classical music, and all the great masters came there. My paternal 
grandfather Ustad Imdad Khan was also a court musician at the Indore darbar, and that is how 
my two grandfathers met and arranged the marriage between my mother and my father. This was 
a great sangham, when two giant musical families were joined, one a singing gharana and one 
an instrumental gharana.   

After the marriage, when my mother came to live in the house of Ustad Imdad Khan and 
my father, she was surrounded by instrumental music. She had loved hearing my paternal 
grandfather play the surbahar at Indore, and she loved hearing my father play. Perhaps her 
upbringing in dhrupad influenced her, because it is dhrupad style that is played on surbahar. 
 When my paternal grandfather died, my father succeeded him as the greatest musician of 
India. At that point, we moved to Calcutta, where I was born. But then my father died 
prematurely, when he was around 58-60, at the peak of his career.  
 After that, my family went through a very difficult time. My mother didn’t know how to 
read and write, and like Muslim women of her class, she did not go out of the house, so she 
entrusted one of my father’s students with handling her banking and financial matters. When the 
check came to my mother from my father’s life insurance policy, this student got my mother to 
endorse the check, then he disappeared with the money.  
 Around 1939-40, when the Japanese had reached Burma, there was great fear that 
Calcutta would be bombed, and many people left then. My mother had no money, so she sold her 
ornaments and even her clothes and took us four children (one daughter had married) first to 
Lucknow then to Delhi then to Saharanpur, where her family lived. The one thing she kept was 
my father’s surbahar, and she carried it wherever we went.  
 One reason we went to Saharanpur was so that we could have formal musical training 
from my maternal grandfather and uncle. So, for those 6 or 7 years in Saharanpur, I was trained 
in singing, and during all that time, I was still being taught by my mother. And her direction was 
perfect for me: I was young, I was obedient, I was strong, and I was disciplined. She could put 
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me to any test, and she did.   
 My career as a musician began in the late 1940s, when I was 8 or 10 years old. We 
moved from Saharanpur to Bombay, where my brother found us a very nice apartment near 
Muhammad Ali Road, which is a Muslim area. I had a very beautiful voice and was showing 
promise as a singer; before my voice changed, I sang popular songs in the female voice. My 
voice was so strong that when I sang at home, someone from the mosque down the road would 
come ask me to stop when it was time for namaz, because my singing disturbed the people who 
were trying to pray. I sang popular songs, I sang qawwali on the streets, and I sang in films. 
 Qawwali is a semi-classical form of Sufi devotional songs. Instead of singing about gods, 
we sing about Islamic saints. These songs are sung at shrines and at Muslim festivals where 
maybe one thousand, two thousand people will sit the whole night in the street to listen to a 
famous qawwaliya. Qawwali is very popular in Pakistan. It has a very loud drumming and 
clapping which can make you go into a trance. Flamenco music is derived from the same root as 
qawwali. The best-known qawwali singer in Bombay in those days was Bandeh Hassan, who 
was one of my cousins. He wanted me to sing qawwali, and my mother said, “Yes, go and sing 
with him.” He used me as counterpoint; he sang in the male voice, and I sang in the female 
voice.  
 Another cousin of mine, Hafiz Khan Mustana, arranged for me to sing in films. In Indian 
films singing is dubbed by professionals called “playback” singers. H. Khan Mustana was at that 
time one of the most popular playback singers in Hindi films, and he was one of the nicest men 
I’ve ever known. He dressed very beautifully, because he made a lot of money in those days, and 
he would take me around with him to the studios and tell me to sing with the chorus girls. Of 
course I would say yes; I had no judgment of my own whether I should sing or not sing. I would 
be the only child there, singing in the chorus with women.  
  I am very grateful to my cousin for giving me the opportunity to be part of the Bombay 
film world as a child. Later I performed solo in “Laila and Majnu,” the Indian version of Romeo 
and Juliet, and in “Humayun,” about the son of the great Mughal emperor Babur. And I had the 
privilege of seeing some of the greatest singers and actresses of that period, like Nur Jahan. She 
was so beautiful, a classically trained singer and also a very fine actress. Nur Jahan was idolized 
the way Doris Day was idolized in Hollywood films. Later Nur Jahan migrated to Pakistan, and 
her career declined there. But she was a very famous singer of that time, when I was a playback 
singer. The great actors of that era are looked upon in the film industry the way we look upon 
Cary Grant and Doris Day and other actors of the thirties and forties and fifties. Bombay was our 
Hollywood, and to have come from Saharanpur, where I was a village boy riding on a goat to 
suddenly be part of the Bombay film industry, it was an extraordinary life for a child of that age.  
 I am grateful that my mother did not restrict me to classical music but allowed me to sing 
popular music and to have that breadth of musical experience. My mother did not say, as a 
mother might, “Oh, my son is the son of Ustad Enayet Khan and should not sing with the 
playback girls’ chorus.”  
 Still, all this time my mother said that I would have to play surbahar, because “this was 
the instrument of your father and grandfather and great-grandfather.” I think the spirits of my 
father, my grandfathers, my great-grandfathers, their life in heaven blessed me, because, against 
all odds, I did learn to play the surbahar. And of course it would not have happened without my 
mother’s determination. She was concerned that if I didn’t play the surbahar, this great 
instrument would disappear. Also, my brother was becoming the greatest sitar player of India, so 
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she wanted me to play a different instrument so that I too would be great and carry the heritage 
of my family. So, when my voice started changing, I turned to instrumental music. 
 My grandfather’s two sons played both sitar and surbahar, but my father was more 
famous for sitar, and my uncle Ustad Waheed Khan was more famous for surbahar. At the time 
we moved to Bombay, this uncle was the only living surbahar player, so I was very fortunate to 
have him as a teacher. He would come to our home and instruct me on both surbahar and sitar. 
Around that same time, the great singer ——- used to come to my home with his ——— in his 
hand, and he would sing and I would play sitar, for hours together. He didn’t charge anything; he 
just taught me; he looked upon me like his own son. For four, five, six hours, he would sing and I 
would play with him.  
 Once I became proficient on the sitar, I again performed in films as an instrumentalist. In 
Indian films, whenever there is a romantic scene, there must be a sitar playing. I became a very 
popular sitar player in films. I can remember riding the bus through Bombay, carrying my sitar 
without a case, just a cloth cover. With my sitar I would run and catch a moving bus, and then 
jump off the moving bus. This was a fantastically happy time of my life.  
 I used to play guitar, too. When I was a teenager, I could roller skate and play film songs 
on guitar at the same time. I could even skate backwards and play guitar and sing. My brother 
used to take the whole family to Mussoorie, and there was a rollerskating rink there where I 
could skate and I play film songs on guitar, which made me very popular with the other boys and 
girls. 
 Around 1952, we moved back to Calcutta. That also was a fabulous time, a dream-like 
era when there were many, many music conferences. Every night you could hear the greatest 
musicians performing: Bade Ghulam Ali Khan and Ameer Khan and Bismillah Khan and Ravi 
Shankar and Ali Akbar Khan, and of course my elder brother, Vilayat Khan. By then I played 
sitar very well, and I started playing duets with my brother, who was becoming very famous. 
 So, my mother began to see fulfilled her ambition of bringing us two brothers to the 
highest level of musicianship, and making the fort of our gharana strong again. Then she wanted 
me to marry, and as soon my children were born, she started teaching them. Much of my life, as 
an adult as well as a child, was determined by her wishes and desires, and that is my good 
fortune. And my children are fortunate that their early musical training was under her guidance. 
She did exactly the same with them as she had with me: waking them up in the middle of the 
night to teach them a composition that had come into her mind, making them sing it so she 
wouldn’t forget it. Her life was full of enthusiasm for music. And she was filled with this pride 
of the dynasty, that her father was the greatest singer, her father-in-law and then her husband 
were the greatest instrumentalists of their times. She was determined not lose that, so she sold 
everything to be able to save that empire of knowledge, to hold the gharana together, to return it 
to the same high level of fame and status.  
 As time passes, I see more clearly the crucial role my mother played, I see the strength of 
her heart. She is the real reason for the survival of our gharana. After my father died, when 
people came crying, she would point to me and say, “He needs to be taught.” Her own craving 
for learning was planted like a seed in me and my brother, so that we could flower. Because she 
couldn’t carry on the musical tradition herself, she saw to it that it happened in her children.  
  To be great, a life must have a philosophy, an aim, and a concern for the past, the present, 
and the future, and in this sense my mother is very great. She was the most important person in 
this century for our gharana, because she represented her father, her father-in-law, her brother, 
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her brother-in-law, her husband, and her children. She was born at the beginning of this century, 
she lived until nearly the end of this century, and in the middle, she was the only link between 
the time of her father and husband and her children. By the grace of God, the surbahar and sitar 
gharana survives because of Bashiran Begum. It all centered on her. 
 — 
 So, this was my upbringing. My life has been very beautiful, the way it started, the way it 
changed, everything that happened along the way. I had a lot of struggle, but I look upon each 
challenge as contributing its part to the whole. Allah ka shukr, I took everything that came my 
way as a blessing; I took life and went along with it. I did not reject things, I did not say, this I 
will do, that I won’t do. A lot of people make such distinctions about things, but I did not. If 
somebody asked me to sing, I sang. When there was a possibility of singing qawwali in the 
street, I did that; when there was a possibility of singing in the chorus for a film song, I did that; 
when there was a possibility of playing sitar in the theatre, I did that. I never said no to any 
possibility. All those things gave me experiences that flowed into what I am today. 
  *** 
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4 - AHMADJAN THIRAKWA   
 
 Ustad Ahmadjan Thirakwa was one of the greatest tabla players of this century. He 
played with my grandfather, he played with my father, he played with my brother and with me, 
and he played with my sons and with my brother’s son. He lived to be over a hundred years oldor 
perhaps we all stopped counting, because what is age with such a person? He performed all his 
life, and until the end he was as good as ever.  
 He was a stiff, strong, broad-shouldered man, straight-backed and straight-necked. His 
face was like an eagle, with sharp eyes; I am talking about the great eagle that flies high and has 
such strength and beauty and eyes that can see for miles. I have never seen such a powerful face 
in my life.   

Ahmadjan Thirakwa was the most beloved tabla player of my father. In fact, the last 
concert my father played, in a big music festival in Allahabad in 1938, he was accompanied by 
Ahmadjan Thirakwa. My father knew he was going to die, and he announced that that would be 
his last performance. Afterward my father said to Ahmadjan Thirakwa, “Please look after my 
sons.” 
 I met Ustad Ahmadjan Thirakwa when I was about twelve years old. It was at a Bombay 
radio station where my brother was performing for a live broadcast, and Ahmajan Thirakwa was 
his tabla player. That was my first exposure to Bombay and to my brother’s concerts. My brother 
was very young then, and he was like fire; he played very fast movements, and no tabla player 
could keep up with his speed. Ahmadjan Thirakwa was the greatest tabla player of India. Then 
he was nearly sixty years old, and my brother was twenty years old. My brother was very proud 
of how fast he played, and as they were playing, he said to this great master, “You are not equal 
to my speed.” 
 Now, that shows one aspect of our musicianship: when we are on the stage, we have the 
artistic freedom to show to our achievements to the fullest, and there is no teacher and no 
student. That does not mean we do not respect each other. But at this live broadcast my brother 
spoke in this way, and Ustad Ahmadjan Thirakwa replied, “I was equal in speed to your father 
and grandfather, and you are saying that I am not equal to you?” The station director, 
Z. A. Bhokhari, immediately interrupted the broadcast and put something else on the air, then 
when this little disagreement was over, the concert was broadcast again.  
 Ustad Ahmadjan Thirakwa was very upset, naturally, but after the concert my brother 
touched his feet, because he respected him the way he would respect our own father. But I didn’t 
know, I was just a twelve-year-old boy and I was seeing so many things for the first time, 
happening in front of me, it was all like a wonder. 
  After the concert we left the studio, and there were many, many musicians, and the radio 
staff was there and so many people were standing around. I was in a corner behind one of the 
people from home. Suddenly Ahmadjan Thirakwa asked my brother, “Who is that boy?” And my 
brother said, “He is my younger brother, Imrat.” And Ahmadjan Thirakwa said, “Oh, you have a 
younger brother? I didn’t know that Enayet Khan had two sons.” And my brother said, “Yes, he 
has been in Saharanpur and has just recently come to Bombay.” And this great master said, “Oh, 
very nice. Bless you, my boy.” And then my brother told me to touch his feet. And I was so 
embarrassed that I didn’t know what to do. So I just hid behind other guests, and I would not go 
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up to Ahmadjan Thirakwa. They talked about something else, then again my brother looked at 
me and said very quietly, “Touch his feet. Touch his feet.” By then I was completely terrified, 
and I was thinking of running out of the room. I was embarrassed because I had never touched 
anyone’s feet before in public. I might be doing it in my home, but not in front of other people, 
and this was my first time to be in such a gathering, so it was overwhelming. But Ahmadjan 
Thirakwa said, “That’s fine, that’s fine. Bless you.” But then my brother said with fire in his eyes 
and thunder in his voice, “You touch his feet now!” And I did. I was humiliated, but I was forced 
to touch his feet. Actually, what I did was sort of brush his knees, quickly. Then again I went and 
hid behind someone. And again my brother called me, “Come here. Touch his feet again.” And 
Ahmadjan Thirakwa said, “No, no, it’s enough. Vilayat, this is enough!” But my brother said 
again, “You touch his feet.” 
 I had to touch his feet. And that was the greatest teaching my brother gave me in my life. 
From that day onward, I never saw the eyes of a master. I only saw the feet of a master. That was 
the greatest dream —--. And this gave me such an access to masters that I knew I could reach 
them if I touched their feet. I could —— knowledge. When I was among all my father’s friends, 
I would go straight and touch the feet of the masters, and immediately they accepted me. They 
accepted me because I am the son of Enayet Khan and I am the brother of Vilayat Khan, and 
they saw my humbleness, that I touched their feet. Allah ka shukr, I am very grateful that this 
happened to me.  
 — 
  I heard Ahmadjan Thirakwa perform in the last years before he died in 1976, and the only 
thing that had deteriorated at that age was his sight. That was a private concert, and all the tabla 
players of Calcutta were there, starting from very senior, most respected ones, including Ustad 
Garamatullah Khan, to young students. About five hundred people were packed into a room with 
a capacity of two hundred. Ahmadjan Thirakwa was brought from the greenroom to the stage, a 
very low stage because we were all sitting on the floor, and people were sitting as close as two 
yards from him. Ustad Garamatullah Khan, who respected him like his own father, tuned his 
tabla. Then they put the tabla in front of him, and he started playing. His playing was so perfect 
even at that age that all these tabla players wanted to see how he struck, how he produced a 
sound so perfect that no other tabla player could match it. His tabla had a heart, his tabla had 
breath, his tabla had a mouth, his tabla had teeth, his tabla spoke like a tongue. That’s how 
fantastic the sound was.  
 Slowly the tabla players sitting near him moved closer and closer. By the end of his 
performance they were sitting one foot away from his tabla, and he didn’t know that because he 
was not looking. Or perhaps he sensed that this was happening, but he didn’t mind. That was one 
of the best performances I heard. That was a solo performance, a very beautiful concert. For two 
hours they were watching his tabla from as close as they could get, as if it were a wonder of the 
world. They looked at his tabla and his hands the way a jeweler looks at a diamond to see its 
facets and its depth and its fire and its unique beauty. 
 Another great performance I heard by Ahmadjan Thirakwa was in the Eros Cinema in 
Bombay, a very big concert hall. At this concert, Allaudin Khan, Ali Akbar Khan, and Ravi 
Shankar were all on stage. And on one side was Kanthe Maharaj, one of the greatest tabla 
players, and on the other was Ahmadjan Thirakwa. So, there were these two great tabla players 
and these three great instrumentalists. In those days Ali Akbar and Ravi Shankar were playing 
music more as entertainment. But as soon as they started playing to the gallery, Ahmadjan 
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Thirakwa showed them up by demonstrating his ability in a way that made them look like 
children. In the part of the performance where one musician plays a phrase and challenges 
another one to repeat it, which we call question-and-answer, Ahmadjan Thirakwa took on each 
of the others, first Allaudin Khan then Ali Akbar Khan then Ravi Shankar and then Kanthe 
Maharaj, and he completely dominated all of them. He played in a grand way that told the 
audience that whether the game was pure musicianship or just showmanship, he would win the 
contest. 
  I had an amazing experience hearing Ahmadjan Thirakwa play at a private concert my 
brother arranged. This concert was held to celebrate the ganda ceremony when my brother 
accepted as his student the son of Ustad Latafat Husain Khan, a famous singer of the Agra 
gharana. It was also an occasion for my brother’s son Shujat to play with Ahmadjan Thirakwa, 
so he could have the blessing of this great tabla master. The concert was in the house of one of 
my brother’s students, Arvind Barikh. About two hundred people were there, sitting on the floor 
on a thick carpet, on the third floor of this apartment. I was sitting about ten meters away in a 
balcony, with fifty, seventy people between me and the performers. The sound of the tabla was 
so perfect that it penetrated the floor and traveled all the way across the room, where I felt it in 
my body. It is hard to describe that experience: the sound vibrated so strongly in my body, as if 
he was playing inside me. When they finished, my brother played, with a different tabla player 
accompanying him. The performance of Ahmadjan Thirakwa was so fantastic that this other 
tabla player was completely overwhelmed; he could hardly tune his tabla. And when he played, 
in the same spot, I felt no vibration. Same instrument, same place, different person, and that 
magical experience did not happen. The sound was not going into the floor, or it would have 
come to me. 
 *** 
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5 - MUSICAL LINEAGE: SURBAHAR, SITAR, AND SINGING STYLE 
 
 Indian music was developed by solitary musicians playing to God. And since God is 
within oneself, one plays to oneself. Therefore, most Indian instruments were developed not for 
performance, not for others to listen to and clap or cheer, but to be played for the musicians 
themselves, so they could hear the music and feel the wonder and beauty of it. It is said that 
when music is played beautifully, God will be listening. 
  The most ancient stringed instrument of India, the veena (today called bin in Hindustani 
music), has a very soft and delicate sound because there was no need for the sound to carry over 
any distance. The bin is made of two large gourds joined by a round bamboo fingerboard with 
frets. Mythologically, it is believed that the instrument was inspired by Shiva’s image of his 
beloved Parvati sleeping with her arm across her chest; the two gourds of the bin are like her 
breasts, the fingerboard between them is like her arm, and the frets are like bangles. The 
intimacy of this image is reflected in the experience of the musician playing the bin. The two 
gourds fit closely into the musician’s body, the upper one against the left shoulder and neck, the 
lower one under the right arm and against the ribs. The sound resonates mainly into the gourds 
and then into the musician’s body, rather than being projected outwardly to the listener. The 
surbahar was developed from the bin and is similar in this inward quality. When I play surbahar, 
I feel the musical notes in my body, and that experience is uplifting to my soul.  
 The intimate and inward quality of these instruments is present also in the extraordinary 
subtlety of their sound. If you strike a note on a stringed instrument, it is the nature of the string 
to produce a vibration of an octave and a secondary vibration at a higher interval of a fifth. This 
overtone is much softer, of course, than the struck note, and you must be at close range to hear it. 
If the struck sound can be heard at a certain distance, the overtone will be audible only much 
closer to the instrument. Now, from that first overtone of a fifth, another overtone is produced, a 
fifth higher, and to hear that, one must be even closer. And from that fifth another fifth vibrates, 
so high that perhaps only a dog or cat or mouse or mosquito can hear it. We cannot hear it. I wish 
we could. 
 Actually, I think we musicians do hear those overtones, or sense them in some way. The 
infinite subtlety of those vibrations, the sounds going on and on without end that makes us 
musicians feel humble, and humble, and more humble. I think if I practice a certain phrase for a 
week, I will be able to play it very beautifully. Then when I am playing that phrase so 
beautifully, I remember that at the same time that phrase is sounding two, three, four, even ten 
times in the overtones produced by the strings I strike, and the overtones of the overtones. That 
makes me feel humble. 
 A musician’s life is fantastic. It’s like climbing a mountain: a lot of effort is required to 
reach a certain point, but then you see a breathtaking view, and the more effort you put in to it, 
the higher you climb, and the more you see. In that way, rising higher makes you humble, 
because the more we see of the splendor of creation, the more we understand how much of it is 
beyond us. That is how I feel playing sitar and surbahar.  
 The surbahar is a great instrument, a very challenging instrument. It says, “How much 
physical strength do you have? Show me. How much musical imagination do you have? Show 
me.” And when you show your strength and your imagination, then the surbahar gives you more 
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ideas and more vision. As a musician I must take a risk, going to the breaking point of my 
physical strength and my musical ideas, and then the instrument itself takes me further. To 
explain this, I must describe how the surbahar developed.  
 Many of the most important innovations in design and playing technique of both surbahar 
and sitar were made by musicians in my family: my great-grandfather, Ustad Sahabdad Khan; 
my grandfather, Ustad Imdad Khan; my father, Ustad Enayet Khan; and my brother, Ustad 
Vilayat Khan. 
 My great-grandfather, Ustad Sahabdad Khan, was a great musician who played many 
instruments: bin, sitar, kachwa veena, sarangi. He was an innovator in designing and expanding 
the capacity of stringed instruments, and he is credited with developing the surbahar from the 
kachwa veena. He also invented a very big sarangi, comparable to a cello in relation to a violin, 
and he named that instrument sursagar, which means cascade of melody. He perfected this 
instrument and taught it to one of the greatest sarangi players at the end of last century, Ustad 
Mamman Khan. Ustad Mamman Khan tried to teach sursagar to his own children, but as with the 
surbahar, it needed so much physical strength and so much knowledge and devotion to practice, 
because the pressure of the strings on the fingers is very great.  

So, unfortunately, the sursagar slowly disappeared. Now people have even forgotten the 
name of this instrument. The sarangi, too, is rarely heard now because it demands so much of the 
musician to practice and learn the technique. But I am very grateful that the surbahar did survive, 
mainly because of the great devotion of my forefathers, my grandfather and my father and my 
uncle Ustad Waheed Khan, and also, I say in all modesty, because of my own efforts. Although I 
have been playing surbahar from my childhood, until recently in India I was seldom asked to 
perform on surbahar; I was mostly invited to play sitar. But after my brother and I developed the 
sitar and surbahar duet, there have been more opportunities to perform on the surbahar. Some of 
the recordings of those duets are still among the finest of Indian classical music. Western 
listeners, from the beginning, recognized the beauty of the surbahar. And I am very grateful to 
Allah that two of my sons, Irshad and Shafaat, play surbahar; already Irshad is the finest young 
surbahar player of India. 
  Sahabdad Khan also invented many musical subjects to be played on the surbahar and 
sursagar and sitar. His innovations, both technical and melodical, were developed through his 
son, my grandfather, Ustad Imdad Khan. Sahabdad Khan devoted his life to making a great 
musician of his son, through whose hands his own creative achievements became perfected and 
established. 
 A lot of instrumental style in Indian classical music is derived from the veena. The 
original form of the veena, called rudra-veena in North India, is still played today. (In our time, 
its greatest exponents are Ustad Asad Ali Khan and the late Ustad Zia Moinuddin Dagar.) But 
the veena was a little awkward to hold and limited in its sound projection. The kachwa veena 
was easier to handle and improved the projection of sound. Kachwa means tortoise, and the back 
of the lower gourd of the kachwa veena looks like a tortoiseshell. The lower gourd is cut in half 
with a wooden sound board covering the open half so that the front is flat instead of round. 
While the strings of the rudra-veena could be pulled sideways to raise the pitch of a note without 
moving the finger to another fret, the kachwa veena extended this ability called meend, by 
another one or two steps. Meend, the range that pitch can be raised by pulling the string sideways 
rather than moving the finger to another fret, the slides and glides through the notes is an 
important characteristic of Indian music. 
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 The modifications of the kachwa veena made by my great-grandfather led to the 
development of the surbahar. The lower gourd and sound board of the surbahar are like the 
kachwa veena, and the gourd that rests on the shoulder is smaller. The fingerboard is wooden 
rather than bamboo, and it is joined to the gourd in an integrated way, becoming one form 
instead of two separate ones, as it is in the sitar and guitar and violin. 
  It is believed that my great-grandfather also added    strings, which are the resonating or 
sympathetic strings, and chikari strings, which provide the higher-octave tonic drone, four more 
frets, and the modification of the flat bridge (javari) which is scientifically carved at the edge 
where the strings touch to produce a ringing sound, the shiny quality of the sound that we 
associate with sitar. These innovations enhanced the sound by creating great overtone capacities 
of the fifth and higher-octave notes. This resulted in an extraordinary character of the sound 
which distinguishes the sitar and surbahar among the galaxy of thousands of instruments 
developed in human history. 
 My great-grandfather’s greatest achievement was in extending the meend to nearly an 
octave. On all stringed instruments except the veena and instruments developed from it, pulling a 
string sideways either breaks it or forces it out of tune. With steel strings and a longer and wider 
fingerboard, they can be pulled sideways and when released, the tone will return to normal pitch. 
On the surbahar it became possible to play up to seven notes from each fret by pulling the string 
sideways with the left hand. Now, the tension on the string and pressure on the finger on that 
seventh note becomes so intense that after playing a few hours, the finger feels chopped up and is 
very painful. Therefore sitar and surbahar players methodically harden the skin on the tip of the 
finger by working on the instrument every day and gradually increasing the time of practicing 
from five minutes to half an hour to one hour to two hours to five hours to ten hours a day, so a 
callous builds up to withstand the knife-edge sharpness of the string.  
  The whole concept of the instrument was changed by my great-grandfather’s alterations, 
so he changed the name as well. “Sur” means musical notes, or tune, and “bahar” means 
springtime, the season of flowers blossoming. So the name suggests the blossoming of music 
from this instrument. Just as a flower develops from a bud to full-blown blossom, which then 
dies and falls, the notes of the instrument are exactly the same: when we strike one note, the 
overtone is like another little bud blossoming, and then it dies, and while it dies, another 
overtone flowers beyond it.  The surbahar has a range of four octaves, which, in terms of 
Western instruments, extends approximately from the lowest notes of the double bass to the 
highest notes of the cello. The surbahar also produces an unlimited combination of overtones 
because of the sympathetic strings. The lower notes vibrate an octave lower. The higher 
overtones vibrate at pitches beyond the range detectable by the human ear. 
 All the ways in which my great-grandfather increased the capacity and versatility of the 
surbahar required years of experimentation, not only with the dimensions and design of the 
instrument but also with playing technique. The wider fingerboard, for example, required a wider 
finger-spread, which meant different fingering patterns. My great-grandfather created hundreds 
of musical subjects for surbahar and sitar, for both right and left hands, and taught them to his 
son, my grandfather, who developed and perfected them. Many were technical subjects to be 
played after the alap, in the movements called jorh and jhala. These are rhythmic movements, 
unaccompanied by tabla, in which the melodical and rhythmic variety of the instrument is 
demonstrated. He invented other subjects to be played after jorh and jhala with accompaniment 
of the pakavaj (a drum held horizontally and played with one hand on each end) in the dhrupad 
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and dhamar styles.  
  Traditionally, alap and jorh were performed on surbahar, not on sitar. The subjects 
played in these serious movements came from the dhrupad and dhamar styles developed on the 
veena, going all the way back to the time of Mia Tan Sen and beyond. Traditionally, the sitar 
was used for happier, more melodious music, consisting of gat and tora, short phrases played 
mainly by right hand with simple melodical patterns played by the left hand.  
 Until the time of my father, double and quadruple strokes were played with the right 
hand; that is, the left hand moved on the fingerboard at half the speed of the right hand. My 
father was the first to play with both hands moving at the same speed; in his ekehra taan, which 
means single stroke, each stroke is a different note rather than two strokes being played on the 
same note.   
 Both sitar and surbahar were played in my family, which put them in the forefront of a 
major development in the way Indian music is performed in this century. My grandfather, father, 
and uncle played alap, jorh, and jhala on surbahar, and vilambit gat, drut gat, ekehra taan, tihai, 
and jhala on sitar. This was the pattern my family established, and many other musicians 
adopted it. But after the death of my father, my brother, the only musician in my family who did 
not play surbahar introduced surbahar subjects on the sitar. This greatly increased the sitar 
repertoire. Once Vilayat Khan began to play alap and jorh on sitar, adapting various subjects 
from surbahar, so did many other musicians, and that has become the standard format for 
performance for all instruments used in Indian classical music, not only plucked instruments but 
bowed and wind instruments as well. 
 One of the things my father was most famous for was fast phrases called taans and tihais, 
played in the movements following alap. In playing taans, the left hand moves along with the 
right hand at lightning speed. Tihai is the musical phrase that follows the taan; it is repeated 
three times and then returns to SAM, which is the first beat of the rhythmic cycle. My father 
invented hundreds of fantastic tihais. He taught them to his students and his sons, and he 
recorded them, so we know how great his contribution was. Some of these melodic compositions 
which conclude with a crescendo have become the standard style of ending the performance in 
Hindustani classical music. 
  Although my father played very fast and was recognized for his command of laykari, the 
intricate calculation of rhythmic patterns, the main character of his music was more emotional. 
He was best known and loved for the rags with karuna ras (pathos) with bhakti ras (devotional) 
rags like Rag Jogia, Rag Bhageshri, Rag Bhairon, Rag Todi, Rag Yaman, and Rag Darbariand 
with sringar ras (romantic mood) rags like Rag Pillu, Rag Bhairavi, Rag Khammaj, Rag Desh, 
Rag Tilak Kamod. When he played karuna ras, a thousand people in the hall had handkerchiefs 
in their hands.    

In the 1920s Calcutta was becoming a center for the arts and culture. My father often 
performed at the house of Rabindranath Tagore, the great poet. Tagore had a great understanding 
and very beautiful philosophy about music. He and my father were great friends, and they 
worked side by side to bring art and culture to not only the noble families but also into the homes 
of the middle class people of Bengal and also to the girls in those families. Up until this time, 
respectable women were not allowed to learn music or to participate in theatre; for women, 
singing and dancing were associated with forms of entertainment considered less than 
respectable. My father and Tagore were the first to educate girls in the arts. In fact, one of my 
father’s students, Renuka Saha, was the first girl to play sitar on the stage. 
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  Just as Tagore tried to bring to the people of Bengal the arts of poetry, theatre, and poetic 
songs (Rabindrasangeet), my father brought instrumental music to the people. The sitar became 
very popular through the efforts of my father. In almost every home there was a sitar.  
 Before my father’s time, the sitar size varied a lot, some had long necks, some very short, 
some were very thick and others were thin. My father is credited with standardizing the 
measurements so all sitars and surbahars are alike in their dimensions. One of the best instrument 
makers was in Calcutta, Kanhai Lal Brothers. Their instruments were the equivalent of 
Stradivarius violins. Because my father had lots of students, he ordered lots of instruments from 
Kanhai Lal, and that provided an opportunity for thorough research by comparing measurements 
and sound in hundreds of sitars ordered during that period. In this way, the instrument was 
brought to perfection. Just as my grandfather had, my father again increased the meend on the 
sitar to five notes. I think I will not be wrong to say that it was Ustad Enayet Khan who brought 
the sitar to perfection and to its fame, so that the sitar became the most fantastic and most 
popular instrument of India. 
 My father had lots of students among the zamindar families, landowners who had become 
rich under the British Raj. As raj guru at Gauripur in Mymensingh district in East Bengal (now 
Bangladesh), my father was the teacher to the maharajah. Brijendra Kishore Ray Chaudhury was 
the maharajah, and his son Birendra Kishore Ray Chaudhury, who was one of the founders of 
Calcutta University, was the student of my father.  
Also among his most distinguished students were the noblemen Bimala Kanta Ray Chaudhury 
and Rajendra Malik. They rewarded my father with money and respect and affection. One of the 
great nobles of Calcutta helped my father to buy property in the most expensive area in Calcutta 
and to move there. That is where we lived when I was born, and that entire road is now named 
for my father, Ustad Enayet Khan Avenue. 
 My father did not charge students who came to his house; he charged only if he went to 
their house to teach. Rajendra Malik owned an entire market area, like a shopping center, in 
Calcutta, Malik Bazaar. He heard that Enayet Khan, my father, was more interested in teaching 
poor people than rich people. So he came to my father dressed as a poor man, saying that he 
wanted to learn music but had no money. My father agreed to teach him. After Rajendra Malik 
had been taking lessons for a while, he felt moved to do something special for his music master, 
and so he told his servant to deliver a lot of fruits and vegetables and flowers and sweets from 
Malik Bazaar to the house of Enayet Khan. And he told his servant that if he was asked who sent 
it, not to mention his name. So these big baskets of mangos and bananas and flowers and sweets 
were delivered to our house. When my father asked the servant where the baskets had come 
from, the servant said, “My master sent them.” My father asked, “Who is your master?” The 
servant did not tell his master’s name, but he said, “The babu who came to see you just the other 
day dressed as a poor man.” My father said, “But how could that poor fellow afford to send all 
this to my house?” And the servant said, “Oh, no, sir, he is not a poor man! He owns half of 
Calcutta. He owns Malik Bazaar!” Naturally, my father was surprised to hear this, and at first he 
was angry. But he was also amused. When he came inside the house where my mother was, he 
was smiling and said, “Do you see all this food and flowers? This has been sent by one of the 
richest men of Calcutta who came here dressed as a poor man.” Then the servant returned to his 
master and said to him, “The Ustad was asking about you, and I told him you are one of the 
richest men of Calcutta, and I praised you and told him all about you...” The next time Rajendra 
Malik came to my father’s house he was in his four-horse carriage. He stopped the carriage in 
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front of the house then came straight to touch my father’s feet, saying, “I know you must be very 
angry, but I only did that because I heard that you only teach poor people.” My father saw the 
tears in his eyes, and so he had to forgive him. Until my father’s death, Rajendra Malik remained 
one of his most faithful and beloved students. 
  Another of my father’s students was Jitan Singh, who gave my father whatever service he 
could offer, because he was not a rich man. During my father’s time and after, Jitan Singh 
became a well-known sitar player of Bengal. He taught a great number of students, spanning 
undivided Bengal. Nikhil Banerjee, one of the greatest sitar players of our time, is believed to 
have taken his first sitar lessons from Jitan Singh. Another of my father’s famous students was 
Amyo Kanti Bhattacharya, affectionately known as Bhambal. Ravi Shankar is believed to have 
started his first sitar training with him.  
 The main contribution for which my family is known now is gayaki-ang, which means 
instrumental music played in the style of singing. It was always a dream of Indian musicians to 
bring the technical subtleties and emotion of singing to instrumental playing. But singing always 
remained beyond the capacity of instruments. Only two instruments in history have developed a 
style comparable to that of singing, first, the bin, with the style of dhrupad and dhamar, and later 
the sarangi, which accompanied khyal style singers. All other instruments remained limited to 
their own characters. In my gharana for the first time the surbahar and sitar were developed to 
such an extent that listening to them, you can almost feel as if you are listening to singing. I must 
admit the singers in the past had developed and sang such fantastic music that still it is our dream 
to reach that perfection. Besides, singing has also a great advantage of expressing poetry through 
words. But at the same time, my own feeling is that musical thoughts can go beyond words, and 
when I am playing with my hands, my heart is talking. 
 Unfortunately, my father died before his time, in 1938, when my brother was only twelve 
years old and I was only two or three. After our father’s death, my brother and I were taught by 
our mother and her father and uncle, who belonged to a vocal lineage. This was a turning point in 
our family style of playing where we learned the total expression of singing style in playing sitar. 
Still, because it involves much greater movement in the left hand to imitate the fluid movement 
of the voice, it may be that the seed of gayaki-ang was sown by my father with his introduction 
of ekehra taan into sitar music.  
  Our father knew that somehow we would learn what he had to teach, even after he was no 
longer there to teach us directly. He recorded a lot of music, and his recordings were very well 
known and earned a lot of money for Megaphone Company. At that time there were only 78 rpm 
recordings, which were three minutes long, and our father would say, “Perhaps from listening to 
these three minutes, my sons will make three hours of music.” And that is what happened. Those 
recordings were like treasure maps for us, not spelling out what we were looking for, but giving 
us clues and hints. When we learned a taan, or phrase, from one of our father’s recordings, we 
could improvise with that for hours.  
  My father’s last performance was in Allahabad in 1938. That was a most memorable 
concert for many reasons. The tabla player was one of the greatest of this century, Ustad 
Ahmadjan Thirakwa Khan. More significant was that my father also played with my brother, 
thus introducing Vilayat Khan as a performer. Already at that age my brother had learned enough 
from my father enough to carry on the sitar technique. So, knowing that his life was approaching 
its end, my father moved my brother to the stage as a sign that the continuity of our family’s 
tradition was unbroken. 
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 My father’s death left a big gap in the field of sitar players. At that time, there was only 
one very good sitar player, Mustaq Ali Khan. His father and my father were related, and his 
sister was my father’s first wife. (After she died, my father married my mother.) Mustaq Ali 
Khan’s father and my father were both sitar players and belonged to the same gharana. Gharana 
means family, in musical terms—musical family, aesthetic school, lineage of shared musical 
ideas. If you are either a direct descendent or a student of a master, you belong to that gharana.  
 In a gharana, fathers treat their sons first as students, then as sons. In many cases, fathers 
did not teach their art to their sons because they were not worthy of learning it. Their students 
became better musicians than their sons, so their gharana flourished not through the sons but the 
students. Only our family and a few others are directly from father to son, and these are the 
greatest gharanas. We are the most authentic sitar gharana. A true gharana requires five, six, 
seven generations. We are six, seven, eight generations of sitar and surbahar players. We are 
direct descendants of our forefathers and also have the finest sitar players among our students. 
By the grace of God I belong to this gharana. 
 After Independence, Jawarharlal Nehru gave a great deal of support to bringing music to 
the masses through radio performances and music conferences and tape recording. And at that 
time it was publicized that gharanadar musicians had learned and perfected a musical style for 
many generations, which is very prestigious. So many people started calling themselves 
gharanadar musicians just to get that respect. And many copied from my gharana without 
acknowledging it. In the past, masters always acknowledged the source of whatever they 
borrowed from another gharana. But unfortunately, the generation that came into prominence 
after Independence heard recordings and radio performances and copied other masters’ work and 
mixed styles, then gave false statements about their own backgrounds. Our gharana is 
acknowledged as a great gharana, but specific contributions are not acknowledged, like the 
gayaki-ang, the fascinating tihais and ekehra taan which were contributions of my father, the 
jhala of my great-grandfather, and the entire jorh, which is also from my gharana. 
 Today some musicians claim a gharana with three or even fewer generations. And some 
claim to belong to a very ancient gharana but those making the claim don’t play in the same 
style; their styles are as far apart as the Atlantic and the Pacific, or China and Sweden! They 
don’t play the same compositions, they don’t have the same movements in their music, and in 
their recordings, students of music will find no resemblance between them. So how can they be 
called a gharana?  
 This is what gharana means. A master who was blind received a visit from another 
master’s son, who said, “I am the son of such and such Ustad.” And the master said, “Show me 
your face.” And the son said, “I look like my father.” And the master said, “Nosing me some 
composition of your father’s.” And when the boy sang, through his voice and the composition, 
the master could tell his lineage, and he got up and embraced him and said, “Yes, you are his 
son.” That is a gharana. Not a face, not the blood. Gharana means that through the music, you 
show the style of your master’s teaching. 
   Of course there are individual differences between performers, but within a gharana, 
there is a single characteristic style. Just as within the family of roses, whether a rose is red or 
pink or white or yellow, it is a rose, it smells like a rose, it has all the characteristics of the rose 
family, and therefore it belongs to the gharana of roses. But if it looks like jasmine or smells like 
a lily or has leaves like a violet, how can you call it a rose?  
 I belong to the only gharana in which four generations are recorded, so the style of my 
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gharana can be verified. Ustad Imdad Khan, my grandfather, was recorded; my father was 
recorded, my brother and I are recorded, and our sons and our students are recorded. You can 
listen to the recordings and hear that we all play the same style. My father recorded the gats and 
compositions that my great-grandfather played and my grandfather played; my father made 
innovations, but you will hear the same style. My brother and I play the same style as my great-
grandfather, which my great-great-grandfather invented. You can listen to the recordings exactly 
as you would look at a rose, and we all smell like roses! 
 I am not saying I am the greatest sitar player of India, but I am saying that I am a rose. 
The quality of my family is like a rose. This subject may not be found in books. Musicologists 
write only from outside, whereas I am telling the inside story. 
 There are very few real gharanas in India; you can count them on your fingers. And it is 
because of these few gharanas that the entire wealth of Indian music is preserved.  
 *** 
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6 - PRACTICING ALL NIGHT: STORIES OF MY GRANDFATHER 
 
  Perhaps India once had a notation system. Indian music goes four thousand years back, 
they had such an advanced language as Sanskrit and could write the most fantastic and complex 
ideas. Wouldn’t they have found language to write music? Perhaps they did, but then they 
deliberately stopped writing it down, for this reason: if I give you a written piece of music, then 
you will only play that. But if I give you an idea in your mind, a profound idea, a beautiful idea, 
with perfect knowledge and understanding and good teaching, you may take that idea and 
advance it one step ahead. It won’t stay exactly the way you received it, because you are the next 
generation. You may be more intelligent than your master, or you may be more gifted than your 
master. But learned people always remember their masters because they were put on the right 
path by them.  We still don’t now how many rags were created and by whom, but whoever 
created them we still call master. Most of them are unknown masters. There are so many people 
behind this great tradition, so many. Thousands of composers, and all their work is fantastic.  
 Traditionally in India there were no professional poets or musicians or artists. Creating 
art for money was considered a disgrace. Great masters were given titles; Khan, for example, 
was a title for captain in the army. Masters also were given land and made landlords, those who 
were very, very good.  
 Musicians never performed their arts for money. Until the film industry started, artists 
never sold their work.  
Never would an Hindustani musician advertise or publicize himself in any way. No great master 
would even talk to a reporter. If a reporter asked to speak with him, the master might ask, “How 
much music do you know? You first answer my question, then perhaps I will speak to you.” A 
master might be asked to play in a concert, but if he was not in mood, he would not go. Even if 
he was without food, even if they begged him, he would go only when he wanted to. 
 The philosophies of our forefathers teach us to be content with what God has given us, 
whatever it is. Even those who have only a little hut in the jungle, they make it very nice with 
trees around and one mattress on the floor and one pillow, and they just sit there and play 
beautiful music to God. And all the maharajahs will come listen.  
 — 
  Jhala is the very fast movement that all Indian classical musicians now play to conclude 
a rag. This movement invented by my great-grandfather and perfected by his son, Ustad Imdad 
Khan, my grandfather. How the jhala came into being is a beautiful story. 
 There was a very great pakavaj player named Kudau Singh at the court of one of the 
maharajahs. The pakavaj is a drum held horizontally and played with one hand on either end. 
Kudau Singh was the fastest pakavaj player in the country, perhaps the greatest in history. The 
pakavaj is heavy, about 8 to 10 kilos, but legend has it that when Kudau Singh reached his fullest 
speed, the pakavaj would rise from the ground and be suspended in mid-air between his hands as 
he played. No bin player, no surbahar player, no singer could match his speed. He was always 
challenging other musicians to keep up with him, but no one could. 
 My great-grandfather’s dream was to train his own son, my grandfather, to answer the 
challenge of Kudau Singh. For this purpose, he invented the fast movement called jhala, and the 
chikari strings on which the jhala is played, and a fast rhythmic pattern that could be played on 
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surbahar comparable to the percussion patterns played on the pakavaj. Also, my great-
grandfather put his son into a period of intensive practice, called chilla.   

In chilla a musician vows to devote himself exclusively to playing music. He is allowed 
time for bathing, for prayer, for eating a little, and for a few hours of sleep, and all the rest of the 
time he must practice. It is like a monk’s life. During chilla, a musician does not go out, does not 
seek friendship, certainly does not marry. When my grandfather was thirteen or fourteen years 
old, my great-grandfather put him into a chilla for twelve years so he would practice and practice 
and practice and then be able to play as fast as Kudau Singh. 
 After about five years of the chilla, while my great-grandfather was away for a concert, 
my great-grandmother arranged for my grandfather to be engaged. He was in his late teens at the 
time, and she felt that it was time for him to marry. When my great-grandfather returned and 
found that his son was engaged to married during the period of chilla, he was terribly upset. 
 “If my son’s chilla is broken, all my dreams are ruined,” he said. “Once he becomes 
responsible for a family, his music will take second place, and he will never be good enough to 
play with Kudau Singh.” My great-grandfather felt so despairing that he just left his home. The 
family followed him, begging him to return. He refused. They pleaded, saying they would do 
anything he asked. When he heard his son say that, he stopped. He looked his son in the eye. 
 “Anything I ask?”  
 “Yes,” his son said, and all of them said yes, they would promise to do whatever he 
asked. 
 He looked at his son, my grandfather, and said, “You must complete your twelve years of 
chilla before you marry. You must resume the chilla as soon as we return home. You are 
betrothed in name only; your wife will stay in our home, but you must not touch her; you will 
look upon her as your sister. You will not live as husband and wife for seven more years, until 
you finish your chilla.”  
 My grandfather agreed. And he completed his chilla. 
 During those seven years, my grandfather practiced very hard. Finally, after the chilla 
was over, my great-grandfather took his son to the court to perform with Kudau Singh. When 
they reached the town, people came out to greet them, and my great-grandfather said, “I have 
brought my son to perform on the surbahar with the great Kudau Singh.” And the people looked 
very sad and told him that just that year, Kudau Singh had died. 
 In a way that is a beautiful ending, because competition is not the point; the point of this 
story is the devotion of the musician who practiced so hard for all those years. And this story is 
also about the dream of my great-grandfather’s which resulted in two major developments in 
Indian music: the surbahar and the jhala.  
 When they returned home, finally my grandfather was allowed to marry his wife, my 
grandmother, and then my father and my uncle and my three aunties were born. My grandfather 
became the greatest surbahar and sitar player of India. He taught his two sons, he put them into 
chilla for seven years, and they also became great musicians. My father was the finest sitarist of 
his time. He developed the sitar to the instrument we know today, just as my great-grandfather 
had developed the surbahar. My father’s brother, my uncle Ustad Waheed Khan, became my 
own guru because my father died when I was so young.  
 — 
 In those days musicians were not rewarded with money but were given gifts. Once a 
maharajah was so pleased by my grandfather’s music that he gave him an entire village. My 
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grandfather came back home very happy, showing around the documents of ownership, which 
made him a nobleman. And he held a big celebration. 
 After the celebration some people from the village came to see him. He asked what they 
wanted, and they said, “Our part of the village has been taken over by the neighboring people. 
Unless we get it back, we cannot pay you the tax. So we want our land returned to us.” 
 And my grandfather said, “Okay, you take it.”  
 Then come some other people, and they said, “Those people were lying, we never took 
their land. We are so poor; this field we have is so bad that we can’t grow wheat and rice.” 
 And my grandfather asked them, “What do you want?”  
 They said, “We want the good part of the land to be divided in two and one half be given 
to us.”  
 And my grandfather said, “Okay, you do that.”  
 Then the some others came and said, “We can’t pay the yearly tax, which is so high, 
because we are so poor....”  
 My grandfather got so fed up, he said, “If I accept what the maharajah has given me, it 
will destroy my life. I will forget music!” 
 So he gave the village back. “You distribute the things yourself,” he said to the villagers, 
and he threw the documents at them, saying, “Take it back, I don’t want it.” And he walked 
away. 
 — 
 In Etawah [town in northern Uttar Pradesh] the whole Urdu moholla [neighborhood] was 
my grandfather’s. Many relatives and poor people lived there. He not only asked them for no 
rent, he would even feed them.  
 My mother told how a big pot of meat and vegetables was cooked, and she and my 
uncle’s wife and my father’s three sisters cooked chapatis in shifts to feed the entire moholla. 
Anybody in the area could come and eat, and they did. So in this way my grandfather was very 
generous.  
 But times would come when the money ran out. My grandmother handled the money for 
the family, and she would send my mother, her daughter-in-law, to tell my grandfather that they 
needed money. 
  “Money is running out?” he said. “But I brought so much money!”   
 “Yes,” my mother told him, “but there is a lot of expense for this family and all the 
relatives and even feeding the people of the moholla.” She would give him an accounting, so 
much money is gone here, so much there.  
 But my grandfather would say, “Don’t bother me with that. Just give me the gold 
necklace you are wearing.”  
 Then my mother would go to my grandmother and cry, “He is asking for my necklace, 
and I don’t want to give it!” But whatever he said must be, so the necklace was as good as gone. 
Then another daughter’s necklace was gone. Then my grandmother’s bangles. One day when all 
the women’s ornaments had been sold, my grandfather told my mother that if she came again to 
say there was no money, she would have to give him the five beautiful rings in her ears. And my 
mother literally kept her hands over her ears because she didn’t want to lose her earrings.  
 When the all the money and all the ornaments were gone, the situation became desperate, 
and then my grandfather would take whatever rupees he could scrape together and pack his sitar 
and surbahar and go to the railway station. He took with him his two sons, my father and my 
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uncle, who were just boys. 
 At the station my grandfather would give the ticket office his money and ask for a ticket. 
The ticket seller would ask him where he wanted to go, and my grandfather would say, 
“However far this much money can take us, in any direction.” Sometimes he would go toward 
Bombay, sometimes toward Lahore, sometimes toward Indore, sometimes toward Nepal. The 
direction did not matter. 
 Every year my grandfather would do this same thing: he would travel on the train during 
the daytime, then in the evening, after five or six o’clock, he would get off at whatever station 
the train stopped at, go to the waiting rooms, and put his sons to bed. Then he would practice 
there all night. His twelve years of chilla had so habituated him to playing all night that he 
continued it all his life.   

People would hear him practicing in the waiting rooms, and when word got around that 
Master Imdad Khan was in the city, he would be taken to the local maharajah where he would 
stay for a few days and perform. Then the maharajah would reward him with all sorts of gifts and 
money. Then he would go to the next place, and the same thing would happen again. 
  Every year, for three or four months between October and February, this is what my 
grandfather did. When he returned to his family with all this wealth, he would say to my mother 
and my grandmother and my aunties, “I took your necklace, I took your earrings, and now I 
brought you this jewelry. I remember you gave me your bangles, you may take four pairs of 
bangles and here are shawls as well and dresses made of gold and silver thread.” He would bring 
all these for his daughters and daughters-in-law and his wife, ten times more than they gave, to 
please them. And there would be a big celebration.  
 And the next year the same thing would happen. That is my grandfather’s story. Because 
of the twelve-year chilla, all his life he practiced throughout the night. 
 — 
 There is a photograph in Daniel Neuman’s book [The Life of Music in North India] 
showing musicians gathered for the music festival of Bagli (in Nepal) in 1900, and the third 
person from center on right is Ustad Imdad Khan, my grandfather. Musicians came from all over 
north India for the Bagli festival.  
 One year, my grandfather arrived several weeks before the festival started. The 
maharajah welcomed him but was just leaving on a hunting expedition. He invited my 
grandfather to accompany them; he thought it would be very nice to listen to his music out in the 
forest. So my grandfather went with them.  
 In those days, the maharajah’s hunting party was like an army: lots of people and lots of 
food and lots of big tents, it was a great procession.  
 The first day, they set up camp in the middle of the forest. But people came from a 
nearby village to tell them that it was not safe there because a rogue elephant had been 
rampaging in the area. The elephant was very destructive; anywhere he saw people he attacked. 
 But the maharajah said, “We cannot move our camp now at night; it would be more 
dangerous in the dark. Let us make our camp here, have our dinner very quickly, and make our 
security system as good as possible and be very quiet.” So they set about doing that.  
 But my grandfather said, “I am sorry, but I have to practice. Not a single day have I 
sacrificed my practice, for anything. I have to play my surbahar tonight.”  
 The maharajah tried to explain to him that the elephant was very dangerous and to make 
any noise might put everybody’s life at risk. But my grandfather insisted that he had to play. 
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 So the maharajah asked some of his guards to take my grandfather to a separate place, a 
safe distance away from the main camp, so that if the elephant attacked my grandfather, it would 
not bother them. The guards carried a tent and a charpoi and took my grandfather and his sons 
off into the forest. My grandfather made a bed underneath the charpoi for his sons, so if the 
elephant came, his children would be hidden. Then he put his dhurry on the floor, and he started 
playing surbahar in the silence of the night. 
 It is said that the elephant came. Very quietly the elephant came toward the sound of the 
surbahar and stood all night outside the tent, listening to my grandfather play the surbahar. In the 
morning, when dawn came, my grandfather put the instrument down, the elephant very quietly 
left.  
 The guards saw this happen, and they informed the maharajah. “This musician was 
playing the whole night and the elephant came and stood outside his tent, just listening!”  
 The maharajah was very excited. He said, “Please don’t tell anybody that this has 
happened. I would like to see it myself.”  
 So they stayed another day in the camp, and the next night the maharajah went to my 
grandfather’s tent to watch. Again my grandfather played, and again the elephant came and stood 
outside the tent and listened to his playing all night. And again it left quietly in the morning.  
 The maharajah was so happy to see this that he rewarded my grandfather with great 
treasures, including golden coins of Nepal that are still in my family. I am privileged to have 
received one from my mother to give to my wife Mumtaz, who still wears it around her neck. So 
we still have the reward of that concert.  
 I heard this story from my mother all my life. To be honest, I used to be somewhat 
doubtful about it. From our childhood we are told so many beautiful stories to inspire us to play 
music. So I thought maybe the story of my grandfather playing surbahar and elephant listening 
was not true. But then I read an article in National Geographic about elephants communicating 
with each other over great distances, many miles, at very low frequencies that the human ear 
cannot detect. The surbahar plays very deep bass tones, very low frequencies, with very low 
overtones (and also very high overtones). The elephant must be sensitive to these overtones. So 
now I believe this story, because it is known that the vibration the elephant receives is in the bass 
range, and it seems very likely that the surbahar attracted that elephant.  
 But whether the elephant came or not, the point is the devotion of a musician who spent 
his formative years in chilla and then practiced all night, every night, through his whole lifetime. 
That is the kind of devotion that inspires all musicians. 
 — 
 My father and uncle grew up hearing my grandfather, their father, practice all night. They 
absorbed a great deal of music in this way, simply because they were immersed in it. My 
grandfather often performed for the Maharajah Holker at the court of Indore, and he told the 
Maharajah that his two young boys could sing compositions for surbahar, using the syllables 
instrumentalists sing to teach and learn musical patterns. The Maharajah asked to hear them, so 
they performed, and they sang so beautifully that they were given blessings and rewards. At this 
time they were only around eight to ten years old. 
 At the same court, when the two boys were grown and their father was old, the three of 
them performed together on sitar and surbahar. The brothers were perhaps in their early twenties 
and were still in chilla, which means that they spent almost their entire life practicing. After 
playing for the Maharajah for around two hours, the brothers were warmed up and began 
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increasing the speed. By this time, their father was getting tired, so he said quietly to them, 
“Slow down.” But they couldn’t check their speed. Again he asked; he did not want to be 
disgraced even by his own sons, and again they continued to play very fast. Then their father 
became angry. And the energy of that anger spurred him to such speed and such a high level of 
performance that it could not be matched by young men at the peak of their physical strength and 
discipline.   

***  
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7 - BANDEH ALI KHAN’S VEENA RIDES THE MAHARAJAH’S ELEPHANT 
 
 The Maharaja of Indore was very fond of music, and his court was famous for its great 
musicians. Bandeh Ali Khan, a contemporary of my grandfather, and perhaps related to our 
family, was considered the greatest veena player in India.  
 Once after he had been playing for the maharaja, the maharaja asked him, “What can I 
give you? Name whatever you like.” And Bandeh Ali Khan said he did not want anything. But 
the maharaja asked him again, “Please tell me whatever it is you want, and you shall have it.”  
 The favorite mistress of the maharaja was Chunna, and she would hear Bandeh Ali Khan 
play in the court. She also thought his music was fantastic, and she was in love with him. So 
when the maharaja asked Bandeh Ali Khan again to say what he would like to have, she looked 
at him and pointed to herself. So Bandeh Ali Khan said he would like to have Chunna. The 
maharaja was very upset, but Chunna then left to go off and live with Bandeh Ali Khan. 
 Bandeh Ali Khan never bothered about money, and Chunna worried because they were 
so poor. One day some other maharajas came to the court at Indore and said to the maharaja, 
“You have this fantastic musician living here, Bandeh Ali Khan, and we must hear him. Could 
you please arrange it?”  
 The maharaja said, “I have to see because he can be very difficult. But we will see if we 
can bring him.” So the maharaja sent a message to him: “These guests, three kings, have come 
into the darbar, and they all want to listen to your veena. Would you please come and play?”  
 Bandeh Ali Khan said, “He has not called me in such a long time, and now suddenly he 
wants me to come.” He was angry, so he told the messenger, “Tell him I am not in the mood. I 
am not going.”  
 So the messenger told the maharaja, “He does not want to come.”  
 The maharaja sent a message back, begging him. “Please, please come. The prestige of 
my court is at stake. All these great kings have come and want to listen to you and it will be very 
bad for me if you refuse. Will you please play?”   
 Bandeh Ali Khan told the messenger, “I see he’s really craving for my music today. 
Look, go and say I’m not at all in the mood, but if he really wants to listen to my veena, ask him 
to send his own personal elephant, with the full decoration. If he will do that, then I will come.” 
 The messenger went back and said, “You have to send your personal elephant, fully 
decorated, with the maharaja’s seat. If you send that, then only will he come.”  
 The maharaja said, “Yes, yes, send everything he wants, send all my guard to bring him 
to my palace.”  
 When Bandeh Ali Khan saw the elephant, he said, “Actually this elephant the king has 
sent today is not for me but for my veena. Put the veena on the elephant. I will walk.”  So he 
walked, and his veena went on the elephant, riding in the maharaja’s seat.  
 At the court he played so beautifully, and all the maharajas were mad for his music. 
Afterwards they asked him what he wanted. He said, “Whatever you want to give me.”  
 They said, “We will weigh his veena in pearls, and give him all these pearls.” And that’s 
what they did. 
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 So, the veena was put again on the elephant, and Bandeh Ali Khan was walking back to 
his very poor home, and on the street people asked him, “Ustad Bandeh Ali Khan, where you 
have you been?” And he told them and showed them the pearls. When some of the poor people 
asked him to give them some, he did, and between the palace and his home, he gave them all 
away.  
 His wife Chunna was very angry. “You fool, you gave all the pearls to those people! We 
are so poor, we have nothing to eat at home. Why did you do this? You should have saved at 
least one pearl for me.”  
 “They were all asking me, these poor people, so I gave the pearls to them. But don’t be 
upset. You want something to eat, and I’ll see what I can do.”  
 So he went out on the street in the bazaar among the people and began playing the veena. 
People came rushing around him, saying, “Ustad Bandeh Ali Khan is playing on the street.” And 
they asked him, “What happened? Why are you playing here?”  He said, “My wife is angry 
because I have got nothing to eat at home.”  
 And the people brought him all kinds of food, they asked him what he wanted, and they 
piled it up all around him. And he took the food home to his wife.  
 This story tells what kind of feeling people had for the great artists in Indian society. And 
it tells how the musician may live the very simplest life, but he brings such beauty that whatever 
he asks for is given to him. 
 *** 
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8 - VILAYAT KHAN  
 
 My relationship with my brother is very intriguing. As brothers we were like two hands 
on a single body, like Ram and Laxman. I have always looked upon him as the greatest musician 
of India. Because my father had died when I was so young, and my brother was seven years 
older, he was like my father in many ways, and I gave him that respect. He was also my teacher, 
and I served him as my master. But at the same time, I looked upon him as my brother as well. 
And I never forgot that I am also the son of Enayet Khan. 
 — 
 The greatest musician I have heard in my lifetime is Ustad Vilayat Khan, who happens to 
be my brother.  
 Talk about taaseer, my brother has taaseer. He is a virtuoso, he is the finest sitar player on 
earth, he is the greatest musician living today, yes, I will go that far. I do not wish to boast about 
my family, but he is so great, and he is my brother: what can I do? His musicianship, the 
knowledge behind the music, the musical ideas are unequalled by any other master. The music of 
Vilayat Khan is intelligent music, with aesthetic sense. It is music with aroma behind it, music 
with flavor, music with the beauty of the moon and the stars, music of the gods. The finest music 
I have ever heard, I heard from my brother. 
 Beyond his virtuosity, beyond what he achieved with his God-given talent and with his 
devotion and with his hours and hours of practicing, his music also has taaseer. All that I have 
been told about the greatness of masters in the past, I heard with my own ears from the fingers of 
my brother, I saw happen with my own eyes in the audiences listening to my brother play. The 
emotional impact of his music I have never experienced with anybody else. I have glimpsed 
some of it with Ustad Bade Ghulam Ali Khan, a very great singer. I cannot speak about the 
masters of the past, but of the musicians I have heard myself, Ustad Bade Ghulam Ali Khan was 
the greatest singer, in my opinion, and my brother is the greatest instrumentalist.  
  When he was young, through the 1950s, 60s, and 70s, Vilayat Khan was physically 
strong; in his music he had the fierceness of a tiger and the strength of an elephant. He played the 
fastest sitar in the world. But his music also has the delicacy of a bubble; it has nur, the divine 
light, which is the same as taaseer. 
 After my father’s death in 1938, when my brother was in his late teens and early twenties, 
he became the most popular sitar player of India. He was becoming famous as a great musician, 
and he was young and handsome and everybody loved him. A prominent nobleman of Calcutta 
and a harmonium player, Mantu Babu, had a beautiful house where my brother lived for a while 
at that time. Mantu Babu was a great admirer of Vilayat Khan; he was like a loudspeaker for 
him, broadcasting everywhere, “Vilayat is the greatest sitar player of all.” And he was very 
proud that Vilayat lived and practiced in his house.  
 Mantu Babu later showed me the room where my brother stayed, which had a fine big 
bed in the middle of it. Mantu Babu told me that when Vilayat got very tired, he would put the 
sitar on the bed, then he would fall asleep on a mattress on the floor where he practiced, using as 
his pillow the round ring on which the tabla rests. Also, Mantu Babu showed me spatters of 
blood on the wall. Sitar strings are very tight, and when you practice a lot, your finger can be cut. 
My brother’s finger would be cut so badly that the blood would spurt onto the wall. That tells a 
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lot about my brother: when he practiced, he gave everything, and that is why he became so great. 
 The story of Ustad Vilayat Khan must be told in parallel with the story of Pandit Ravi 
Shankar, and this is a very sensitive subject. Ravi Shankar is the brother of Uday Shankar, one of 
the greatest dancers of India in the 1930s. Originally Ravi Shankar also was a dancer, but he was 
very intelligent, and after studying sitar for a few years, he got a job as a producer with All-India 
Radio in Delhi. He had contacts with the ruling family of Jawarhalal Nehru and with ministers 
and industrialists, and he quickly received recognition by the government.  
 This was right after India got its independence, which was the critical period for Indian 
music because it was just beginning to move into the international scene. And Ravi Shankar was 
in the right place time at the right time. With government backing, he went all over the world, 
and he saw how in Europe and America music is handled through agents, how it is presented as 
entertainment in big halls, and how the Western system operates for managing publicity and 
becoming famous. He learned firsthand how to speak to the press and how to deal with 
professional music organizers. And he was so handsome, with his fair skin and wavy black hair, 
and he wore the most beautiful clothes, and when he came on stage he looked like an angel. And 
in addition to all this, Ravi Shankar had charm. 
 He also had the good fortune of starting out not as a solo performer but playing duets 
with Ustad Ali Akbar Khan. If there is any instrumentalist I respect most highly as a musician 
(after my brother, of course) it is Ali Akbar. Of all the masters I have heard in my life, Ali Akbar 
is one of the dearest to me. He is a miraculous musician: the power behind every note, the 
magnificent weightiness of each stroke, the perfection of the tonal quality, the melody that 
pierces your heart, full of taaseer—all that I have heard from Ali Akbar’s sarod. So Ravi Shankar 
was extremely fortunate to begin playing with Ali Akbar Khan. 
  Ravi Shankar is a good musician, and his sitar is very pleasant to the ears. But he plays a 
flowery style, I would say, happy music that is charming to the general listeners, especially 
first-time listeners. He is not in the same class as Ali Akbar Khan. Musicians know this, and 
therefore I am free to say that as a artist Ali Akbar Khan is high in the sky, and Ravi Shankar is 
below him. In every concert they played together, Ali Akbar proved that he was the superior 
musician. 
  However, the sarod-sitar duet offered an opportunity that India needed immediately after 
Independence; it was a novelty performance with glitter that attracted audiences both in and 
outside India. Also, the knowledge of how to operate in the Western system was especially 
valuable at that period when Indian music was becoming international. Ravi Shankar worked 
hard to bring Indian music to the international scene, and he had great skill in this area. My hat is 
off to him for this important achievement. 
 In the early 1960s, music conferences mushroomed in India. All-India and Sadarang and 
Tansen music conferences were just three of the hundreds of music conferences in and around 
Calcutta, and there was Haridas Sammelan in Bombay, Shankar Lal in Delhi, and many others. 
Ali Akbar Khan and Ravi Shankar concerts became the hot ticket at all these music conferences. 
And Ravi Shankar became extremely popular, in India and around the world. He had the best 
impresarios and best managers and best agents, and he had a fantastic presentation. He appeared 
with Yehudi Menuhin, with Maharishi Yogi, and with the Beatles, who were the most famous 
people at the time; he performed with Andre Previn, with the best flute player of Japan, with the 
best jazz players. He had the vision and the charisma for such collaborations; he knew what it 
took to become famous, and he was successful at it. For that, I have all respect for him. Indian 
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music was heading in that direction, toward entertainment, and until it was presented in that way, 
it could not become international. Ravi Shankar was the first person to make it international, and 
India needed a person like him. 
  So, this was a great moment for Indian music, but it also had its dark side. With the 
Hindu-Muslim division at Partition, it was felt that although music had been dominated by 
Muslims, India now needed a famous sitar player who was Hindu, and Ravi Shankar fit the bill. 
The support that came to him because he was Hindu marked the first time politics entered into 
Indian music. After Partition, promotion, publicity, newspaper reviews, ministers’ backing, 
nobles’ backing, industrialists’ backing, impresarios, agents, all became necessary as a gateway 
to performing in the West. Before Independence, India knew nothing about these things. Art was 
judged on artistic merit only, and musicians like Bandeh Ali Khan enjoyed such high status that 
nobles sometimes had to beg them to play. Today it is very different; musicians must run after 
the press reporters. 
 In my family we were brought up with stories like that of Bandeh Ali Khan, and we 
learned that you would never do any buttering up of kings or maharajahs or ministers, not to 
mention critics and reviewers. And my brother Vilayat Khan was always very stubborn about 
this. He would not go and meet chief ministers or play for them or bow down to them. When 
Mrs. Gandhi became Prime Minister, I’m told that she invited him to play in the Government 
House, and he said, “Send my fee check first, and then I will come.” She was offended and did 
not invite him back. He was careless in dealing with reporters also, because his experience was 
that instead of recognizing him on the strength of his music, political favoritism dictated that he 
always be put in second place, behind Ravi Shankar.  
 In 1954, my brother was booked to perform at the Shankar Lal music festival, and I was 
playing tamboura for him. We came from Bombay by train to Delhi. To our surprise, there was 
nobody to receive us at the station. Other musicians on the same train were met, but we were not, 
and my brother was very hurt. But that was politics, because this music festival was controlled 
by Ravi Shankar’s friends and supporters.  
 After we booked into the hotel, my brother went to meet with the organizers of the 
festival. When he came back, he was in a rage. The organizers had taunted him, saying things 
like, “Do you think you’re as good as Ravi Shankar? Do you think you could play with him?” He 
said, “Yes, I can play with him. And I can show that I am a much superior musician.” I had never 
seen my brother so filled with energy, you could almost see the fire coming out from him.  
  The organizers told him they would talk with Ravi Shankar and then make a decision. 
When my brother met with them again, they said that Ravi Shankar would play with him only if 
Ali Akbar also played, because the two of them were partners, so it would be a trio rather than a 
duet. And my brother agreed to play with both of them.  
 The news spread like wildfire. All the masters who were coming to perform for this 
music festival, all the music lovers in and around Delhi, they all flocked to the concert to see this 
great even three giants of Indian music on the stage together for the first time. 
  In the small tent used as the greenroom, Ravi Shankar and Ali Akbar insisted that my 
brother lower the pitch of his sitar to match that of the sarod. My brother agreed to a 
compromise; he said he would lower the pitch so much but no more. Then they insisted on 
playing Rag Manj Khammaj, which Ravi Shankar and Ali Akbar had performed together many 
times. The tabla player, Kisan Maharaj, was also the favorite of Ravi Shankar. On all these 
points, my brother deferred to their preferences. 
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  At the concert, Ali Akbar sat in the middle, and my brother sat on one side and Ravi 
Shankar on the other, and then the tabla player was on one side, and I was behind my brother. 
Along with two or three thousand people in the audience, many great masters were there: Ustad 
Allauddin Khansaheb, the father of Ali Akbar and the teacher and father-in-law of Ravi Shankar; 
Ustad Hafez Ali Khan, the father of Amjad Ali Khan; Bismilleh Khan; the elder Dagar brothers; 
and many other great musicians.  
 Ali Akbar started first. Although he is the brother-in-law of Ravi Shankar, as a musician, 
he always had great respect for Vilayat Khan. So now Ali Akbar found himself in a very 
embarrassing situation: on the one hand, he had to save his brother-in-law and partner from the 
fury of Vilayat Khan, and on the other hand, to maintain his own artistic integrity, he could not 
undermine Vilayat Khan. So Ali Akbar began by playing a very humble beginning, and then 
turned it over to Ravi Shankar. After Ravi Shankar played, it was my brother’s turn. And on the 
first stroke of my brother’s sitar, the entire audience cheered, and all the great masters were 
saying how fantastic it was. 
  One difference between these two sitars is the sound produced by strings of different 
thickness. Ravi Shankar uses number two strings, which are thinner and produce a flowery and 
pleasant sound. But his sitar sounded puny compared to my brother’s sitar; he uses number three 
strings to produce a solid and powerful sound. But the more important difference is in 
musicianship. Although Ravi Shankar is older than my brother, at that point he had been playing 
sitar for only around ten years, whereas my brother had been performing since 1932over 20 
years. Also, my brother had come from a long line of sitar players, and his maturity as a 
musician and the depth and dignity of his style simply could not be matched. 
 After my brother played, Ali Akbar Khan played again. He played beautifully, but in a 
subdued manner, because he was caught in the middle of this rivalry. Again Ali Akbar handed it 
over to Ravi Shankar, and after that again my brother played. Every time his turn came, my 
brother made a stronger statement of his musicianship. Once they started on the composition, 
playing taans with the tabla, Vilayat Khan was soaring. Nobody could match his speed, in those 
days especially. He was the fastest sitar player in the world. 
 A year or so before this concert, Ravi Shankar had made a discourteous remark about a 
particular musical phrase that is famous in my family. The phrase was the first taan recorded by 
my father, and all the followers of our style played it. Some of my brother’s students heard Ravi 
Shankar play that taan and remark on it in a mocking way, and they told my brother. My brother 
was furious at the time, and he had not forgotten that. So at the peak of the Shankar Lal 
performance, he played that taan himself, beginning at a speed that Ravi Shankar could match. 
And Ravi Shankar immediately played it, bypassing Ali Akbar. So suddenly the two of them 
were in direct confrontation. Then my brother bypassed the tabla player, and played the taan 
again at the same speed. And Ravi Shankar again bypassed Ali Akbar and immediately played 
the taan. Then my brother played the same taan at double speed and challenged Ravi Shankar to 
do the same. But Ravi Shankar couldn’t play it. So Ali Akbar came in between to save him by 
trying to play the phrase himself. But my brother signaled to Ali Akbar to wait. This taan cannot 
be played on sarod, only on sitar, and so Ali Akbar passed. And again my brother challenged 
Ravi Shankar to play the taan at double speed, and again he could not. Then my brother played it 
at two and a half times the speed just to show what he could do. 
 The whole audience stood and clapped and shouted “Vah-vah!” Allauddin Khansaheb, 
father of Ali Akbar and father-in-law of Ravi Shankar, started shouting and making angry 
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comments, but the other musicians asked him to keep quiet.  
 The last movement, jhala, was invented in our family, and no other gharana can play it 
as well. My father and my grandfather were famous for jhala, and Vilayat Khan is famous for 
jhala. So the concert ended with my brother showing the complete superiority of his 
musicianship.  
 That was a performance I will never forget. Great musicians are all good; all have given 
hundreds of wonderful performances in their lives, so the reader must not think that I am trying 
to degrade anyone. I am telling about Vilayat Khan, and that was one of his greatest 
performances, so I must tell what I witnessed. My brother was put in this difficult situation 
where all the cards were stacked against him, and he proved his greatness on that stage. It was 
like sumo wrestling, in which the wrestler who is thrown out of the ring is not disgraced, but 
everyone cheers for the wrestler who has proved himself the stronger.  
  Indian music is uplifting, it is soulful, it is romantic, it is devotional, it is exhilarating. But 
it also has an aspect of sportsmanship. When you play with a tabla player, you are trying to outdo 
him. It is like two athletes competing: “I am going to run faster than you,” or, “I am going to 
knock you out in one blow.” There is boxing in it and there is wrestling in it and there is high 
jumping in it. Traditionally in a performance of two great masters, there came the point where 
one would say, “Come on, let us see whose taan is faster,” or, “Let me show you who can play 
the faster jhala.” In the courts in the old days, maharajahs would bring their masters together and 
say, “Let us see whose musician plays faster.” It is an artistic duel. If it can be compared with 
any athletic competition, it is sumo wrestling. Sumo wrestling does not injure anybody, and 
afterwards both wrestlers bow to each other and embrace each other, then bow to the audience. 
And that is how it was in our musical tradition. 

Today, unfortunately, nobody wants to be outdone, so mostly musicians practice 
together, so that neither comes in second and they give an equal, balanced performance onstage. 
That artistic duel of Vilayat Khan and Ravi Shankar at the Shankar Lal music festival may have 
been one of the last occasions where two great classical musicians confronted each other like 
sumo wrestlers.  
 My brother knew he was the greatest sitar player, but he was frustrated because he got 
second-rate reviews. He used to come home and cry. One night he would perform, bringing 
angels from heaven, and the next day he would get a bad review; on the same night Ravi Shankar 
would play somewhere else, and he would get a good review. Sometimes my brother would get a 
good review, but it would be undermined by a comment by the critic. For example, a rave review 
of one performance by my brother concluded with this sentence: “But is he as good as Ravi 
Shankar?” That kind of thing kept happening to my brother, and he became very bitter.  His 
bitterness worked negatively in his career in some ways. Various prominent music organizers 
wanted to present him, but his bitterness made him arrogant toward them, and this meant that he 
was deprived of appearing at many great music events around the world. He also refused to make 
available his biographical data for promotional purposes, and when reporters asked him to talk 
about himself, and he would not cooperate with them. At some concerts he came on stage and 
said, “You reviewers, you keep giving me bad reviews. I would like to see if you have more 
strength in your pen, or if I have more strength in my mizrab [plectrum]. Ask these two thousand 
people who heard my concert yesterday about this reviewer who gave me a bad review. Is he 
right? Or is my mizrab right?” And on that stage he would perform miracles, but the reviewers 
hated the way he spoke to them, so they gave him more bad reviews, and that made him even 
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more harsh. 
 At the same time, Vilayat Khan became stronger as a musician, because his anger was the 
energy he needed to play that kind of sitar. What happened to this greatest musician of India was 
that he felt very perturbed, very hurt, but that bitterness and that woundedness worked in him 
like fire, it fueled him like a rocket, it made him even greater. At concert after concert he 
exceeded himself. 
  So, I would offer this analysis: Vilayat Khan might not have been so great if he had not 
had a person like Ravi Shankar always in the spotlight, always getting the glory. That meant that 
he had to always work very hard. Perhaps these circumstances, that pressure, and even the 
unfairness of it, contributed in making Vilayat Khan what he is to this day, the greatest sitar 
player of India. In that sense, I think he was very fortunate. I pray to Allah that he lives another 
hundred years and plays as beautifully as he has always played.  
  — 
 During the 1970s and 80s, I also entered into the stream of international music. And I 
have learned from both sides: from Ravi Shankar’s angle, the promotion angle, and from my 
brother’s angle, trying to keep the traditional values we were taught. I will never forget the 
values of my father, my brother, and my gharana. But I will not ignore what is happening to the 
world; I have full acceptance of how the world changes. And I am curious to see which way I go 
in my life: do I go to Saraswati, or do I go to Lakshmi?  
 I think nobody knows Vilayat Khan as well as Imrat Khan. To know Vilayat Khan, you 
must play as much as Imrat Khan plays; to know Vilayat Khan’s music, you have to know as 
much music as Imrat Khan knows. To know Vilayat Khan’s technique of sitar playing, you have 
to be as great a master as Imrat Khan. Therefore, my tribute to Vilayat Khan is a very big tribute, 
because I am a musician and I was taught by him.  
 How to describe the majesty of his music? The rich tonal quality of his sitar, the 
perfection of phrases executed by his right hand and left hand, the imagination he brought to his 
alap, the intricate patterns of his jorh ang [rhythmic movements], the lightning speed of his 
taans, the thundering gamak [doubling of the notes with left hand in a very rapid and vigorous 
style], the exhilarating jhala, which no tabla player could follow to the end of a performance. I 
could go on and on and on. But words really end where his music starts.  
 I am very happy to write about my brother Vilayat Khan. If I don’t, millions of listeners 
will never forgive me. His music is loved by people all over the world. Those who have 
recordings of the performances of Vilayat Khan save them like they save their wealth; his 
recordings are masterpieces like paintings by Leonardo and Rembrandt and Picasso. I don’t have 
his best performance recordings; even he doesn’t have them, because they are treated like rare 
jewels or great art, and those who do have them don’t want to part with them. Recordings of 
even the so-called bad performances are treated as gold and diamonds. And they should be put 
into safekeeping, because that is the finest music recorded in this century, and it will live along 
with the finest art of the world. 
 The first good fortune of my life is that I am the second son of Ustad Enayet Khan. The 
second good fortune is that I am the younger brother of Vilayat Khan. The third good fortune is 
that I learned from him, the greatest master of Indian music.  
 — 
  My brother was my teacher, my guide in life. I looked upon him, still look upon him, as 
my father, musically. It was my good fortune to start my concert career seated behind my 
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brother, playing tamboura at his performances. That was a most beautiful beginning for me.  
 It is one thing to sit in the audience and look at the musician on the stage and listen to the 
music through amplification. It is a completely different experience to sit on the stage and look at 
the audience. I was in the most fantastic situation when I sat behind Vilayat Khan listening the 
greatest music coming from his hands, knowing what he was doing because I was then his sitar 
student and his 24-hour-a-day companion. Experiencing my brother performing in front of 
thousands of people and witnessing the miracle happening in front of my eyes between the 
audience and him, that remains the greatest experience of my life. 
  I started playing sitar with my brother in the early 1950s. The next step in my training 
was that my brother prepared me to play surbahar in duet with him on sitar. That is how I was 
introduced on the stage, when I was a teenager. I am nowhere near my brother as a musician, but 
playing the surbahar required a great deal from me. The surbahar is many times more difficult to 
play than sitar. And to be able to play with the sitar, I had to change from the normal key used 
for the surbahar, which made it even harder. Then, playing the surbahar in a duet with Ustad 
Vilayat Khan! That was a big, big thing. From around 1960 to 1968 we played together all over 
the world.  
 My brother functioned as my father, my guru. He never treated me as a brother. In his 
heart he loved me like his brother, but his treatment of me was that of the most cruel master. And 
that my brother was a cruel master to me was my greatest good fortune! The time when I was his 
student I would call the golden period of my life. At 2, 3 o’clock at night when his imagination 
was working on music he would call, “Imrat, get up!” And I would have to wake up. “Take my 
sitar out,” he would say. Then I would take his sitar out, and he would play. Some of his most 
beautiful compositions and were made in that way, and I had the good fortune of watching it 
happen. 
 Whatever you see as Imrat Khan is because of the teaching I received from Vilayat Khan. 
I was trained in the old style of hundreds of years back. When he was teaching me, my brother 
would sing a composition only two or three times, and I would have to learn it just from that. If I 
didn’t learn it, he would lose his temper with me. He never got angry with his other students, 
only with me. But that was a very beautiful thing. I was frightened of him, and I loved him as my 
father, as my master. Like a dog loves his master, I loved him like that.  
 And I served him like a dog. Vilayat Khan was a playboy. He played billiards at different 
clubs, he was a ballroom dancer, he was a great dresser; he was the most fashionable person I 
have ever known. He had dozens of shoes, and I polished them all. He had dozens of suits, and 
he would wear one in the morning and a different one in the afternoon and in the evening another 
one, so I ironed three suits a day. My ironing board was my knee, with a towel over it. In those 
days there were no steam irons, so I would wet a handkerchief, wring it out, put it onto the 
shoulder of the woolen suit, and iron it. I became a great ironing master! No laundryman would 
do as much work as I did on my brother’s clothes. I would wash dozens of his shirts and kurtas 
and pajamas and iron them. Also, he had dozens of ties. I can make five different knots for ties; 
today even a European will not be able to do that. I know dozens of kinds of pipes; I never 
smoked a pipe, but my brother had a collection of pipes and I cleaned them all, British pipes and 
Scottish pipes and Irish pipes and French pipes and German pipes and Italian pipes. I learned 
about the tailoring of Western-style suits, how the chest is made, how the hips are made, how the 
waist is put in and how long the trouser legs should be, where the suit must give in the shoulder 
and armpit, how the buckram is fitted inside. After a lot of practicing, one shoulder on a sitar 
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player becomes a little shorter and thicker and the other becomes a little longer, because of the 
way the instrument is held. So the suit must have one shoulder with slightly more padding, the 
other shoulder slightly longer, so when you put it on it hangs perfectly on your body. I learned 
about Western culture, more than a Westerner would know, because of my brother.  
  And my brother was the first musician in India to have a Mercedes Benz. Maybe 
maharajahs had many Mercedes Benz cars, but no musician had a Mercedes Benz. Vilayat 
always had very high dreams. He wanted to live like a king, and he became like a king. And, 
with great maneuvring, he got the King of Afghanistan to give him his Mercedes Benz, which 
my brother drove from Afghanistan to India.  
 I took care of that Mercedes-Benz, washed, polished, and buffed it with my own hands, 
which was a six-hour job. I scrubbed the walls of the tires to snow-white. I polished the 
chromium. Inside there was wooden paneling that had to be given special treatment. I did that 
not once, but twenty times in my life, maybe fifty times. We did not have a garage at our house 
for the Mercedes-Benz, so we rented a garage half a mile away. My brother would go out on the 
town, playing billiards and dancing at Firpo’s and Grand Hotel, and come home at two, three 
o’clock in the morning. Then I would have to drive the car the half mile to the garage. But those 
early 1950s models were so beautiful, and I learned to drive on that car. 
 So, it was an honor and a blessing being a slave to Vilayat Khan, because he taught me 
the values of life, along with the music that came down through so many generations, father to 
son, and in this case, elder brother to younger brother.  I was about fourteen when I started 
studying with my brother and we started living together. I adored him; he was my hero. And 
when I was in my early teens, I began appearing on the stage behind my brother. The audiences 
looked upon him as the greatest master of sitar. From the stage I would see them, their eyes and 
their faces, and I could see the kinds of things they expected from a musician. As my brother 
gave them those things, I could see how their expressions changed, I could see their excitement, 
their pleasure, their awe. I would watch these audiences then come back home knowing that I 
was a long way from winning the kind of recognition my brother had. But I always have known 
that I am the second son of Enayet Khan, and I also have to show to the world that I too am a 
musician worthy of my heritage. I steadily worked toward that from the time I was a teenager, 
and from then until now, my brother has been my greatest inspiration. 
  After my brother married, in 1960, our lives drifted apart. We had been living together in 
the Calcutta house, and there were misunderstandings. He played the role of the great master and 
expected me and my wife to take the roles of serving the home. I didn’t like that; I didn’t like his 
forgetting that I am also the son of Enayet Khan; I needed that recognition. And when I started 
getting recognition, conflicts developed. Also, my brother and I are simply very different in 
character. So, from that time, we began to drift away from each other. But never to this day have 
I felt any less respect and love for him. That will never change. I did not agree with his 
philosophy, and I did not agree with his behavior. But from a purely musical point of view, no 
matter what happens, our direction is the same, our path is the same, our goal is the same, to 
preserve the values of our family, which are deeply rooted in tradition, to keep the music to the 
highest classical standards. About music, my brother and I always will be of a single mind. 
 
 *** 
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9 - BADE SABRI KHAN  
 
Sarangi players traditionally accompany singers, and from the singers’ point of view, the purpose 
of the sarangi is to enhance the singing. Repeating what is sung by a great singer is very 
demanding, playing very intricate patterns and phrases that are sung very, very fast. But, 
unfortunately, sarangi players are not properly recognized or rewarded as classical musicians, 
even to this day. The sarangi players who accompanied the greatest of the singers were great 
artists themselves, but rarely are their names included on recordings. We don’t know who 
accompanied Roshan Ara Begum, we don’t know who accompanied Bade Ghulam Ali Khan, but 
we do know that they played fantastic sarangi. The singers never let sarangi players get credit as 
performers in their own right. The audience is partly responsible for this injustice, because even 
though the sarangi playing is fantastic, they are looking only at the singer as the main artist. So 
the names of performers on this great instrument of India are now forgotten.  
  Bade Sabri Khan was one of the greatest sarangi players I’ve heard in my life. He was a 
frightening-looking man, very big, with a big black mustache, and he would wear a tall black hat 
and a black sherwani, which made him look even more formidable. But in his heart Sabri Khan 
was like a baby. He used to live in an upstairs room in a hotel in Delhi, and if he heard that 
within a mile there was some disturbance in the street, like someone fighting, he would not come 
out of his room. He looked frightening, but he had a sweet and timid nature. As a child I felt 
great respect for Ustad Bade Sabri Khan, but in the mischievous and irreverent way of children, I 
also laughed that one who looked so frightening was so easily frightened. 
 An example of this aspect of Sabri Khan’s nature is given in this story. In the late fifties 
or early sixties, we two brothers performed at the Harballabh Conference, and Sabri Khan also 
performed there. This is one of the greatest music conferences, named in honor of Baba 
Harballabh, a very revered Hindu saint, who loved music. The greatest musicians in India 
perform there. 
  The conference is held in Jalundhar, a small city in the Punjab near the border with 
Pakistan. The chief commander in charge of the Border Security Force was a great lover of 
music named Asvini Kumar. At this time India and Pakistan were fighting and the border was 
closed. But Asvini Kumar opened the border, at his own risk, by inviting musicians to come 
across from Pakistan. He also invited listeners, who had no opportunity to hear the great artists 
and were starved for music. So, this conference was attended by Indians and Pakistanis, Hindus 
and Muslims, who came together in their love of art, in which there are no divisions between 
people. 
 Asvini Kumar had great musical knowledge and appreciation, and for those fifteen days 
of the conference, he persuaded the Border Security Patrol to volunteer to staff this music 
conference. The Border Guards put up tents and arranged for food, and officers were sent to meet 
musicians at the station and take them to their hotels. The musicians were looked after very well 
and also rewarded with a good fee. It was a fantastic atmosphere, charged with not only the 
beauty of music but with love and respect.  
 The conference is always held at the end of December. It is in the open air, in a very large 
tent. The audience sits on dhurries spread on straw and people wear blankets, and it is still so 
cold, so cold. If we stopped playing for even five minutes, our hands would freeze.  
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 There is a big tent for the performances, but the musicians come first to a small tent, 
which is the greenroom. In that tent were gas lanterns to provide light and a charcoal heater for 
heat. My brother and I were warming ourselves by the fire, and Sabri Khan was there. He was 
just enjoying himself, he loved telling jokes, and he was very playful. He was a not only great 
sarangi player, he was a great singer and a great harmonium player as well.  
 He called to my brother, “Vilayat, Vilayat.” I came behind my brother and was looking at 
him, and he was laughing and joking and making great music. He was playing the harmonium 
from top to bottom with his right hand with lightning speed. We said we had never heard such 
harmonium playing, and he said, “I see. Then I must show you something else.” He closed the 
bellows on the left side and opened the right side and played with his left hand, and his playing 
was just as fantastic as it had been with his right hand! Then he said, “Now I will show you 
another thing,” and he got the tabla. The tabla is played with the right hand, and the baiyan (the 
larger round drum) is played with the left hand. And Sabri Khan played fantastic tabla. We said, 
“My God, you play such fantastic tabla!” And he said, “Oh, then let me show you something 
else,” and he switched hands. He was playing exactly the same with the left hand on the tabla 
and right hand on the baiyan. It was amazing, almost impossible to believe.  
 Suddenly the gas lamp gave a pop and a flash and went out. It was dark and very quiet, 
and my brother called to Sabri Khan, “Uncle, uncle, where are you?” And there was no answer. 
So we went to the door of the tent, and there he was standing outside. In lightning speed, he had 
disappeared. He had been playing and joking and laughing, but he was so frightened by the 
lantern blowing out that in a split second he was outside. I will never forget that.  
 Those who heard Ustad Bundu Khan say he was the greatest sarangi player of the 
century. I never heard him because he moved to Pakistan. Therefore, the greatest sarangi I have 
heard in my life was from Sabri Khan. He was a great character. He always enjoyed himself on 
stage. He performed in Delhi once with Pandit Om Karnath Thakur, a great, great singer. Om 
Karnath Thakur sang very fast; his combinations of taan patterns were difficult for a sarangi 
player, and he enjoyed teasing them by singing such intricate patterns that they would not be able 
to follow him. But when Sabri Khan played with Om Karnath Thakur, he copied him like a 
mirror, and his accompaniment pushed Om Karnath Thakur to his limits. For that reason, that 
was one of the finest performances I ever heard. This was not called jugalbandi because 
jugalbandi is between two equal musicians, and the sarangi was considered an accompanying 
instrument no matter how well it was played. It should have been called jugalbandi, and then the 
sarangi players would have gotten their due.  
 Sabri Khan performed with the greatest masters, with Bade Ghulam Ali Khan and Om 
Karnath Thakur and Ameer Khan and many great singers of that period, and he played them 
musically like a child plays, with total abandon and with great joy. This is a beautiful word in 
English, “playing.” The same word is used for playing a game and for playing an instrument. 
Bade Sabri Khan played in both senses of the word; he played his instrument as if he were 
playing a game of frisbee, laughing and enjoying the music. Singers might turn red and blue in 
the face singing such difficult patterns, but Sabri Khan would look into their eyes and laugh and 
play a difficult phrase as if he were playing with a ball. 
  Sabri Khan was an employee of All-India Radio. Every day he performed on the radio 
accompanying singers. The singers were recorded, but they never recorded Sabri Khan. And on 
the recordings of those singers, his name is not given.  
 So, a great artist came to this earth and just vanished. I am told that he went to Pakistan 
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where he had relatives and that he died in an accident. And nobody in India knew about it. So he 
and his music remain only in memory, like a dream, in the hearts and minds of those who heard 
him. We have no trace of him, but I can never, ever forget his sarangi. All my life I will cherish 
the memory of listening to Sabri Khan. 
 *** 
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10 - INDIAN CLASSICAL MUSIC AFTER PARTITION 
 
 Hindustani music was originally music for the few. How did it survive to become known 
and loved around the world as it is today? It survived because musicians sang and played for 
each other. They practiced days and days just to sing for another master. Until end of Mughal 
rule, the court supported the arts, but after Aurangzeb, who was Emperor in the 17th century, 
music lost its patronage, and fanatics proscribed music from the courts. Then India was lost to 
the British, who had no interest in Indian art and culture. Bandstands were built in every town, 
and military bands played Western music. Maharajas and nawabs foresaw that Western culture 
would dominate in the future, and they adopted it as a survival strategy. But they also valued 
their own culture and appointed the best artists and artisans to court and gave them pensions, 
which at least supported art in a meager way. Each maharaj would boast about his musicians; 
artists became the wealth of each state. And musicians played for each other, competing with 
musicians at other courts. They were poor, but they survived, and this period was actually good 
for musicians because they learned from each other and got better and better. 
 After Independence, India embraced its traditional culture. The swell of enthusiasm for 
classical arts at that time was reflected in the great number of music conferences. That was a 
beautiful moment in the history of Indian classical music, and yet it had its tragic side in the 
division of India and Pakistan. That division dealt a harsh blow to our arts.  
 Indian culture is neither Hindu nor Muslim, it is both: it is Indian. The Urdu language, 
our poetry, our music were created by Indians, and they belong to all of us. Culture is like the 
human body, something we all hold in common. We all have flesh and blood, we all have eyes 
and we see, we all have ears and we hear, we all have hands, we have feet, we have skin; we all 
love, we all cry, we all feel sad, we all laugh, we all get angry, we all feel the same things. 
Within our individual minds, one person believes in Muhammad, one believes in Jesus, one 
believes in Buddha, in Moses, in Rambut still we share this human body and our human 
emotions. For thousands of years this concept has been expressed very beautifully in the art and 
culture of India. 
 Modern forms of presentation—radio, television, concert halls, publicity, promoters, 
managers, reviews, music festivals organized by professional organizers—now have a powerful 
effect on music everywhere. But none of these were known in India until the middle of this 
century. Traditionally, music was judged by people who knew about the arts, and if they said 
something was good, it was good; if they said it was rubbish, it was rubbish. If people liked a 
musician, that was all there was to it. And musicians didn’t need millions of rupees just to 
survive. If one member of the family was earning something, it was enough for everybody. They 
were poor and they lived simple lives, but they were very rich in their arts. And the wealth of the 
arts was what they pursued, not material wealth.  
 But after India’s independence, materialistic values started creeping into our society. The 
newspaper critics knew that if they gave a good write-up to a musician, then that musician would 
be popular. Thus the critics wielded power, and politics entered Indian music. Critics publicized 
musicians according to regional favoritism, which is very common in India: Bengalis promoting 
Bengalis, Punjabis promoting Punjabis, Maharastrians promoting Maharastrians, and Hindus 
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promoting Hindus. Some well-known musicians are primarily products of newspaper publicity. 
This was a big blow to the concept of Indian music, which is to sing and play for your own soul 
first. And the Muslim musicians really suffered then.  
 Having said that, I must also say that at least we classical musicians survived in India. 
Had we gone to Pakistan, we would have been finished.  
 Abruptly, in 1947, India was divided according to religion, with Muslims going to one 
side, Hindus to the other. But how could Hindus and Muslims divide up the gods to which their 
music is devoted? 
 In the five hundred years that Indian classical music developed under Muslims, its 
spiritual basis remained intact. The devotional aspects of the music are rooted in Hindu 
philosophy, very deep down in thousands of years of religious tradition. We Muslims survived 
because we respected those roots, we preserved them in the music, and we developed them in the 
light of Sufi philosophy. Muslim musicians did not introduce particular sentiments of Islam or 
Hinduism, but they developed the music to the highest level, beyond words and beyond religious 
divisions. A Hindu or a Muslim or a Sikh or a Jew or a Christian or a Buddhist singing this 
classical song is praising God, going beyond the superficial to the true understanding, where God 
lives in the heart and we are all children of God. That is where the classical music takes you.   
 But in Pakistan, all arts considered “Indian” were rejected. Music was rejected because it 
involved singing the praise of Ram or Krishna or Bhagwan, which are Hindu names for God, 
instead of Allah or Mohammed or a Sufi saint. But we musicians are not concerned about the 
names, we are concerned about the notes! And we are not singing to a Muslim audience or a 
Hindu audience, we are singing to human beings, who love, who cry, who feel uplifted in the 
same way no matter what name they use for God.  
 In Pakistan, music came under the control of mullahs, Muslim religious leaders, who say 
that music is haraam, which means forbidden. But the religion does not forbid classical music; 
the mullahs are mistaken about this. Because Urdu is associated with Muslim culture, and Urdu 
is the language of the poetry, poetry is not forbidden, and Pakistani music developed toward the 
popular forms of ghazal and qawwali, which are based on Urdu poetry. But Urdu is only a few 
hundred years old; in India it was Sanskrit-speaking people who accepted Islam as their religion. 
Islam itself is only 1400 years old, whereas the Sanskrit-based culture all Indians share is 
thousands of years old. Qawwali belongs to the entire Indian subcontinent, as it was before 1947. 
You can’t make that music as your music after 1947, and you can’t discard Rag Darbari, which 
was created in the court of Akbar by Mia Tan Sen. Today there is not a single classical artist in 
Pakistan. And Pakistani music is missing not only the classical element but also the highest 
devotional poetry of Sufism.  
 Ghazal and qawwali are very beautiful, but they were never part of the larger Indian 
culture, and they never attained the high standard of classical music. These forms flourished in 
Pakistan because they alone were approved by the mullahs and given official patronage. So, 
although their forefathers were classical performers, musicians in Pakistan were forced to play 
only light music. The music survived in a different dress: it left the classical bindings and exists 
in a lighter form, decorated with the poetry. The result was that in Pakistan, Indian classical 
music was destroyed.  
 Although classical music survived in India, a similar thing happened in a way. After 
Partition, Hindu classical performers began singing bhajans, which is the devotional song 
equivalent to qawwali. But bhajan singing is not classical music; it does not attain that high 
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standard. And now many Hindu singers in India perform a rag or two then finish the concert 
with bhajans. The bhajans appeal to the emotional side of religious sentiment in Hindu listeners. 
But this degrades Indian classical music. The devotional aspect is already there in classical 
music, in a higher form, whether you are Hindu or Muslim or whatever. You have to come down 
from that high level of classical art, which is developed beyond words, to sing devotional songs 
that elicit from listeners’ sympathy for a particular religion. Muslims and Hindus both, including 
the top performers, degrade classical music in this way. If we want Indian art to survive in its 
fullest and highest expression, we must stay with the classical values. 
 The division into India and Pakistan destroyed many Muslim masters who were pillars of 
the musical world. Many musicians thought that because Pakistan was a Muslim country, they 
should go there. But that turned out to be their great misfortune and a tragedy for Indian music, 
because their art was taken from India just at this point when the nation opened its heart to 
music.  
 For example, Roshan Ara Begum went to Pakistan at the peak of her career. But because 
she married a military officer, she was could not obtain a visa to come back to India. For many 
years she sang as beautifully as ever, but India was deprived of her singing. Just before she died, 
Roshan Ara was allowed to visit India. All the music lovers who had known her before took her 
to their hearts, but by then, a whole generation had grown up without having heard her sing. 
Thirty, forty years is a long time. Only the older generation remembered enough to recognize her 
greatness. A musician has to be heard regularly to be in the minds of the people and also in the 
market. So, in India people slowly started forgetting the Pakistani musicians because they were 
not heard. 
  One of the greatest sarangi players of this century, Bundu Khan, also went to Pakistan, 
and his music too was lost to Indian listeners. The same is true of many great musicians: Amanat 
Ali, Fateh Ali, Nazakt Ali, Salamat Ali. There were some people in Pakistan who had a broader 
vision of the arts and recorded Roshan Ara and Bundu Khan and others, but now those 
recordings are like antiques, they are in the collections of connoisseurs and not available to the 
public at large.  
 You can separate a country into two parts or three parts or ten or twenty parts; you can 
create a new country overnight. But culture cannot be created in a politically defined fragment of 
a natural cultural region. Any culture is thousands of years old. Even Urdu existed long before 
Pakistan did, and it has its roots in India, in Mother India.  
 India and Pakistan are like a family in which the children grow up and get married and 
need their own home. It’s fine to have your own home, go wherever you like, but don’t forget 
that we all belong to that soil. We Muslim musicians are proud of being Indian, and we are 
certainly aware that our audiences and supporters are almost exclusively Hindu. We cannot 
forget our heritage or our roots. That is where Pakistan is going in the wrong direction. If you 
separate from your roots, you are separating yourself from the wealth of a tradition that was 
evolved for hundreds and hundreds of years by Hindus and by Muslims both.  
 It may be that in the history of Indian classical music, a long and glorious chapter is 
coming to an end: the last six hundred years, during which the music was dominated by 
Muslims. I say this because of the suppression of classical Indian music in Pakistan, because of 
Hindu musicians favoring specifically Hindu religious music, and because Muslims musicians 
are not promoted equally by Indian cultural organizations that are established abroad. As a 
Muslim musician, I fear that something precious will be lost: the experience of singing the 
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praises of Krishna or Shankar or Ram with the same devotion, the same wholeheartedness we 
bring to our own prayers to Allah and Hindu musicians likewise singing in praise of Allah or 
Sufi saints. The music itself uplifts the musician to the transcendent level where names for God 
are only words, and the experience of God is all the matters. Muslim musicians always espoused 
the higher aesthetic sense: we willingly accepted the concept of God in any religion because we 
know that this is the higher truth.  
 — 
 This book is about how we musicians see music, which is different from the way 
musicologists see it. Therefore I wish to give my own version of the involvement of musicians in 
All-India Radio after Partition. To do so I must discuss the work of Pandit Vishnu Narayan 
Bhatkhande, whose theoretical work on Indian music was published between 1909 and 1932. 
 Now, the great music masters will not teach anybody unless they are doing a riaz 
[practice], and unless they are devoted to the master and to the gharana. One cannot come and 
say, “Tell me about this rag and teach me this and teach me that” and expect a professional 
musician to simply give away his knowledge. Maharajahs and nobles gave thousands of rupees 
and gold coins and the finest shawls and ornaments to masters for their performance and for their 
teaching. Or, a master is paid through service. If somebody belongs to the gharana and does riaz 
twelve hours a day, sixteen hours a day, does all the household work and is like a servant to his 
master, then a master will say, “Oh, yes, he is my good student, he works hard to be able to learn 
music. It doesn’t matter if he doesn’t have money, he pays with his services.” So, either you pay 
a master with your services, or you pay with wealth. Only then will the master teach you. And 
even then he will teach only according to the student’s ability to receive, to understand and carry 
on the tradition at a high level. 
 V. N. Bhatkhande was a lawyer; he did not know much about music, but he wanted the 
music to be written down. In many ways that was very good. But when he began going to the 
houses of the great masters and knocking on doors and asking questions about rags, many of 
them would have nothing to do with him. So he went to nobles and maharajahs and asked to 
introduced to certain masters, saying he was writing a book and needed their help. And he 
collected the material for his book without paying anything for it.  
 Now, Bhatkhande’s book is very good in some respects. For example, it records 
information in a systematic way that is useful for musicological studies. It simplifies the 
ascending and descending lines of rags in a very rudimentary staff notation system. But I do not 
think it is an adequate representation of Indian classical music. In the very process of 
systematizing, it misses much of the heart of the music, which cannot be captured in that way. 
Furthermore, the first step in learning the music of India is going to the masters, paying them 
with money or serving them with your own hands. You must win a master’s heart before you can 
learn from him. The riaz comes next, and loyalty to that gharana. These are essential elements in 
the musical tradition. 
 Whatever the virtues of Bhatkhande’s book, it was never intended that it become the final 
authority on Indian classical music. But that book became the holy book of the musicians of 
India after Independence. I will explain how that happened. 
 During the last years of the British Raj, Z. A. Bhokhari was Chief of All-India Radio 
(A.I.R.). Bhokhari had tremendous respect for and understanding of music. He had a program 
inviting great masters to perform for once or twice monthly broadcasts. Many, many masters 
were employed in that way. 
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But after Partition, Bhokhari, who was a Muslim, went to Pakistan. 
 Jawarharlal Nehru believed that colleges and universities and high schools must give 
courses on Indian music, and radio must offer a course in Indian music. That was a very 
beautiful idea, and efficient people were needed. When India became independent, the post of 
Minister of Information and Broadcasting was filled by a student of Pandit S. N. Ratanjankar. 
Ratanjankar originally learned music from Ustad Faiyaz Khan and many great Muslim masters. 
But Ratanjankar insisted on establishing Bhatkhande’s system in education because they came 
from the same region. Because classical music was dominated by great Muslim masters playing 
in the tradition of the gharanas, the radio programs employed primarily Muslims, and the 
followers of Bhatkhande wished to replace them with their own people. So, Ratanjankar was 
named to become chief of music for A.I.R.not Ameer Khan, not Vilayat Hussain Khan, nor any 
of the great learned Muslim masters but a follower Bhatkhande whose musical ideas were 
motivated to bring only the followers of Bhatkhande and his vision to the key positions at A.I.R., 
which was the main classical musical establishment.  
 The first thing Ratanjankar did was send letters to all the masters saying that they would 
have to audition for the radio. Audition! These great masters were outraged. In the history of 
music they had never been given any examination. Who can judge the music of Vilayat Khan? 
Who can assign a grade to Ameer Khan? Only the musician’s master can make such a judgment. 
If they were asked to perform before Faiyaz Khan and Ameer Khan and Abdul Kareem Khan or 
Hafez Ali Khan or Ahmadjan Thirakwa, then they would be happy to do so. But the auditioning 
panel was made up of followers of Bhatkhande, who no gharanadar musician [one who belongs 
to a family of musicians] would agree with. 
 Some of the finest masters had been performing on the radio for very little pay, barely 
enough for them to survive. Then they received these letters stating that all performers must have 
an audition. This was taken as a grave insult. The musicians did not believe in the ideas of 
Bhatkhande, but they were forced into the disgraceful act of performing for his followers to be 
assigned a grade. Many great masters were failed purposely to get them out of the radio, and 
others had their broadcast times curtailed. Only the few who were on the good list of Ratanjankar 
were given back their jobs and programs. The employment was given instead to Bhatkhande 
followers, and the key positions, such as music producer, were given to Ratanjankar’s favorites 
and associates. 
 What I will describe now is not in the history books. I was a child at the time, but I 
remember it vividly. The musicians formed a kalakar mandal [artists’ association], a group of 
musicians, Hindus and Muslims both, in an effort to resist this system that was being imposed. 
This association was invited to a meeting at the Bharati Vidya Bhavan, a well-known music hall 
in Bombay. The Chief Minister of the region was also invited; he later became the Prime 
Minister of India (he is famous for drinking his own urine). The kalakar mandal wanted to put 
forward its views to him, namely, that what A.I.R. was imposing on us was disgraceful. In 
response, he gave a lecture I will never forget. To all those musicians, to my brother and to 
Ameer Khan and other great masters of India present at the occasion, he shook his finger and 
said, “We have made these government policies for you, and you have to obey them. And 
whoever lifts his hand in disagreement against these policies, his hand will be smashed.” It was 
complete dictatorship, and those who did not accept it were thrown out of A.I.R. The association 
was broken down within two years because the government acted so harshly. A.I.R. selected 
only a few masters from the association, those who went in through the backdoor and made an 
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apology and agreed to follow their policies. A lot of people had to go back and accept whatever 
the government terms were because radio was the only medium through which their music could 
reach the people.   
 But my brother Ustad Vilayat Khan left radio at that time and has never performed for 
A.I.R. until this day. Great musicians like Ameer Khan were being paid only 160 rupees per 
program, which was peanuts. I had to continue playing for radio for the sake of my career, so my 
name would be known in India. But I refused to give an audition. Even when I was the best sitar 
player on the radio and the best surbahar player in the world, they gave me a C grade. I didn’t get 
my grade raised to A until I was over forty years old. I don’t know when they lifted my grade or 
why. There were no criteria; they just realized that it was ridiculous.  
  Many great musicians went to Pakistan, even after Partition, because of this injustice. But 
unfortunately Pakistan made exactly the same mistake. During the time of Z. A. Bhokari, 
classical music was supported, but after that, it was not. 
 — 
 At the time of Partition, I was 8 or 10 years old, and I was too young to understand what 
was happening. First of all, I did not understand politics. I didn’t understand politics then, and I 
don’t understand politics now. 
 We had moved to Bombay and were living in Mohammed Ali Road, which was an area 
dominated by the Muslim League. There was a lot of enthusiasm for Mohammed Ali Jinnah, 
who was called the Qaid-de-Azam, which means “greatest reformer.” Jinnah was trying to get a 
land for Muslims, and this idea attracted many Muslims. The name Pakistan was attractive also: 
Pak means pure, so it means pure land for Muslims.   

On the other hand, there was a very beautiful and learned man named Maulana Abul 
Kalam Azad, a great Muslim leader who did not agree with Jinnah and with the idea of dividing 
India. Many Muslims accepted that their culture was completely integrated with the Hindu 
religion and philosophy, that our culture was one Indian culture. That was the world that I 
entered, artistically. Coming to Bombay was a paradise for me at that age, and being so proud of 
my brother and my heritage. But all around me were Muslim League processions and people 
shouting that Islam is the greatest religion and we had to have our own country. And there were 
riots and killing. 
  We moved temporarily to Indore because it was a smaller town, away from the political 
activity. My brother, who was head of the family then, thought we would be safer there at the 
home of my brother-in-law. From that time, the face of India changed; Hindu-Muslim rioting 
became commonplace, and Muslims began to live in fear. I did not feel that fear personally, 
because as musicians I and my family had such love and affection from Hindu people. But 
whenever there was a riot in India, I was frightened. Even in the last few years, it keeps 
happening, and I am still frightened. 
 We were a minority, but at the time of Partition we did not feel ourselves to be less than 
Hindus in any respect. Among Muslims were the greatest sportsmen of the country, the greatest 
poets, the greatest writers, the greatest musicians. The greatest actors and actresses and producers 
and directors in the film industry were all Muslims. There were Muslims judges and army 
commanders and businessmen. Hindus and Muslims were integrated like five fingers on the 
same hand, and we were all proud of each other and proud of ourselves. A Hindu was proud as a 
Hindu, and a Muslim was proud as a Muslim. Partition was not about the culture. It was not 
about anybody being less in any way; we were all fine, Hindus and Muslims were like two 
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brothers. Before Partition, at all the music conferences, which were dominated by Muslim 
musicians, the audience was all Hindus. We all shared the same values, we enjoyed the music the 
same way. Then why was the country divided? 
 I think the country was divided because of politicians. It is as if Gandhi had two sons, 
Jinnah and Nehru, who had to divide the property they inherited because each wanted his own 
seat of power. And the children of those brothers are still killing each other. 
 How stupidly India was divided, how mindlessly it was divided! Jinnah wanted a country 
of his own, and Lord Mountbatten made a fool of him by giving him one Pakistan in the West 
and the other Pakistan in the East. East Pakistan, which became Bangladesh, was a hopeless 
region which they had known for hundreds of years would be taken over by the sea. West 
Pakistan was created from the Kutch, because Jinnah was from there, and by dividing Punjab and 
Kashmir. Kashmir was always like the crown of India, and by dividing it, it was destroyed. The 
people who were responsible for making the borders between India and Pakistan did not even 
know the map of India properly, and the boundary line was drawn so cruelly, right through cities 
and villages in Punjab.   

Partition broke the backbone of India. There were such severe riots in Bombay that the 
Muslims were all threatened. Many great musicians and writers emigrated to Pakistan. The great 
centers of Muslim culture were in Lucknow, Delhi, Kanpur, Nagpur, Benares, Allahabad, Agra, 
all of U. P. and Madhya Pradesh. Of course we were mixed in everywhere, all over the country, 
but this was the real area of Muslim culture, which had evolved so beautifully with the Hindu 
culture, the language, the dress, the food, the literature, the architecture. How could Muslims 
leave the land of the Taj Mahal? All the greatest Muslim shrines, the shrines of great Sufis like 
Kwaja Nizamuddin Auliya, Kwaja Moinuddin Chishti, were in India, none were in Pakistan. 
There was no reason for Jinnah to take that part of the country as Pakistan, except that he was a 
Kutchi himself, that was his homeland. All the Kutchis who emigrated to India at Partition, all 
the Punjabis, all the people who left Rawalpindi and Lahore, they still cry for Lahore, they still 
cry for Rawalpindi. Those who went from Delhi and Lucknow to Pakistan, they still cry for 
Lucknow and Delhi.  
 And fifty years later, still the people who went to Pakistan from India are not accepted. 
That’s why riots are going on now in Pakistan: they are killing the people who emigrated from 
India, who are not accepted as the countrymen of those who lived there before.  
 To this day, I cannot understand this: if they created Pakistan as a pure land for Muslims, 
why do I have to have a passport to go there? I am a Muslim. Why, if the country was created in 
the name of religion, can’t a believer in that faith come into the country? I read the Koran, I read 
namaz, why can I not go to Pakistan? And there are thousands of Hindus living in Pakistan now. 
Why does a Hindu still living in Pakistan have to have a passport to come to India?  
 I received many invitations to perform in Pakistan but I did not accept them. For many 
years I was frightened to go to Pakistan. In the 1950s many people who had gone to Pakistan 
were arrested as spies when they came back to India. And a Muslim from India going to Pakistan 
was also looked upon as a spy; he had to report to the police station and could stay only a certain 
number of days. And you could not go by rail, only by plane.  
 In all these years, in all my travels around the world, I have never been to Pakistan. I was 
scheduled to play several concerts there in 1993, but this was at the time of the riots following 
the destruction of the Babri Masjid, and the concerts were cancelled. My son Ershad went to 
Pakistan for a charity concert, which was public, and while he was featured in all sorts of 
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magazines, the concert was picketed by Muslim fanatics who oppose classical music. 
 Now that there is a wall between the two countries, those fanatics have thrown their 
treasure over the wall, thinking it is not theirs. But it is theirs. They make a mockery of their own 
culture and religion, because all over the world, music is the greatest source of praising God and 
loving God.  When they sing azaan, the call to prayer, it is music. What makes one muezzin 
better than another? Musical quality. Only Islam uses music to call people to prayer. And only 
Islam has thrown away its music. 
 Not only did my generation suffer but generations to come will suffer because we can’t 
meet our brothers. It is very painful that these two politicians’ rivalries came in between the 
blood of two brothers, Hindu and Muslim. I will never forgive them, and history will never 
forgive them, because Partition cut through the heart of the culture. 
 — 
 Within a year after the creation of Pakistan, my brother received a letter from 
Z. A. Bokhari, who was the chief of Radio Pakistan, offering him a permanent job with radio, the 
highest musician’s job, if he would come to Pakistan. My brother was so happy, he was only 
eighteen or twenty, and he brought this letter to my mother. But my mother said, “India is our 
country. Our forefathers died here. All our relatives’ graves are here. Now the politicians have 
created a Pakistan, and they are making these borders and boundaries, but tomorrow they may 
change the boundaries and call it some other name. Why should we leave our home for their 
maneuvring?” So, because of my mother’s wisdom, we stayed in India. And her prediction came 
true: in a few years East Pakistan became Bangladesh.   

What she meant in saying that the graves of our relatives are here is of deep significance. 
We are born here, and we died here, but graves refers not to something that is dead, but a living 
tradition. In Muslim philosophy, our forefathers’ spirits survive through us; their messages, their 
knowledge, live in us. When that knowledge is destroyed, only then are my forefathers gone, and 
then I am dead. But if the knowledge survives with my sons or their sons, my knowledge lives in 
them, and I am not gone. Only my body will go, but I am living because the knowledge survives. 
 The music itself continues. And as it takes root all around the world, my hope is that in 
other cultures including those that have lost their spiritual traditions, people will begin to sing the 
praises of Ram and Bhagwan and Krishna just as the Muslims did for those hundreds of years, 
and have that same experience of God through the music. 
 Music survived in India not because of the government and its policies about these 
disgraceful auditions. The government rules and policies were wrong, but the people were not 
wrong. Music and musicians survived because the people of India supported it. Vilayat Khan did 
leave radio, but then he became the most popular musician to perform in music conferences. The 
music conferences are not organized by the government; they book only the musicians who are 
wanted by the listeners. Bade Ghulam Ali Khan left Pakistan and came to India and became the 
most popular singer of classical music. Bismillah Khan survived, Imrat Khan survived, all of our 
gharana survived, all the Faiyaz Khan gharana survived, all the Kirana gharana survived, not 
because of what the government and the radio did for them, not because of what Ratanjankar or 
Bhatkhande did for them. But we survived. Although we have had great hardships and difficulty 
and competition against the favoritism, still the greatest and most popular musicians of India are 
the Muslim musicians.   

We survive not as Muslims, but as Indians. India has played the role of the mother; it is 
the children who fight among themselves. It’s like a family when the parents die and their 
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property must be divided among the children: this one wants this and doesn’t recognize the rights 
of the other one. India has treated us always like its own children, and in that respect we are fine. 
The brothers and sisters may be fighting, but we see India still as the mother. And the wealth of 
musical tradition is inherited by Hindu and Muslim together.  
  Again I will say that our musical tradition is like a tree, on which I am one flower, and 
my father and grandfather were flowers and my sons are becoming flowers. In this book I tell 
about the blossoming of this tree, but I am also telling about the winds and the cyclones and the 
floods and droughts this tree has endured. Over the centuries, there have been many such 
difficulties, but always the tree has survived, and then again it brings forth its flowers.  
 *** 
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11 - MIA TAN SEN AND INDIAN PHILOSOPHY 
 
 To understand music you must also understand the philosophy behind it. What is Indian 
philosophy? Let me tell you the story of India’s greatest singer, Mia Tan Sen. Tan Sen is said 
have sung so beautifully that he performed miracles with his voice. He made it rain, he made 
flowers blossom, he created fire. There are many wonderful stories about the miracles of Tan 
Sen. 
 But the story of Tan Sen is also about a very important idea in the philosophy of Indian 
music. That idea is that the classical music has grown from both cultures in India, Hindu and 
Muslim, and that it transcends all social, cultural, and religious differences.  
 The story takes place during the golden period of the Mughal era, under the reign of 
Akbar, in the 16th century. Akbar, who was Muslim, had a great appreciation of the Hindu 
people and their religion. He believed that a society of peace and harmony and the finest culture 
would come from a mingling of the Islamic tradition that came in from the north with the Hindu 
tradition that was indigenous to the subcontinent. Akbar was married to a Hindu woman, and he 
even tried to start a religion that was a mixture of Hinduism and Islam. His philosophy was based 
on the values of these two religions and cultures combined, and because of this, his court was the 
most beautiful in the thousand years of the Mughal era.  
 Akbar’s ministers included both Hindus and Muslims. The prime minister, Beelbad, was 
considered a very wise man, and the historian was the great writer Abul Faisal Fateh. When Tan 
Sen came to Agra where Akbar was situated, he immediately was received by the court and 
given a very high position as minister of music. Around Akbar’s throne were nine seats, for the 
nine ministers of the major areas of government, each of whom was the finest in that field, the 
finest poet, the finest architect, the finest scientist, the finest military leader, and so on.  Each of 
those seats corresponded to one of the nine rasas, or aesthetic moods, and to nine precious 
stones, diamond, emerald, ruby, yellow sapphire, blue sapphire, etc. Akbar called these ministers 
his “jewels.” They were his wealth, his treasure.  
 Tan Sen was born at this time of beautiful harmony in India. His story beings with a 
Hindu couple who had no children. They very much wanted a child and they had prayed and 
prayed, but still they had no child. Someone told them to go to this pir, a Muslim saint of 
Gwalior. When this pir prayed to God for them, they had a child, and then they were very happy. 
But they were so poor, they didn’t know how they would be able to bring the child up, how they 
would give him an education.  
 So they went back to the pir and said, “With your blessing we have a child, but we are 
too poor to bring him up.” Mind you, this is a child from Hindu parents.  
 The pir said, “All right, I will take him and do what I can for him.” So the pir took the 
child to live with him, and Tan Sen was brought up as a Muslim. 
 Now, when this child was about ten years old, he was extremely naughty. He had a gift of 
using his voice to imitate noises, the sounds of everything, the birds, the goat, the dog.  One day 
he hid in the jungle when some Hindu priests were coming by, returning from worshipping at a 
temple. And this child roared like a lion. The priests were terribly frightened.  
 When they discovered the boy, they caught him and said, “Where are your parents? Take 
us to your parents.”  
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 He said, “I have no parents. I have a master.”  
 “Take us to your master,” they said. So he took these Hindu priests to his master, who 
was a Muslim pir.  
 The priests said, “This boy has a fantastic voice. He has an amazing gift. Why don’t you 
do something about it?”   

The pir asked what he could do. “Why don’t you teach him singing?” they said. “He has 
got such a beautiful voice, he can do anything with his voice, and he will be a fantastic singer.”  
 “But I’m not a singer,” the pir said. “I can’t teach him singing.”   
 The Hindu priests told the pir about Haridas Swami, who was a Hindu saint, a very great 
saint of singing and music, and they suggested that the child be sent to him. The pir asked if the 
priests knew Haridas Swami, and they said, yes, they knew him very well.  
 So the pir said, “All right. I will write a letter of recommendation requesting Haridas 
Swami to take this child into his care. Will you kindly take the letter to him?”   

So this Muslim saint writes a letter to a Hindu saint asking him to accept this child into 
his care and to give him musical training. Haridas Swami agreed, and the boy went to live and 
study with him.  
 That boy was Mia Tan Sen. Under the instruction of Haridas Swami, Tan Sen developed 
his voice and become the finest singer in India and the minister of music under Akbar. 
 This is the story of Tan Sen. But this is also the story of Indian philosophy and culture, of 
Indian harmony and understanding. Thousands of years of this philosophy, this knowledge, have 
gone into the hearts and minds of the Indian people. This knowledge has nothing to do with 
education; it is what Indians are born with.  
 ***  
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12 - MUSIC AS UNIVERSAL LANGUAGE 
 
 I was in India in 1993 when Babri Masjid was destroyed. A few days later, the Hindu 
nationalist extremists were rumored to be heading for my area, Park Circus, where many 
Muslims live. I was living on the razor’s edge, knowing that at any time my house could be 
burned or I could be attacked.  
 Twice I have been in Calcutta during riots. During these terrible upheavals, I have been 
so touched at the concern shown by my Hindu friends. In the riot of 1964, much of Calcutta was 
burning, Muslim homes were being looted, all the shops were closed and no rations were 
available, and many people were in great misery. A great friend of my family, Mohan Suraiya, 
who is Hindu, came to my house in the midst of the rioting and said, “Imrat Bhai, are you well? I 
cannot get in touch with you by phone because all the lines are down. We are so worried about 
you.” And he brought rice and ghee to my house, at the risk of his own life. On the night when 
the destruction was at its peak, when it was most dangerous for Muslims, the family of Shyam 
Lal Ghoshal, who lived opposite my house, moved me into their house. To disguise myself so I 
would not be recognized, I wore a long overcoat and a turban tied on my head. And that family, 
who are also Hindu, kept me in their house for a week or so and looked after me as if I were one 
of them. 
 Again, in the riots of 1993, when thousands of Muslims died and so many houses were 
burned, I was in Calcutta. Then on the 9th of February, I went to Bombay for a concert at the 
National Center for Performing Arts. I didn’t know it, but on that very day riots had broken out 
in Bombay. My friends who organized the concert, all Hindus, arranged for me to move from 
Versova to a posh residential club in the Malabar Hills area, which was unaffected because it is 
where the very rich live. I was there for a whole night and whole day before I knew what was 
going on in Bombay.  The evening of the performance, my great friend Mr. Chandrahas Visanji 
came himself and drove me in his own car to the concert hall. The situation was very tense in 
Bombay, and I had a feeling that something very wrong was going on. But to my surprise, the 
concert hall was filled to capacity.  
 At that performance I played with one of the finest tabla players, Zakir Hussein. We 
played until 11 o’clock at night; there was encore after encore, and people said it was one of the 
most beautiful concerts of my life. Afterward my friends took me to the Taj Hotel for dinner. 
Among them was not a single Muslim soul except myself; all were Hindus. We had beautiful 
talks about music and art, and no one mentioned the riots going on right then in the city.  
 Because of experiences like this, I see the world in a tragicomic way: sometimes my life 
is like the movies of Charlie Chaplin, in which outwardly you laugh, while inside you are crying. 
Because I perform all over the world, I see how human beings divide themselves into groups: 
Muslims, Hindus, Jews, Christians, Buddhists, this faith and belief, that faith and belief. But we 
artists don’t see people in terms of these groups, or in even terms of race; we see them all as 
human beings, as beautiful individual minds and faces, the greatest creation of God. And our aim 
is to please them, to see the smiles on their faces and touch their innermost souls with love. Our 
lives are based on filling their hearts with the beauty of our art, so they can experience the 
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wonder of God, who created us all. And while we are performing, that is what they experience; 
that is what we communicate to them. 
  But, when we come off the stage, we come down into one or another group, this race or 
that race, this religion or that religion. One group’s hero is the villain to another group, and the 
villain to this group is the hero to the next group. After a concert I will hear one group talk about 
their hero, whose followers destroyed a mosque and killed many people. The people in this 
group are the greatest music lovers, I am so happy to know them! I listen to them talk, and I 
don’t want to lose their friendship, so I nod and smile and agree with them. Then I play for 
another group. These people too are my friends, they are the nicest people, but afterward they are 
praising their leaders for bombing a temple and killing many people of the other group. And 
again I nod and smile and agree. All around the world there are such groups, each putting a lot of 
effort and money into justifying their crimes against another group. It is funny, and it is very sad. 
 Sometimes I am churning inside about this. My best friends are Hindu, my best friends 
are Jews, my best friends are Christian, and my best friends are Muslim. And I am Muslim. But 
in certain groups I am afraid to mention my faith and belief. 
 Many years ago I was in Sweden, and someone asked me where I was from. I told him 
India. He said, “But your name is Khan. What is your religion?” He thought I must be from 
Pakistan. I said, “My religion is music. And, as the name suggests, I am Muslim. But that is my 
personal faith, which I was born with. The religion I preach is music. In this religion of mine, I 
am praising the God of all religions.”  
 My life has nothing to do with these groups. We artists live our lives believing in the 
beauty of art, where all minds are the same mind, created by God, and we are playing to God to 
bring the beauty in our heart to the hearts of others. I play to all races, in all cultures; I’ve been 
very fortunate to perform as much in the West as in the East. I will never forget the first time I 
performed in Germany. Because the movies made in England and America after World War II 
presented Germans as villains, as monsters, I expected them to be ugly and sinister in 
appearance. So, when I looked out into that first audience I played for in Berlin, I was astonished 
to see the most beautiful faces, the same human faces that I would see anywhere else.   

The faces of people listening to music is beautiful sight. Every face is lit up, every face is 
like a flower. Even people who are cruel or dishonest or criminals, when they are listening to 
music, their whole character changes, and they become the same as people who are noble and 
generous and good. And this gives us musicians a beautiful feeling for people.  
 I am honored that people all over the world have heard my music and treated me with so 
much love. When I play, they understand what I have to tell them through my music. But when I 
come down from the stage, the whole comedy of words starts, which is a tragedy of words, and 
when I must deal with these words, I find myself like Charlie Chaplin: outwardly I am a 
comedian, smiling and nodding and laughing and joking, but inside my heart is bleeding. 
 One group does not understand the aims and beliefs of the other group because each 
group has only a narrow vision based on their own perspective. Each group is like a frog in a 
well: all they see of the sky is the small circle above their heads. And the strangest thing is that 
they don’t even want to come out of that well! 
 I am speaking as a frog who, by the grace of God, has come out of the well. Now I know 
how the moon rises and moves across the whole sky. I know how many stars there are. I know 
the beauty of dawn and sunset. I know the whole glorious expanse of the heavens, Allah ka 
shukr!  
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 A friend of mine is troubled about the dominance of the English language in India and 
around the world. But to me, it is a marvel that a language has succeeded in becoming so widely 
understood. This is a unique development in human history. Now we can go anywhere in the 
world and communicate with each other, at least in simple ways. We can ask for directions, we 
can ask for a drink of water, we can say thank you and I am happy to see you, and it will be 
understood. I take this as a blessing of God. We may be speaking in English, but we are 
communicating our own ideas, our own sentiments, our own mannerisms, to other people in the 
world. Of course we must do everything for the survival of our own languages and cultures and 
the beautiful values they express. But having an international language is also a great 
opportunity. 
  So, I say, let us try to do our best with what we have. Let us try to convey our feelings in 
whatever way we can in broken English, in completely shattered English! That is better than 
nothing. Let me try to tell you how I love you, how much pain there is in my heart, how much I 
care. If you understand English only, I will not be able to speak Urdu poetry to you, so there is 
much that I could say that you won’t understand. But if I cannot explain to you with the depth of 
my poetry, let me tell you in simple words. Maybe this is enough for a person who wants to 
understand.  
 For a person who does not want to understand, no matter how beautiful a poem you write, 
that person won’t feel anything. That is what it is to be a frog in the well. That frog doesn’t see 
but a few of the stars, he doesn’t see the moon anywhere but directly overhead, so how can he 
understand about them? But, if I care for that frog in the well, I will say simply: I want you to 
know how much I care for you, and how I think you are equal to me, and how much I would like 
to see that you are happy even though you are in the well! 
 That’s what we artists are trying to say. I pray to Allah that artists will succeed in 
communicating this simple expression of love among all human beings.  
 
 *** 
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13 - BECOMING AN INTERNATIONAL ARTIST 
 
 In 1956 my brother and I went to the Soviet Union with the first Indian cultural 
delegation to visit the communist countries. That was my first taste of flying into another 
country. The Air India airplane looked like a whale, especially the tail—to me it was the most 
beautiful flying machine! I was the youngest member of the delegation, and everybody treated 
me with great kindness. I was certainly the most excited. When I was especially happy, I would 
sing a tarana, a song I learned from my master, and everybody loved to hear me sing it. 
  We traveled all over the Soviet Union, starting in Czechoslovakia, then to Poland, 
Romania, Bulgaria, then to Yalta and Odessa, Leningrad, Moscow, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, 
fantastic places. My mind was very quick in those days, and in each country we went to, I 
learned the folk songs. In Poland I learned Polish songs, in Czechoslovakia I learned Czech 
songs, in Moscow I learned Russian songs, in Uzbekistan I learned Uzbek songs. After a concert 
I would play a song from their country. The people loved that, and that was a very happy 
experience for me. We met lots of musicians and singers, and because this was the first 
delegation from India and they had great admiration for Indian art and culture, we were given a 
beautiful welcome. We traveled in eight or ten limousines, and rows of people lined up on the 
sides of the road and clapped when our cars passed. The whole country turned out to see us!  
 At that time, the Soviet Union was in its full glory, but we were aware that the people 
were oppressed and that we were shown only the places they wanted us to see. A year or so 
before that, Bulganin and Khrushchev had come to India with a cultural delegation. One of the 
prime ballerinas of the Bolshoi Ballet, Maya Plisetskaya, gave a very beautiful performance in 
Calcutta at that time. I showed her Calcutta, she visited my house, and we became good friends. 
Then when we visited Moscow, one day I was coming out of the Hotel Moskva, where the 
Indian delegation stayed, and I saw Maya Plisetskaya in the crowd waiting for me. I said, “Oh, 
my friend, I have been asking for you!” They didn’t want to let her into the hotel, but I arranged 
for her to come see us. 
  I was surprised when this great ballerina told me she walked from her home to the 
Bolshoi Ballet; she had no car, no means of transport provided for her. But her attitude was 
wonderful. She said, “We belong to the country, just as everything belongs to the country, and 
we do our services for our people.” I was impressed by that. Such great artists did not seek 
individual recognition; their efforts were for the glory of the Bolshoi Ballet and for their country 
as a whole. Maybe later that was not true, after communism began taking advantage of their 
innocence and sincerity. But at that time, their aim was very idealistic. To Maya Plisetskaya 
being in the Bolshoi Ballet was the greatest honor, and she gave herself totally to that ideal. 
  In Yugoslavia we were invited to Brijuni Island, which belonged to Marshall Tito and 
was open only to his guests. The island is about half an hour by boat from Zagreb. It was like 
paradise. There were peacocks and deer and flowers, and except for Marshall Tito’s car, the only 
transportation was by horse and buggy. Our delegation stayed at the one hotel, where the staff 
was extremely nice to us. It was a privilege not only to stay there but even to serve there.  I was 
so full of energy and enthusiasm that I couldn’t sleep. So, on our first night there, at four o’clock 
in the morning I was wide awake, waiting to get up and go around the island and see everything. 
It was dark and misty, but I decided to go out walking. I had walked a few yards on the grounds 
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of the hotel when I saw a man standing behind a tree. He was wearing a brimmed hat and an 
overcoat and he stood with his hands in the pockets. I knew there were guards around, but this 
looked just like the movies. I went a little farther, and behind another tree I saw another man in a 
brimmed hat and an overcoat with his hands in his pockets. In another few yards I saw the same 
again. Every few yards there were men behind the trees like that. They must have known I was 
with the Indian delegation, and no one said anything to me, they just watched. So I kept walking 
around.  
 About five o’clock I came close to the pier where the boats are moored, and I saw the 
most astonishing sight: Marshall Tito was there talking with Khrushchev. Khrushchev was on the 
pier, either leaving or arriving. I will never forget that: it was a great occasion in my life to see 
such powerful world leaders. But as soon as I realized that something serious was going on, I 
turned and took another route.  
 For Marshall Tito to bring together the nation of Yugoslavia without any division 
between Christian or Muslim or Jew was an admirable achievement. I was very moved in 
Yugoslavia to see that Islamic culture still existed there. At that time, there was a beautiful sense 
of the country as a whole.   After Yugoslavia we went to Hungary where we were received 
with great affection and enthusiasm, as we were everywhere. We were taken to the most 
beautiful performances. The Hungarian music was fantastic. There is a beautiful blend of Eastern 
and Western culture in Central Europe, in their dress, their language, their dance, their way of 
life.   

While we were in Hungary we went to Vienna, which was where Hungarians went to 
shop. We had lots of rubles that we didn’t know what to do with, so we changed them into 
Viennese currency and hid it to carry across the border. But on the day we were in Vienna, all 
the shops were closed. Since we didn’t have any way to spend the money, we had to hide it again 
and smuggle it back across the border into Hungary. We couldn’t throw it away!  
 In Hungary we sensed that underneath the excitement about the music we were 
performing, people were frightened. There was a sense that something was about to happen. We 
left Hungary on the 16th or 17th of August, and on the 18th the Russian tanks moved in. That 
was the end of our tour, and we were on our way back to India when Hungary was taken over.  
 A story I will never forget began when we were in Budapest at that time. A very beautiful 
Hungarian girl was the official photographer of the delegation, and she became very friendly 
with my brother. The first time I was in America, in 1981, somebody called the house where I 
was staying in New York and left a message for me that she would call back. She called again 
and asked if I remembered her; she said, “We met in Hungary in 1956.” I was very excited and I 
invited her to come to the house. She brought pictures she had taken of me and my brother in 
Hungary in 1956, and she told me this very moving story. After Hungary was taken over by the 
Russians, her parents wanted her to leave. So, right after we were there, she escaped. She went 
many miles through the forest, and then she swam across a lake (or maybe it was a river), where 
she was picked up by a boat from Switzerland. She lived in Switzerland and married and had two 
children, then she went to France and lived there, and then they moved to America. And she 
carried with her the roll of film with our pictures on it. All that way, all that time! After 
twenty-five years, she gave me those pictures.  
 — 
 In 1961 I came with my brother to Berlin and to play in the Congress Hall (which is 
called “Kennedy’s Hat,” because the roof of the hall was like the hat Jacqueline Kennedy wore). 
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That was the year when the Berlin Wall was made, and so many people died. They didn’t want 
this wall in between, because like India and Pakistan, the wall meant that half the people went 
one place, and the other half went another place. Berlin had been almost completely destroyed in 
the war, but many great architects decided to contribute their skills to rebuild the city. When I 
was there again in 1964 Kurfurstendamm had become a beautiful place.  
 After my 1964 concert, the great musicologist Nazir Ali Jairazbhoy came to India to 
study surbahar with me. Although I was playing many concerts in the 1950s and early 1960s and 
becoming well known in Europe, I was still performing with my brother, and in India I was 
always looked upon as the brother of Vilayat Khan. Indians are hero worshippers, and once they 
see somebody as their hero, they don’t see anybody else. At that time, the hero slots were already 
filled in Indian music, with a great Muslim master in Vilayat Khan and a Hindu master in Ravi 
Shankar. Also, Nikhil Banerjee was patronized and promoted by the Bengali community. So 
there wasn’t room for anybody else, and it was difficult for me. I was the only surbahar player in 
India, I had my own musical artistry, but nobody cared. That left me frustrated. I wanted to prove 
myself a worthy son of Enayet Khan, not only as the younger brother of Vilayat Khan. Because 
surbahar is the instrument of my family, and because my mother insisted that I play surbahar so 
that I could be recognized on my own, I always had this fire in me to be both a great sitar player 
and a great surbahar player. That was my aim. 
 But until 1966, I performed with my brother. He played sitar, and I played surbahar. Our 
recordings from those days are still available. In 1963 I came with my brother to play at the 
Edinburgh Music Festival, where for the first time in the West people heard the surbahar. Had I 
played sitar with my brother, I wouldn’t have been recognized because my brother is such a great 
sitarist. But playing surbahar, I immediately attracted the notice and praise of Western people. 
When they heard this gigantic instrument with its fantastic range and overtones, they were crazy 
about it. 
 When I first came to England, my brother and I performed in Festival Hall, and that was 
the first time people heard the surbahar in a really big concert. Festival Hall is in the South Bank 
complex in London which includes several halls. Festival Hall has a seating capacity of four 
thousand, Queen Elizabeth Hall a thousand or maybe twelve hundred, and Purcell Room about 
five hundred. These halls are fine performance spaces; it is very prestigious to perform there, and 
booking a hall cost thousands and thousands of dollars. People were beginning to get interested 
in Indian music—it was the early Beatles era—and in that concert, my surbahar made quite an 
impression on the audience. 
 In the early 1970s I got my break in England. Michael Jeans, oboist with the London 
Philharmonic and a distinguished musician, was fascinated with the sound of the surbahar and 
the sitar, and he became my student. Michael wanted to arrange a solo concert for me in the 
Purcell Room. Until then I had not performed on my own, so I told him, “I cannot say yes 
because I have come with my brother. Only if you ask him and he gives me permission can I 
perform.” So Michael went to my brother and asked permission, and my brother very kindly 
agreed for me give a solo concert. Two weeks after the performance was announced, the Purcell 
Room was sold out. The concert was so successful that within another two weeks, Michael 
booked me into the Queen Elizabeth Hall. That concert was also sold out. Through those 
concerts I became established as a solo performer.  
 That was a booming year for Indian music in England. George Harrison became involved 
in it, and everybody was listening to Indian music. Indian fashions appeared on the streets, and 
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people opened their hearts and minds to India. This was the time when Ravi Shankar became 
very popular. 
 But my brother was not performing very much. His dealing with promoters and such was 
very Indian; he was overly cautious, concerned that they would run away with his money, and he 
did not understand the Western way of doing things. But I was always straightforward, my heart 
was open to the West, and I adjusted to Western people. Michael Jeans was my student and my 
friend, and I had complete faith and trust with him. I didn’t haggle with him for money, I never 
asked how much, he handled the accounts. He booked me in all the European music festivals in 
France, Germany, Switzerland, Belgium, Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Finland, the Holland 
Festival, Festival Romana in Italy. Michael was my manager between 19?? and 19??, and he did 
a fantastic job. He was very appreciative and very professional.  
 Also, Michael methodically guided me into the classical arena. At that time, because of 
Ravi Shankar and George Harrison, Indian music was moving into popular culture and became 
associated with drugs and extremes of dress and behavior. But Michael always kept me 
completely separate from that image, arranging my performances in churches and colleges and 
universities and classical halls where pop musicians would not be heard.  
  At the big pop festivals, there could be ten, fifteen, twenty thousand people. Ravi Shankar 
performed at these festivals, but no matter how big the audience, and no matter how much they 
offered me six thousand, ten thousand pounds in those days I never performed at any popular 
music festival. From that time on, from the beginning of my career, I maintained my reputation 
as a classical musician. I always wanted to make it clear that Indian music is not pop music, it’s 
as classical as Western classical music.  
 In 1971 or 72, I gave an hour and a half sitar master class on BBC television. In the same 
series were Julian Bream, the great guitar player, and a great pianist. The producer was excited 
because George Harrison was interested in introducing me for the program. But I was not so 
enthusiastic, and I told her that I had to think it over. If I was saying that Indian music is not pop 
music, I decided that I should not have a pop star introduce my program. I was consciously 
protecting my career as a classical musician. So when I had that big opportunity, to have George 
Harrison introduce me, I said no. My producer was worried that I might lose my program if I 
refused George Harrison, but fortunately, the chief producer was pleased with my decision. He 
said, “Here is a young man performing classical music on his own merit, and if he thinks that he 
should not be introduced by a pop musician, why should we force him? Ask him how he wants 
the program.” And I said the program should be introduced with titles only and Indian ragmala 
paintings. And so it happened. 
 For all this I am very grateful to Michael Jeans. He always preserved my image correctly 
as a classical musician; he never booked me to perform anywhere but the most prestigious 
venues. Therefore, I stood against Ravi Shankar and his popularity. People who know and love 
Indian music respected me for this. Never did I get mixed up with popular music. That meant I 
sacrificed a lot, but perhaps that will be the reason, Inshallah, that the name of our family will 
survive.   

In 1972, once my picture was on the front page of the London Observer, and when I went 
to Tottenham Court Road, people were rushing at me and shrieking as they do with pop 
musicians. Because I was young and I was playing sitar, my name had become popular. I must 
admit I enjoyed that, but I avoided that image. Pop records are like fashion: soon they are out of 
date, and then they get thrown into the dustbin. In my surbahar concerts, I always played in the 
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most classical manner—no jugalbandi with the tabla player or other gimmicks that were being 
seen on stage. So my career developed as a very serious classical musician from the beginning. 
The classical always endures. Bach and Beethoven and Mozart, and in our country my father and 
Faiyaz Khan and Abdul Karim Khan and Bade Ghulam Ali Khan, their names will always live. 
Pop musicians crave fame and wealth, which pass quickly, but classical musicians work toward 
the survival of an entire tradition. I was aiming to preserve the classical forms of my family, my 
musical lineage, and my culture. 
  My brother and I and were invited to meet the Queen. The invitation was in the name of 
my brother, and I felt offended that my name was not on it. I had a lot of desire to be recognized 
on my own, so I was very hurt. On top of that, I was told to wear a tie. And I refused. When we 
met at the Indian High Commission in London, the commissioner said, “You are not wearing a 
tie.” I said, “I don’t wear ties.” I was wearing a Western suit, so the commissioner said he would 
ask one of his staff to lend his tie to me. But I said, no, I would not wear it, I never wear a tie 
because it makes me feel choked in the throat. The commissioner said, “Then you will not be 
allowed to attend the garden party.” My brother was angry and he told me to go home, so I got 
out of the car near Hyde Park, and I had no money, so I walked from there to Golders Green. 
Now I understand what my brother felt; I should have gone there because of him, I should have 
been happy that he was invited. But at that age, I couldn’t see it from that angle. Now I can say it 
was my mistake and laugh about it. 
 — 
 Until I was in my early thirties, I had been completely under the guidance of my masters 
and gurus, living the disciplined and binding life required in an Indian musician’s upbringing. 
But then half of my life opened to the West, when I was invited to teach at Dartington College of 
Arts, a teachers’ training college established in 1961 by Sir Leonard Elmhurst at his estate in 
Devon. Meeting Leonard Elmhurst was a fantastic opportunity, and it gave me a direction that I 
have followed ever since.  
 Leonard Elmhurst was a truly noble man, who had the vision to combine the finest of the 
English educational system with the finest of the Indian culture through the educational 
philosophy of Rabindranath Tagore. Elmhurst had been at Santiniketan, Tagore’s school north of 
Calcutta, and was a devoted student of Tagore. Leonard Elmhurst had a dream of establishing a 
college in England based on the same philosophy. He wanted learning to take place more 
naturally, outside under the trees, with less formal relationships between teachers and students. 
He made Dartington College very beautiful, with small cottages in the garden. It was 
breathtaking, a heavenly place. When the weather was nice, I would say, let us go and play under 
that tree, or let us meet in that cottage, and I would take my classes there. A jazz pianist was 
teaching there, and a drama class with one of the finest gurus of English theatre, and a modern 
dance teacher who taught Martha Graham style. I had the great opportunity of going to their 
classes, and they came to mine. We were truly like a family. It was so beautiful, to me it was like 
something from Alice in Wonderland. 
  Leonard Elmhurst treated me with great affection. He used to invite me to tea, and he 
would show me his collection of Tagore’s paintings and discuss Tagore’s poetry with me. And 
he would tell me about his life. After his wife died, he was very lonely. People did not 
understand him and his connection with Tagore. He had tremendous appreciation for my 
enthusiasm in teaching sitar and singing, because I was helping to fulfill his dream. He looked on 
me as someone who shared the values of his heart. I was like a son to him, and he was like my 
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own father. He was a very kind man; I remember especially what kind eyes he had. 
 And I learned a lot from him. On occasion he invited me to meet him in London at this 
club where only millionaires could belong. Of course I could never have gone there myself. I 
remember that I was not handling my fork and knife properly, and he showed me how the 
silverware is placed together on the plate when you are finished. So that was part of my 
education!  While I was at Dartington College, I got the car of my dreams, a Mercedes Benz. 
I used to drive it from Dartington to London in three or four hours and leave it at the airport 
when I traveled abroad for concerts. Michael Jeans would book my ticket and send me the 
address and the flight number, and I would park the car, take my surbahar and sitar, meet my 
tabla player, Latif —-- Khan, and run to the plane. When I returned from Amsterdam or Rome or 
Paris, I would get into my Mercedes Benz and drive back to Dartington to teach three hours of 
classes the next day. People started calling me a ghost musician, because I was everywhere. It 
was hard work, and I loved it. 
 — 
 
 In 1976 I was invited to the Deutsche Akademie des —— to spend a year in Berlin. This 
program invited the greatest musicians of classical and modern music, avantgarde music and 
popular music, from all over the world.  
 That was the first time I had brought my family out of India. My children were between 
the ages of 9 and 16, and it was a wonderful opportunity to show them true European culture. 
(Unfortunately, the image of the West we have in India from American movies and Bombay 
films shows the lowest level of Western life, drinking and dancing to cheap music and striptease 
clubs.) The great cultural traditions of Europe were very strong in Berlin. Before the war Berlin 
had been an international art center, and afterwards West Berlin again had the finest of opera, the 
finest symphony orchestras, the finest ballet. I often played at one of the biggest music festivals 
and was very popular there. In those days, Berlin was a paradise for art and artists. Berlin was 
nearly 500 km inside East Germany, and for reasons of military strategy, there was lot of money 
for the defense, and out of the defense budget a small percentage was devoted to the arts. And 
that small percentage supported a tremendous amount of very fine art in every field. 
 At that time Berlin was very divided by ethnic groups, the Turkish people and the black 
people had their own areas, but I wanted to live in the white area so I could show my children the 
European way of life. Fortunately, because I was part of this respected artistic program, I was 
able to rent a home belonging to a professor who was leaving on an assignment. It was a 
beautiful villa with six bedrooms at the edge of the Tegal Forest, and it was beautifully 
furnished, with thermostat heating and cooling, and it had a garden of entirely white roses. 
Facing the huge window in the drawing room, you felt as if you were sitting in the forest.  
 When we first moved into that house, I saw an eye watching from the curtain of every 
window of my neighborhood, and I imagined that the people who lived there were thinking to 
themselves that aliens were coming into their neighborhood.  But little by little, I invited 
everyone who lived nearby to our house. From London I had brought basmati rice, saffron, ghee, 
all the spices, beautiful dals, almonds and pistachios. There were three basement rooms in the 
house, and half of one room I filled with Indian food. We had a big kitchen and dining table, and 
so much food was prepared for my family, so we invited one neighbor every day to have dinner 
with us and to see our way of life and listen to our music. Within one months, everybody in the 
neighborhood became our friends. It was a new experience for them that people could be this 
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free, with no formality; any neighbor could come into my house without making an appointment 
and without knocking on the door. So they all started sending their children to play with my 
children, and children would sometimes stay overnight. My children started speaking in German; 
I invited my students to teach them other languages. The entire neighborhood became like one 
family. We ended up living there for two years, because I was invited to stay a second time. I 
still remember the day when we left, everybody came to tell us goodbye and they all had tears in 
their eyes.  
 Before my family arrived, I had had the idea of buying a seven-seater Volvo station 
wagon, which would have seated my family comfortably. It was the most popular car on the road 
at the time because it was very safe. So I decided to sell the Mercedes Benz and put down an 
advance on the Volvo. Now, in this Mercedes Benz I had had the most beautiful time of my life, 
driving all over Europe. But the car was about 8 years old, and I was afraid that it might not last 
with all the driving back and forth from Berlin to Hanover through the Eastern Germany, where 
the roads were very rough. But the night before I was going to get the Volvo, I was parking my 
Mercedes in the garage, and I heard a voice, as if the car was saying to me, “You fool, you are 
changing me for a Volvo? I will be happy with your family. I will take them. I will show them 
around.” Tears came to my eyes, and I said, “I am not going to change you.” The next morning I 
went to the Volvo dealer and said I had changed my mind. I lost my deposit, but I didn’t care, I 
would not get rid of my Mercedes.  
 It was my good fortune that I was able to have the car restored by the tabla player who 
had come from India to accompany me. His name was Mr. Avtar Singh Namdhari, a Sikh, who 
was a very fine tabla player and the nicest gentleman I have met in my life. He was so soft-
spoken and pleasant and wise, and he loved my children like his own. Plus, he was an aeronautic 
engineer, and his specialty was Mercedes Benz. He went to the Mercedes spare parts department 
and slowly he replaced all those parts that were old, until the car was completely rejuvenated. 
 I was based in Berlin, but I had concerts in Switzerland, France, various parts of 
Germany, Yugoslavia, Austria, and nearly twice a month I had concerts in London. I wanted to 
take my children to the concerts and give them the experience of traveling in Europe, to see how 
concerts are organized and how we perform in the West. I had thought of renting a car, but the 
Mercedes carried us. We had five children and my wife in the back seat and Mr. Avtar Singh and 
myself in the front; he was my co-pilot. We put a roof rack on the car to carry all our suitcases 
plus two surbahars and three sitars and a tabla bag, plus food! Those were among the most 
beautiful times of my life.  
 During that period was the first time I performed in Queen Elizabeth Hall with my two 
sons. Nishat had already been presented in India, but this was the first time I had both sons, 
Nishat and Irshad, playing with me as a trio. And it was the first stage appearance for Irshad.  
 Irshad, who was around 13, was so ambitious for his appearance in Queen Elizabeth Hall. This 
house had a beautiful finished basement, and Irshad would go down there to practice at 7 o’clock 
in the morning, and we would call him at 9 o’clock for breakfast, then he would go back to 
practicing and we would have to call him for lunch. After lunch he would again go back, and 
again we would have to call him for dinner at night. And still again he would go back downstairs 
and play until midnight. I have never seen that kind of devotion in anybody. Out in Tegal Forest 
were children his own age playing, beautiful girls of our neighbors, and I know he was looking at 
them and wanted to be friends with them, but he was completely taken over by music and his 
goal of preparing for his first concert in Queen Elizabeth Hall that he was giving every drop of 
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his energy to concentrate on that. And he became the inspiration for the entire family.   During 
those two years, I was teaching in the Muzik Hochschule and performing at festivals all over 
Europe and playing for radio concerts and making recordings. My most imaginative 
performances were in Berlin. I introduced the all-night music festival there; it was the first time 
in Europe that a concert went on through the whole night the way it is done in India. We 
performed at the National Gallery of Berlin, with my son Nishat playing sitar and also a very 
great singer from India. I also performed there playing to the paintings.   
 The hall could hold only 500-700 people, and two or three thousand people were waiting 
outside the hall. Around 2 a.m., the director, Walter Bachauer, quietly allowed a few hundred 
people to come in without a ticket, just to have the experience. But the rest of the crowd outside 
saw that some people had gotten in and they got very wild and they smashed one of the front 
glass windows, which were three-stories high. But thanks to the security system, within two 
hours they had a spare glass and it was repaired. And we musicians performing inside didn’t 
even know it had happened until in the morning when we finished the concert.  
 Another great experience I had during that time was a six-day seminar in Bonn, on RIAS 
radio, which was broadcast by twelve stations. The composer Karlheinz Stockhausen attended 
that seminar. Later Stockhausen came to India and we became great friends, and his children are 
great friends of mine. Once he was in Munich and had a birthday party and my children went and 
played in his house with his sons.  
  I had the great fortune of sharing a number of concerts of Stockhausen, including the 
biggest concerts of my life in Albert Hall , when I was the first Eastern musician to play in the 
Prominent Artists Series (“Proms”).    

I admire the Germans for their organization and their love for art. The audiences for 
Indian music were so beautiful; they were very great listeners, very knowledgeable and 
appreciative. In Berlin at that time there were so many great musicians and great artists of all 
kinds. For me it was like heaven on earth. 
 *** 
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14 - BOMBAY FILMS AND POPULAR CULTURE 
 
 I returned to Bombay around 1960. By then, I had a family and I had to earn a living, so I 
again joined the film industry as my means of survival. In the film industry, I was the best sitar 
player; on the classical music stage, I was not.   

I became very well-known as a musician. And all the music directors of films treated me 
with great respect because I was the brother of Vilayat Khan, and I was the son of Ustad Enayet 
Khan, but also they respected me for my sitar playing. I worked with all the legendary music 
directors of the past, like Nurshad, Mathan Mohan, Rashandan, Roshan Lal, Shankar Jaikishan.  
 In the 1950s and 1960s, the Bombay film industry was also expanding just like the 
Hollywood film industry. Color came in during that period, big productions came in, all these 
popular songs came in, and an army of musicians were required for background music. 
Recordings were not used for background music; they always used live performers. 
 First, the playback singer records the song, then the actor does the lip movement to the 
recording. Only then is the whole film shot. Then the film is screened in the studio, and for two 
or three nights the musicians provide the background music. We would watch the film and play 
music according to our own sentiments. We would improvise; there was no written score. When 
there was a happy song, I would play some sitar, then the flute would come in and then the 
santur, and sometimes we would all play together watching some beautiful scenery. Every film 
has to have eight, nine, ten songs, at least. The heroes and heroines sing these songs. In Indian 
films, every few minutes there must be a song.  
 All popular films have comedy, tragedy, drama, romance, family quarrel, a fight in which 
the villain is defeated and the hero wins, then the boy and girl get married and the families come 
together with everybody stepping to the front and taking a bow, all of this. In films where the 
hero dies, then the heroine also has to die. This made Bombay films very popular, but they 
cannot be taken seriously in artistic terms.  
 In those days, Goanese musicians they had the upbringing of reading music, so they were 
the real rulers of film music because music directors did not know how to write score. They only 
knew compositions and they got their positions as music directors by hook and crook and this 
and that, I don’t know, like in Hollywood, they just get in. But then they hire score-writers, and 
the Goanese will play Hollywood records to them, and the music directors would listen and ask 
them to write out parts of the score from what they heard. They keep playing bit by bit, and they 
write a whole score based on popular Hollywood songs. To this day they don’t want to admit 
they copied Hollywood songs, but they did. 
 Many classical musicians got caught up in the culture of the film industry and were 
destroyed. Out of the musicians who joined the film industry with me, two made international 
fame, Hariprasad Chaurasia and Shivkumar Sharma. But they still are part of the film industry.  
 American movies became very popular in the 1950s and 1960s and I was a great fan of 
American movies. This was the time of Panoramic screen, “The Robe,” Victor Mature. I still 
love those movies. Many of the films made in Bombay in the thirties and forties were also very 
good; there were some great directors then with a commitment to high artistic standards. But 
then the standards began to decline, and films became more and more commercial. Bombay 
films began to import the worst of Hollywood, the most vulgar aspects of Western culture. 
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Film music cannot be compared to classical music. Although the film industry had the 
wealth of Indian classical music at its disposal, ninety-nine per cent of the music directors just 
copied Western pop songs. And these are fourth-rate, fifth-rate copies! To Westerners those 
songs sound ridiculous. But the entire Indian population, even those living in the West now, they 
are crazy about these songs. Out of ten songs in a film, one or two might be based on classical 
music. But eight songs were the kind where people can clap and dance and sing along.  
 It bothered me being a film musician. So in 1961, I went back to Calcutta. But then there 
were Hindu-Muslim riots in Calcutta in 1964. So again I returned to Bombay and worked in the 
film industry for three more years. And during that time I also taught sitar and played concerts. 
 I am grateful that I had the experience of being a film musician because I learned 
orchestration, how instruments blend, how background music is done, how to compose music for 
certain kinds of scenes, how to improvise music for certain time frames, and I learned something 
about camera work and film directing. I had the opportunity of working with very talented 
musicians, who have to learn a song within half an hour and do the recording with only one or 
two days of rehearsal. And in those days, I was earning the maximum amount of money. 
 But working in the film industry just to earn my bread and butter was for me not a 
desirable situation. The great directors and producers and music directors who tried to bring film 
and film music to a higher artistic level were not appreciated in India. The trend was always 
toward what was popular. Rather than uplifting the standard of education and appreciation, rather 
than providing knowledge of better things, films always went to the lower level.  
 Many films even have some horrible man who makes a mockery of classical music; he 
imitates a fast style of classical singing in a way that makes it seem absurd so that people laugh 
at it. Then the hero will grab the girl away from where this man is singing and take her to a club 
where he sings some popular music and dances with a bottle of whisky in his hand and says, 
“This is the real world; this is how life should be, this is happiness.” It looks like propaganda for 
Western culture, but it has nothing to do with true Western culture; it is something preconceived 
that they think will sell the film, and it does.  
 The reason the film industry became so powerful in India is that film is the cheapest 
entertainment available. At only one and a half rupee for a ticket, the person who earns only a 
few rupees a day can afford to take his wife and children to sit in the air-conditioned hall and 
watch a film. During the last thirty or forty years, the Bombay film industry could have 
contributed to the education of the Indian people. But unfortunately they did not do that; they 
only tried to make money. “Chutney masala” films, junk-food films, are made to appeal to the 
lowest standards; junk became the real entertainment, the real pastime of the Indian nation. 
During the same period, America and Europe had a hundred different entertainments, concert 
halls and parks and sports and cultural festivals; they were not so poor, and film was not their 
entire source of entertainment. But India had no other entertainment for common people. Only 
film, and nothing but film. So a great opportunity was wasted. 
 As soon as India got its Independence, because of the new awareness of our identity and 
values, there was a great revival of our classical arts. But the enthusiasm diminished as popular 
culture gained a strong grip on the Indian people. Whereas ten or fifteen years back there were 
always many music conferences going on when I was in India, now when I go back, there are 
hardly any. But there are huge crowds for film music and lots of promotion of pop culture.  
 The millions of people in India live every day with values imposed by the film industry, 
not only audio but visual. The film songs show beautiful girls dancing in glamorous costumes 
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and fanciful settings, and a boy in love with a girl who is every five minutes changing her dress. 
All the walls of India are plastered with these gigantic film posters. All the walls, all the trees, all 
the lampposts are completed covered with film posters. The entire nation is plastered with these 
things. Our minds, our imagination, our ideas develop from what we see. If your window opens 
onto a tree with blossoming flowers, your mental imagery will be different than if what you see 
from your window is a film poster. Now girls in villages do not want to wear their own dresses; 
they do not want to speak their own languages; they don’t want to listen even to their own folk 
songs.  
 In India all the Kali pujas and the Saraswati pujas used to feature live music 
performances by masters, and thousands of people would gather to hear them. In my childhood I 
played many Durga puja concerts, and we played at no charge. But nobody invites us now. Now 
they play film records, all night. No classical arts are performed in front of these deities; 
Saraswati and Durga, goddesses of the arts, are played only film music for seven days. Why 
don’t they just make a platform and invite even a few musicians? We would not charge any fee; 
we would love to play; we would feel honored to be asked. 
 The film industry has used its power all these years in a negative way. Film songs have 
become the dominant music of India, and that was the greatest blow to the classical music. Had 
the same support been given to classical music, I think every child in India would have 
understood the rag. Instead, the film industry has wreaked havoc on an entire generation of our 
children, who have no appreciation of their own classical culture but are addicted to the popular 
culture of the lowest common denominator. The result is that great artists like Satyajit Ray are 
not appreciated by the Indian people. 
 But people like Satyajit Ray moved forward against great obstacles to make good films 
no matter what. “Pather Panchali” and “Aparajito” and “The Music Room” and other great films 
made box-office history in New York and London and Paris. But they were not appreciated at all 
in India.  
  While I was living in Calcutta in the 1950s, Satyajit Ray frequently came to my house. 
He was a great admirer of my family and our music. He was mad about the sound of the 
surbahar. I would play for him, and he would listen from morning to evening. 
  At that time Satyajit Ray was making his first film, “Pather Panchali,” and he appointed 
us two brothers to play music for that film. But when we went to Kalighat, where all the studios 
are, to record the music, the man at the gate said, “Who are you?” He said, “I am Satyajit Ray. 
My booking is there for today, for a recording session.” But the gatekeeper said, “No, you are 
not booked today. Somebody else is booked.” And Satyajit Ray said, “But I have engaged these 
musicians, and everything is planned.” In those days my brother Vilayat was the most popular 
musician; he was playing one day in Calcutta and one day in Delhi and the next in Bombay, so to 
reschedule would be very difficult. But we could not use the studio that day. Later, Ravi Shankar 
came and Satyajit Ray used him because the schedule worked out. And that’s why “Pather 
Panchali” is Ravi Shankar’s music and not Vilayat Khan’s music. Eventually I did work with 
Satyajit Ray on “The Music Room,” for which my brother and I provided the music. This 
wonderful film, I am happy to say, is now being re-issued. 
  Yet in the whole world, classical arts are overshadowed by the mindless promotion of 
pop culture. Those who are committed to Indian classical arts are there, but they find it difficult 
to survive. A lot of good students and musicians who work very hard and are very sincere, 
including myself, we don’t know how to cope with this situation. Allah ka shukr, I am grateful 
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that I am more well off than some musicians, but musicians are not aiming to be rich; we know 
that in classical music we will never be rich, we knew that from the beginning. We just want 
recognition. We want respect, love, and the dignity of our arts. But we are losing that because of 
this pop invasion. It is coming to India like fire. What happens in a fire? When fire comes it 
burns everything; while it is burning everybody can see it for miles and miles. And then what? 
Then everything is ashes. Sometimes I think about that and feel depressed.  
 Or we can say that pop culture is like candy: it is nice to nibble a little bit, but you get 
tired of it. And if it makes you forget fine cuisine, that is a shame. Pop culture is junk food for 
the mind. Let our main sustenance be classical art, which is wholesome, like the food our 
mothers prepared. If children want some candy and soda, they should not be deprived of that. It 
is exactly the same in the arts: the popular culture will exist, but we must continue to provide the 
highest forms of art, the most nourishing to the spirit, in abundance. 
 ***   
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15 - TAASEER  
 
 The highest level of musicianship, the ability to create a magical moment when tears 
come to the eyes, when the heart is most deeply moved, we call taaseer. Taaseer is very rare. It 
does not come through practicing or technical mastery or great knowledge or virtuosity. Taaseer 
comes only through blessings: the blessings of your parents, the blessings of your master, the 
blessings of saints.  
 We play at holy places, shrines or temples or churches or synagogues or mosques to 
receive blessings. The first rule of my tradition is that if any guru, any master, any holy person of 
any religion wants to listen to you play, you must immediately go any time of day or night, 
without any fee, without their asking twice, without any wrinkle on your forehead. There is no 
publicity, and no newspaper critic writes a review. It is not something to be publicized. At 
Dachau, where thousands of Jews were executed, there is a church with twenty-one nuns who 
devote their lives to praying for the souls of the people who died there. The nuns do not come 
out, and when I lived in Europe, a friend asked if I would go there and play for them. So, 
whenever I went to Munich, I played at Dachau for those nuns, for their blessings. When I am 
playing before a holy person, it is between my playing and their blessing. And I want to please 
them, because it is only through such blessings that the highest level of music, the taaseer, is 
attained. 
 Taaseer, we may say, is a combination of miracle and magic. But it is not exactly miracle 
and magic. It is feeling, the highest and deepest of the feelings that art produces. Taaseer is when 
the aesthetic experience reaches such great heights that it becomes spiritual.   
 What is a spiritual experience? We cannot define it. What is meditation? We cannot say. 
These are only words, but they refer to an experience that is heavenly. What is heaven? Nobody 
has seen it. How can these things be put into words? They cannot; only art can describe them. 
 Rumi has written this: 

There is a channel between voice and presence, 
a way where information flows. 
In disciplined silence, the channel opens. 
With wandering talk, it closes. 

I think the presence Rumi refers to is God. “The channel opens” means your soul and your mind 
and your heart are completely with God, whatever name you use Yahweh or Jesus or Buddha or 
Allah or Ram.  
 I believe meditation means lifting ourselves to the highest, to that realm of imagination 
where you are one with the source of all light. In Islam, Moses is considered the father of poetry 
and music, because when Moses went to the mountain he encountered that light and became the 
channel of that light to the people. The light was so bright that it blinded the others, but Moses 
went into it and lost himself in it. That moment made him Moses. We may never be lifted to the 
heights that Moses was, but we have our moments also. We all can be Moses sometime in our 
lives. 
  Speaking as a musician, I definitely have my moments! We musicians improvise with 
that light. I see this nun in Dachau, and I go into her heart; I see the great masters of the past 
whose tradition I have inherited, and I go into their souls.  
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 My father, Ustad Enayet Khan, had taaseer. He died when I was very young, so I did not 
have much opportunity to hear him, but many great masters told me about his taaseer. If he 
played in a sad mood, karuna ras, a thousand people hearing him had handkerchiefs in their 
hands. If he played in a romantic mood, sringar ras, everyone would smile and giggle and feel 
romantic. Ustad Abdul Kareem Khan, the great singer and close friend of my father, is still 
considered one of the most melodious singers, most taaseer-ful, I will call it. I would like to give 
these words to English, taaseer and taaseer-ful. 
 Abdul Kareem Khan died in 1937, and when my father learned of his death, he was so 
unhappy. My mother overheard my father saying, “Oh, my dear friend, you are gone, but don’t 
worry. I am also coming, and I will be with you very soon.” My father knew he was going to die. 
He would cry at night, and when my mother asked him why, he said, “There is so much I want to 
teach my sons. But they have my blood, and so they will be like me.” He died the next year, 
before he could teach us all that he wanted to. But when we play, my brother and I, we sound 
like him. Even when she was very old, my mother would hear me play and begin to cry, because 
it sounded so much like my father. And many of the great masters who had known my 
grandfather, when they first heard me play, they embraced me and blessed me and said I sounded 
just like my grandfather. Now, this is also an aspect of taaseer, that maybe I am reaping the 
harvest that is sown by my forefathers, their blessings, their hardships, their devotion, their great 
achievements, passed down through these generations.  
 Today musicians are concerned about reviews, promotion, and the number of records 
sold. In the past, the personal experience of music was most important. You might receive praise 
from the world, or money or fame from your playing, but that was separate from the inner 
satisfaction. Hinduism provides a clear image of this separation in Saraswati, the goddess of 
knowledge and the arts, and Lakshmi, the goddess of wealth. Whom are you worshipping? 
Which is your goddess? If you want to earn money, than Lakshmi is your goddess. But if you are 
playing for art and knowledge, then Saraswati is your goddess. In very few cases are both 
goddesses kind to the same person. 
 Bandeh Ali Khan, the great veena player, played for many years at the shrine of a Sufi 
saint. It is not like playing for a king who gives a reward; he was playing only for the blessings 
of the saint. After playing day and night for many years, finally, Bandeh Ali Khan heard a voice 
come from the shrine saying, “O musician, you play so beautifully. What do you want? Ask for 
it.” Bandeh Ali Khan put both his hands onto the wall of that shrine, and he said, “Please give me 
taaseer in these ten fingers.” And he got it; on the veena, his hands could do anything. 
  This is a story from my heart. This is what we classical musicians live for, this is what we 
believe our music is about. The stories that inspire us to become great musicians are stories like 
these.  
 I will tell you what taaseer is.  
 This morning there is ice on all the trees. The sun is shining very brightly, melting the 
ice, and everywhere there are drops of water. At a certain moment the sun strikes one drop of 
water just right so that out of all the drops, that one drop sparkles like a diamond. It flashes all 
the colors of the prism, and for that moment, that one drop contains the brilliance of the whole 
sun.  
  In music a single note can be like that: so beautiful that the body is covered with 
goosebumps, the heart is filled with joy. That note, we say, has taaseer. 
 The life of a musician also can be like the drop that catches the sun. I am only one drop in 
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the great ocean of my tradition, but when the sun strikes that drop, all of light is preserved in it. 
In this moment, I become the sun. If I play one note with taaseer, in that moment I am all of my 
tradition. 
 *** 
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16 - AMEER KHAN 
 
 Ustad Ameer Khansaheb was one of the greatest singers of this century. After Faiyaz Khan 
and Abdul Kareem Khan, all of Indian classical vocal music was influenced by Ameer Khan and 
Bade Ghulam Ali Khan. They became the idols for all the singers.  
 Ameer Khan was the son of Ustad Shameer Khansaheb, a well-known sarangi player. 
Shameer Khan was a close friend and accompanist of my maternal grandfather, Ustad Bandeh 
Hassan Khan, from whom he learned a lot of musical values which he passed on to his son. From 
his childhood, Ameer Khan showed great promise in his singing. And although he followed the 
Kirana gharana from the beginning, he also had a mind of his own. 
  After his father, Ameer Khan’s first teacher was Ustad Bahere Waheed Khan, who was a 
great singer of his time and a cousin of Abdul Kareem Khan. His real name was Abdul Waheed 
Khan, and he was called “Bahere” because he was a little deaf in one ear. Bahere Waheed Khan was 
famous for his alap, which was very long and very methodical and very serious and very slow. 
Because of this, he did not become as famous as Adbul Kareem Khan, who had such a melodious 
voice and sang more romantic music. But Bahere Waheed Khan always stuck to his principles: he 
would go into the alap in an extremely calculated way, progressing very gradually, note by note, for 
hours.  
 Ameer Khan had the same kind of character as Bahere Waheed Khan in that his singing was 
very serious and methodical. But he also blended into his singing some beautiful influences from 
Abdul Kareem Khan and from Ustad        Khan, another great singer who was famous for very 
fast and intricate taans. It is my understanding, based on what I heard from my brother and others, 
that Ameer Khan was influenced by the singing of these masters.  
 Ameer Khan was younger than my father and older than my brother. As a young man, in the 
1930s, he lived mostly in Delhi and sang on radio. But he was not understood, and his music was 
not appreciated. My maternal grandfather always liked Ameer Khan and admired his singing. In the 
late 1930s and early 1940s, my grandfather was often in Delhi where he heard Ameer Khan, and he 
predicted that this singer would be one of the greatest of India. After the death of my father, my 
grandfather insisted that my middle sister should marry Ameer Khan. My mother relied upon the 
judgment of her father, so the marriage took place. In that way, our family became connected to 
Ameer Khan. 
 Ameer Khan was very arrogant. He was very proud of his singing; he knew that he was 
great. But he was disheartened and depressed that he was not recognized. He continued singing, and 
the people who knew about singing knew that he was great. But they were very few. That perhaps is 
the reason his personal life was unhappy. In Delhi Ameer Khan was supported by this entertainment 
woman, like a geisha. She was his great admirer, and he lived in her house. Because he had no 
means of earning money, he would just go to Delhi and stay there, even after his marriage to my 
sister. He was careless, except about himself. So my sister was very unhappy. And within a year or 
so, they were divorced. (Later my sister married a wonderful person, a music director, and they have 
been very happy.)  
 Because Ameer Khan married into our family then neglected my sister, we were not on 
good terms with each other. Getting divorced those days was completely unacceptable in my family, 
so relations were strained, and we did not see Ameer Khan at all, we had nothing to do with each 
other. Our personal relationship was completely destroyed. However, when it comes to music, from 
childhood, wherever Ameer Khan was singing, although I would not go and say hello to him, I 
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would go to his concert.   
Ameer Khan was an extremely handsome man. He was about 6’4” and had a fine, very high 

nose and beautiful eyes and fair skin. Just as he was beautiful to look at, so was his singing 
absolutely fantastic. He had a range of more than three octaves, and his voice was a mellow bass.  
 Ameer Khan knew that he was great, and he would never compromise for the sake of 
popularity. He would not compromise on speed; he could sing very fast. And he sang thumri and 
ghazals beautifully, but he wouldn’t sing these lighter forms of Indian classical music at concerts. 
He made his career on the principle that in concerts he would sing only very serious and spiritual 
rags like Darbari and Malkauns. 
 Around 1940, when he was still married to my sister, Ameer Khan was in our house in 
Calcutta, and I would hear him singing night after night, practicing all night long. He was extremely 
hardworking, and he was great, even at that time. But no organization would invite him because he 
was not known. That situation continued most of his life. His music was not 
crowd-pleasing.  Ameer Khan remained a singer for singers. 
  But those who were connoisseurs of Indian classical music knew his greatness. After 
1968-9, when Bade Ghulam Ali Khan died, then there was nobody left of that stature, and Ameer 
Khan got invited to more concerts. Eventually all the best music conferences would book him for a 
performance, but they would put him last, at 2 or 3 o’clock at night. By then half of the audience is 
gone, and those who are remaining are sleeping and even snoring. And Ameer Khan would just 
come and sit on stage and do one hour of alap, not at all concerned who was listening and who was 
not listening. He always sang the music of his heart. His music was so beautiful, so fantastic, that he 
became the musician’s musician. All the great musicians would go and listen to him.  
 He became a big name, the great singer of India. He would go to a concert where they had 
not even invited him, and at the door, and he would arrogantly say, “I am Ameer Khan.” He would 
just sit in the back and listen to the conference, and when it was over, he would walk out. The 
audience would not know when he came or when he left.  
 From the 1960s on, I spent a lot of time in Europe, and in London I often went to BBC, 
where I had many friends. In 1972-3, I think it was, I was sitting in the restaurant at BBC radio, 
where the staff sit and chat, and I saw Ameer Khan walk in. I was so surprised to see him! I got up 
and shook hands with him and asked, “What are you doing here in London?” He said, “I am just 
passing by.” I said, “Are you not performing here?” He said, “No.” I said, “Where are you going?” 
He said, “I’m going to Canada.” His son, from his first wife, was in Canada, and he was going to 
see him. I thought, “What a shame! Ustad Ameer Khan is passing through London, and nobody 
knows about it. Nobody even knows his name.” I felt so sad. I wished I had known so I could have 
arranged a concert so everybody could hear his singing. But nobody knew him. He was so arrogant 
and so proud; he just sat there and had a few drink she used to drink in the evening, and then we 
parted with very pleasant goodbyes.  
 Ameer Khan’s character was interesting. He was a very quiet person. You would come to 
see him, and he would not even look at you. You would say, “Hello, Ustadji, how are you?” And he 
would say, “I’m fine,” with no expression. He wouldn’t even ask you to sit down. You would say, 
“Your performance was beautiful.” He would say, “Thank you,” but he would not look at you. That 
was just his character, and people who loved his music loved him and accepted him as he was.  
 Ameer Khan not only became one of the greatest singers, he was extremely knowledgeable. 
He used to read a lot, and he did much research on Hazrat Ameer Khusru. Another area of his 
research was to explain the meaning of the syllables used in torana. Torana singing is based on 
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Persian poetry, but it uses sounds like the syllables for musical tones, which have hidden meanings 
from Sufi philosophy.  
 When he was around 65 years old, Ameer Khan began feeling sorry about the rift between 
him and my family. In public, he had always maintained the same attitude with us that we 
maintained with him: he always came to our concerts, and although he would not come onto the 
stage or say anything to us, he listened to the music and spoke of us with the highest respect. He and 
my brother became very friendly, and when he came to Calcutta he would come to see my mother. 
Sometimes there would be a knock on the door at six o’clock in the morning while I was still 
sleeping, and I would go to the door and open it, and Ustad Ameer Khan would be standing there. “I 
have come to see your Mum,” he would say. My mother would be very happy to see him. Even 
though he had treated my sister badly, my mother, because she was such a great singer herself, 
always admired him. They would chat together at our house, and then he would go. So, gradually, 
he and our family became friends again.   

Before he died, Ameer Khan did win recognition. One of his recordings of Marwa became 
one of the finest recordings of Indian music, and he sang one of the most famous playback songs in 
a historical film about Tan Sen. One day in 1974, we learned that Ameer Khan had been in an 
accident. He had been going from his home in Calcutta to a dinner party. A car had been sent for 
him, and the driver did not stop at a crossing and collided with another car. Ameer Khan was 
thrown out of the car, and his head hit a lamppost and he died.  
 The next day, my brother and I attended a meeting of his well-wishers and admirers, about 
two hundred people. Everybody was discussing arrangements for his funeral. But since Ameer 
Khan was Muslim, and most of them were Hindu, they didn’t know what to do, and they kept 
looking at us. My brother said nothing, but I couldn’t stay quiet, so I said that I would take 
responsibility for the body and for performing the last rites. As soon as I said that, there was relief. 
People were saying, “Yes, that’s good, because we know he was related to you, and when he first 
came to Calcutta, he stayed in the house of your family, so it is appropriate that his last rites be 
performed there.” It was agreed that his body would come from the morgue to our house at 7 or 8 
o’clock in the morning. Unfortunately, my brother had to leave at that time. But the body came, and 
I received it.  
 According to our religion, we have to bathe the body, then we take the kind of incense 
burned in churches and temples, and put it into the body, then the body is wrapped with a white 
cloth. I did all that. By that time, the entire Calcutta, the entire India came to know that Ameer Khan 
died, and his body was at my house. Thousands of people came; people came in trains, in planes to 
see his face one last time. In a Muslim funeral, the coffin is taken in a procession to the graveyard 
with men taking turns carrying it on their shoulders. Thousands of people helped carry the coffin of 
Ameer Khan. As the host, I was in charge of the ceremony, and I had to go into the grave first to see 
that it was prepared properly.  When I saw that the digging was nice and clean, they lowered the 
coffin into my hands, and I put him down into the grave.   

That was one of the greatest experiences of my life. It was an amazing experience to see 
what happens when one dies. And to go through the entire process after Ameer Khan’s death was a 
great spiritual experience for me. Of course, there was the conflict that we admired this person, but 
we were not on good terms for such a long time; it was a love-hate relationship. Yet in the end, it 
happened in such a beautiful way. Ameer Khan had thousands and millions of admirers, and it 
would have been a privilege for anybody to take the role I did, to see that this man’s last rites were 
performed with full dignity. I feel Allah selected me to do this noble ritual, and I am very grateful 
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for that.   
Ameer Khan left a great mark on my life through his singing, his personality, and his death. 

He is buried in the same graveyard as my father. Every winter we go there to pray for them and put 
flowers and candles at their graves. 
 After his death, Ameer Khan became more famous. Some people had collected recordings 
of his private concerts, and thousands of copies were issued from Hong Kong. Still, unfortunately, 
India has done nothing for him, in his lifetime or after his death. There is no conference in his name, 
there is no scholarship in his name, there is nothing. His music is legendary, but there is nothing in 
the name of this great, great singer. And for that I am very upset, very sad, very sorry. He did not sit 
down and teach his own students the way we have trained our students in my gharana. But a lot of 
people sing in his style. Some acknowledge that they are following Ameer Khan, but many do not 
acknowledge that. They say they’ve heard of him, or they say their master’s name, but they are 
copying Ameer Khan. And that also is very sad. I don’t know how long Ameer Khan’s name will be 
remembered, because there is so little being done officially for him. But in the hearts and minds of 
those who heard him, Ameer Khan is immortal.  
 How handsome he was, how arrogant, how stubborn to his style of singing, how confident! 
His singing is like a mark on a stone, it is carved on the hearts of the people, and will never be 
destroyed. But he came like a dream, like a wildflower, and died leaving very little behind. Still 
thousands and millions of people, when they want to listen to the finest singing of India, his 
recordings are among the most sacred to people who value singing. Because of how he treated my 
sister, he was my enemy, yet when it comes to music, night after night I can listen to his singing. To 
this day I don’t listen to many singers, but if I want to listen to something to give me peace, I will 
listen to Ameer Khan. When I am disturbed, I will listen to Ameer Khan. When I am happy, I listen 
to Bade Ghulam Ali Khan. When I want to know something about sitar and about my gharana, I 
listen to my brother. These are the few musicians along with Abdul Kareem Khan and a few others 
that I listen to. They are my musical heritage. They are the musicians’ musicians. 
   *** 
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17 - THE TEACHING OF MUSIC 
 
 In our musical tradition, there are three levels of attainment. First, you must win the heart 
of your master. Only then will the master start teaching you. Whether you are the son of the 
master, or the brother, or a student who is not related by blood, you have to win the heart of your 
master.  
 You do that by offering whatever you can give. To my masters, all I had to give was my 
service. I gave my services to my uncle, and I gave my services to my brother. I washed their 
clothes, I polished their shoes, I massaged their feet, I did whatever they asked.  
 When you win the heart of the master, and when he is in the mood to teach you, then he 
will give you a lesson. Teaching does not happen according to fixed days and hours for classes as 
it does at school, when the teacher comes and you sit there, and you have a lesson for one hour 
and you go. The way of teaching in Indian music is based on the master knowing when and what 
you are ready to learn. The mind is like a cup: it can hold only so much at one time. So the 
master might teach you one line of music only, a single phrase, if that is the capacity of your 
mind at that point.  
 The second level is practice. The master wants to see that you are practicing as well as 
serving him. You practice and practice and practice. You show your master that you are 
practicing that one phrase he gave you, you practice it five thousand times. That is how the 
master knows you have appreciated the value of that phrase as a treasure he has given you. Until 
he knows by hearing with his own ears that you have appreciated it in that way, he will not give 
you the next one. But if you take that small lesson so seriously that you practice it five thousand 
times, for six hours, eight hours, and your fingers are bleeding, then the master knows you are 
sincere. Practicing like this is necessary if you are to attain a high level of musicianship. This is 
the way we learn music.  
 The third level is the quality of taaseer, which is the power of music to move people most 
deeply. It cannot be reached through anything your master teaches you or any amount of 
practice; those are the first and second levels. Taaseer is magic in the music.  
 The Eastern philosophy and way of learning is handed down in such a beautiful way. 
Before you acquire knowledge, you are given the discipline. Discipline means I am preparing 
myself, my channel is open to receive the knowledge from my master. The masters are all the 
time giving it, actually, but only when the channel is open do you receive it. When you come 
into contact with a musical master, your life changes. Because the music hurts you, it hits your 
heart inside, it rumbles in your belly, it rustles in your mind. The master asks me to do this and 
do that for him to prepare me. He doesn’t need those things, he just wants to see my sincerity, 
whether I am strong enough to bear the weight of that knowledge which he is going to put into 
me. This musical weight, this knowledge, this tradition which is going into my mind is very 
heavy, and he wants to be sure I will be strong enough to hold it all. So he is strengthening me by 
a process that may look cruel to others, but it is not cruel. It is a blessing. The master wants to 
see my sincerity, and so he tests me. He prepares me to be a worthy recipient of what he has to 
give me. He won’t teach me if he doesn’t see that value in me. 
 Here is a very beautiful and important matter. I may be sitting absolutely alone and quiet, 
but in my mind music is going on. In that silence, my master is singing; my master’s voice, his 
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music is ringing in my mind. A hundred years ago the mind was the tape recorder. The master 
may not be there physically, but his music is preserved in the mind and is played over and over 
and over again. That is a kind of meditation, when you are taken over by the music. It is 
becoming very hard for us to understand this, because now we hear recorded music all the time. 
But music has been preserved for thousands of years within the mind. 
 In Indian classical music, we don’t use a notation system; in fact, we are forbidden to 
write down music. We must learn it by heart. We learn by listening to the master. The master 
may sing or play a single phrase two hundred times; how many times he repeats it depends on 
how much he cares for you. You sit there with closed eyes when your master is singing, you 
listen to him, then you open eyes and sing. Then the master gives you a lecture. “Stand on that 
note like a flame.” Or, “That phrase you must play like lightning.” Or, “You must sing this note 
like clouds rumbling.” Or, “When you reached that note, NI SA, ah, my tears came.” The master 
gives a visual sense of how the music should sound. “This composition is sung like you are 
standing by the river; it’s the river flowing.” “When they sang these notes, the world stood still.” 
The way we learn music has nothing to do with the visual sense, only the eyes of the mind, the 
eyes of the ears. You close your eyes, and you are there, one with the music. 
 — 
  Indian music goes back four thousand years. In those ancient times, they had such an 
advanced language as Sanskrit which could express the most complex ideas. Surely they were 
capable of finding the language for a musical notation system. Perhaps they did develop a 
notation system, but then they deliberately stopped using it, for this reason. If I give you a 
written piece of music, then you will play only that. But if I give you an idea in your mind, a 
profound idea, a beautiful idea, with perfect knowledge and understanding and good teaching, 
you may take that idea and advance it one step ahead. It won’t stay exactly the way you received 
it, because you are the next generation. You may be more intelligent than your master, or you 
may be more gifted than your master. But learned people always remember their masters because 
they were put on the right path by them.  We still don’t know how many rags were created or 
by whom, but whoever created them we still call master. Most of them are unknown masters. 
There are so many people behind this great tradition, so many. Thousands of composers, and all 
their work is fantastic. What difference does it make if their names are remembered if their 
contribution has taken humankind toward greatness? Their achievements make us what we are 
today, and the knowledge which takes the world to greater beauty and understanding and values, 
that is more important than any individual existence today or any name. That is what we believe 
in. 
 — 
 By the grace of God, I have four sons, and they are all musicians. The five of us have 
played many concerts together all over the world. One concert I will never forget was in the 
Moses and Aaron church in Amsterdam. It started at 9 p.m. and finished around 5:30 a. m., with 
the first light of dawn coming into the church. Afterwards I greeted everybody, and by then it 
was six o’clock, then I was in the green room finishing up before going home, so by the time I 
left, it was about seven o’clock. As I went out toward the main doors, I saw a man still sitting in 
the hall waiting for me. He had tears in his eyes, and he said, “I also have four sons, and I 
enjoyed this so much.” It was so beautiful that after all-night concert, he would wait nearly two 
hours to tell me that.  
 People see me only as a performer, but teaching has always been an important part of my 
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life. Even before I was married I had students, and half of my time I spent teaching. I knew the 
psychology of learning and how to initiate students into music, and I used those same concepts 
with my own children.   

Making even one musician is difficult; making four of them successful international 
musicians requires a method. I used the method I knew from my own childhood. My sons were 
brought up exactly as I was brought up, and teaching them taught me a lot.  
 I have my own philosophy about education. I don’t believe that some students are not 
good and deserve a poor grade. I believe all of them are good, but some aren’t with the right 
masters for the gift they have. The present education system tries to teach all children everything, 
which I think is a mistake. They will learn everything when the time comes, but between the 
ages of 6 and 16, when life is so very precious and learning capacity is greatest, young people 
should concentrate on learning that relates to their innate individual gifts. Later, they can learn 
everything else.  
 This is how I was taught, and how my children were taught: 100 percent concentration on 
music. The whole atmosphere in our house was that learning music is the most precious treasure 
handed down to us from our forefathers. When my mother taught us a composition of her 
father’s, it was treated as something of great value. She would say, “You must learn this 
composition. It is 200 years old.” And she would tell us the background of the composition. 
From the beginning we knew the value of what we were taught, the knowledge that she and our 
forefathers were giving us. Exactly the same happened between me and my sons, and now it is 
happening between my sons and their children. The treasure that is passed to us, we want to pass 
on to the next generation. Time is changing, values are changing, but the musical heritage will 
survive because it is so deep rooted.  
 — 
 When I was around sixteen, I was living in Bombay and going back and forth to Calcutta. 
My mother wanted me to come live in our Calcutta house where she was. My brother was busy 
performing, leaving me with the role of looking after my mother and the household. The Calcutta 
house was falling into disrepair, and half the house was rented to another family. One of the 
daughters in that family was my wife to be, Mumtaz. 
 My three sisters were very eager for my brother to get married. But he was always like 
soap in the hand whenever they talked about marriage, and he always managed to slip out of it. 
My father had had some close friends who were very rich and whose daughter was very 
beautiful, and my father had said that my brother should marry that girl. In 1954 my sisters got 
together to push my brother to marry her, and at the last moment he refused to do it. But my 
sisters were so much in the mood to have a celebration in the house, they said, “If Vilayat 
doesn’t want to get married, then Imrat should get married.”   

When this proposition was put to me, I said, “I don’t mind getting married, but I don’t 
want to marry a girl from a rich family.” My sisters said, “Why not? What is it?” I had been 
making major decisions on my own from an early age and did not need advice from anyone. I 
said, “I don’t know about my career. I don’t know if I will be as famous as my brother or 
whether I will earn a lot. If I get married, I prefer a family that is very nice but not very rich.”  
 The tenants in our house were from a literary family; two of them, Wehshat Ali Raza and 
—-- are well-known poets. Since my sisters were determined to have a wedding, they asked me, 
“Do you like the girl in that family?” And I said, “Yes, I like her.” So they said, “Would you like 
to marry her?” And I said, “I don’t mind.” They wanted the marriage to happen so much that 
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they forgot about the rich girl, and immediately I got engaged.  
 So we had a great celebration, three days of music and feasting, and the whole of Calcutta 
was invited. My brother played, I played, Bismillah Khan played shehnai, and Alla Rakha Khan, 
Zakir Hussein’s father, was there, and Shanta Prasad and Bade Ghulam Ali Khan and Ali Akbar 
Khansaheb and many other great masters.  
 My engagement lasted for four years. In 1958, we all moved back to Calcutta, and then I 
was married to my wife. Within eight years, Allah gave me a brilliant daughter, Sabiya, and four 
brilliant sons, Nishat, Irshad, Vajahat, and Shafaat. During those years, I had only one room in 
our house, and we all slept on the floor. I practiced the whole night, with my family in the same 
room. All my children heard my all-night practicing from the time they were conceived, and all 
of them entered the world in that room. I know genes are important, but it is also important what 
children hear in the womb, they are listening, even there.  
 In fact, as soon as they were born, all my children gave loud indications that they had 
been listening to the music and were going to be musicians. Even from the lap of their mother 
they were showing their interest in music. They had perfect pitch; they were humming tunes and 
singing perfectly in tune and keeping the beat by keeping time with amazing accuracy, striking 
their hands on the table or striking toys together. They were singing before they started talking. I 
was seeing the miracle of God among these children. And I saw that they were showing the 
promise of becoming great musicians. 
 Heredity alone is not enough: I knew I had to give them the proper environment and the 
teaching if I wanted my children to become musicians. Had I stayed in the West permanently, 
with the kind of promotion and backing I was getting in Europe, I would have been much better 
known and established in the West. But I made a vow to myself to always go back to India for 
six months in the year. I turned down all concerts in the West after September and returned to 
India to teach my children. And my career was sacrificed because I neither lived in Europe nor in 
India: as soon as I was getting established in Europe, I went back to India, and when people in 
India got to know about me, I returned to Europe.  
 In 1970 I bought a very beautiful house in Bombay. It was on Bali Hill, and you could 
see the sea from there. That area was becoming very fashionable, people drove big fancy cars, 
and many film actors and actresses lived there so it was nicknamed “Bollywood.” Dalip Kumar 
and Meena Kumari and Madhubala and other actors and actresses were my neighbors. At that 
time hi-fi was coming to India but not yet air conditioning, so at the houses and apartments of the 
newly rich people, the doors and windows were wide open, and from morning to evening, film 
music was blasting from twenty windows in front of my apartment. Film songs are imitations of 
popular Western music, recorded with shrill voices and nonsensical lyrics. The vulgarity of that 
music completely clashes with the sophistication of Indian classical music, and I was concerned 
about leaving my children in that atmosphere, afraid that they might drift away from the tradition 
I was trained in and wanted to pass on to them.  Although materialistically, that was the most 
desirable place to live, it was so beautiful, it offered many comforts, and it was probably good 
for my image and my profession from the point of view of spiritual and artistic values, I felt I 
had to move away from that and return to our Calcutta home, where my father lived, where the 
noises of popular music had not penetrated so loudly, and where I could make my children sit 
with their instruments and learn the sounds and the notes and the values of classical music 
developed for hundreds of years in my family. So I sold the Bombay property for peanuts, and I 
took my family back to Calcutta. 
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 Our family house was very old and tatty at that point. That house had been bought by my 
father, and I had looked after it from the time I was a child. My brother never cared about it; he 
took a few rooms for himself while I was living in one room with my wife and five children, but 
he was not interested in fixing it up. Eventually he bought a mansion in Simla, the beautiful hill 
station which was the British Empire summer capital.   

So, with the money from the sale of my Bombay house and what little I had in the bank 
from my earnings, I rebuilt the Calcutta house according to my own design, and had it completed 
during the six months I was in India. I made bedrooms for my children, beautiful rooms for 
myself and my brother and my mother, three bathrooms, and a roof garden and a garden. Then I 
moved my family to Calcutta and started teaching my children myself in the same spot where my 
father practiced and my brother practiced, where many great masters had performed, where I first 
learned from my mother, where I could teach my children the compositions of my forefathers 
and the great masters without the noise of film music blasting all around. This was heavenly. 
This was my dream come true.  
 All my children had rooms for practicing together and separately. And when I told them 
stories about masters practicing all night, they wanted to experience this themselves, and that 
started happening. Also, my mother was so happy that I made this decision to come back, and 
she started reviving compositions which had been lost in her memory to teach my children. At 
times, even at 2 o’clock at night she would be teaching Nishat and Ershad and telling them the 
same stories she had told me.   

Fortunately, at that time, I found a very great tabla master, Ustad Ibrahim Khan, who 
came regularly to play with us when we practiced and to give training on tabla. The rhythmic 
values have to be coordinated with a tabla player. 
  When Nishat was three years old, he already played fantastic sitar. My brother’s son was 
about four years old, and both our sons played sitar. Because we were all living together, I 
brought up my children to look on my brother as the big father and myself as the younger father 
of the house. So they felt great love and respect for him, as a father, and they still love him very 
much.  
 But my brother pushed his son, giving him so much publicity, at that early age. I knew 
that pushing a child into the limelight too early can ruin them, so I didn’t do that. When our two 
sons were playing together, my brother praised his own son and ignored the talents of mine. That 
hurt my sons very much, that they were never asked to play when his son was presented.  
 At the same time, it gave them incentive to play. When my brother’s son was about six, 
my brother arranged for him to have a concert in a well-known hall, Priya, with a well-known 
tabla player, Shanta Prasad, and he did not ask Nishat to play. But Nishat played all three hours 
in the green room, and the people who came in there saw how fantastic he was playing. I thought 
that was beautiful. From that age he was learning that he had to fight for recognition. I had to 
fight for my recognition, and I let him know that he would too. I could have pushed them, but I 
let them earn their own opportunities. Nishat became very well known and was negotiating for 
his own concerts from the age of seven or eight.  
 The second son, Irshad, I was training in singing. He had a beautiful voice, but one day at 
the age of eight he came to me and said very seriously, with full confidence, “I want to play 
surbahar.” The surbahar was two feet longer than him! I said, “Look, surbahar is a very difficult 
instrument.” But with complete determination, as if he’d made the decision of his life, he said 
that he was going to be a surbahar player. And he picked up the surbahar, he had to stand to hold 
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it and showed me how he could play a seven-note meend on the string. Which was like a miracle, 
because his hands were so small, and the tension on the string is so great that even grownups 
cannot pull more than four or five tones before it seems like the finger will snap.  
 I knew it must be God’s grace that a child that age would show me that, and I was very 
moved. But I never showed my emotional side to my children. I just said, “Yes, yes, I see you 
can do that. It’s no big deal. But surbahar is a very difficult instrument.” But he said, “You have 
to make me a surbahar now.” I said, “If I order a surbahar now, it will take at least one year to 
get it. Besides, it is a very expensive instrument and I cannot afford to buy an instrument for you 
to play like a toy.” But he insisted that he was serious about playing surbahar. So I told him I 
would let him practice with my father’s surbahar, but if he damaged it even slightly, if he 
scratched it, I would not let him play it again. And he agreed. And from that day onward he 
started practicing on surbahar, day and night. 
 When Irshad was 8 he would get up at six o’clock without even brushing his teeth or 
having any tea, and he would go straight to play the surbahar. His mother would feed him while 
he was playing, and then the bus would come and he would go. Then he would come back at 
four o’clock in his school uniform and go straight to his room and practice. He had to be called 
to eat, and he would play until night. That’s how he serious he was about playing surbahar.   
 One of the most successful concerts I played was in London when I presented two 
surbahars for the first time, a duet with Irshad and myself, a sitar duet with Nishat, then a trio of 
three sitars with Irshad, Nishat, and myself. Each of them played solo, then we played together. 
At that concert we had the privilege of performing for the most distinguished gathering of artists 
and musicians. Pandit Ravi Shankar-ji and Ustads Nazakat and Salamat Ali Khan were there, and 
some of the greatest singers of Pakistan, and all the great musicians of England were invited, 
even jazz and pop groups who were famous in those days. The hall was sold out for nearly a 
week in advance. When Irshad came to the stage for the first time and faced that capacity 
audience of 1,500, he was so nervous that he slipped and almost fell. But he sat down, and he 
looked very handsome. And he was so full of enthusiasm that even though he was trembling, his 
first stroke was so powerful and so perfect that it took the breath away of the entire audience. 
Later all the musicians came backstage, including Pandit Ravi Shankar-ji, and gave little notes of 
encouragement and their blessings, for which I remain grateful.  
 I was training my other two sons, Vajahat and Shafaat, in singing. BBC television invited 
me to perform with my four sons; I played sitar, Irshad played surbahar, Nishat played sitar, and 
Vajahat and Shafaat sang.  
 All my sons play sitar and have played sitar from their childhood, but I wanted them to 
specialize in different instruments so they would not be competing with each other. The third 
son, Vajahat, also showed a lot of promise in music, He was singing until we came back from 
Berlin, and we all thought that he would be a singer. He was singing duets with Nishat and 
Irshad, who were playing like lightning and thunder, and he would accompany their music 
through his voice. They competed with each other on their instruments, and he competed with 
his voice. When his elder brothers saw that he was singing everything they were playing, to 
defeat him, they played very high notes. He would even go to the high notes and sing, but that 
was too much pressure, and his voice started cracking.  
 At that point, I suggested to Vajahat that he play sarod. It is a very beautiful instrument, 
and although it has a style of its own, the best-known sarod players in India now play subjects in 
the sitar style and gayaki-ang of our gharana. One example is Radhika Mohun Mitra, a great 
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sarod player who was the student of my father as well as his own father. Also, the tuning of the 
four strings on sarod is similar to that of the first four strings of the surbahar. I had developed a 
very advanced technique of playing those four strings on surbahar, and I thought if I taught this 
technique to my son to play on sarod, he would be a unique musician. Allah ka shukr, I am very 
grateful that he is now one of the finest sarod players of Indian classical music.   
 My fourth son, Shafaat, although he had the same gift and the same fire as the others, 
shied away from music at first. When he played sitar, he was overpowered by my eldest son, and 
when he played surbahar, he was overpowered by my second son. Then an idea came to my 
mind: why not have my fourth son play tabla? That would be perfect, to have a tabla player in 
the family. During the six months I was in Europe, I had to bring a tabla player with me, and I 
sometimes found it hard to be with them for such long periods. I paid them a monthly salary plus 
a percentage from each concert. I provided them with a place to stay in the house I rented, and I 
took them to a restaurant every day, but if they came from different backgrounds, their eating 
and sleeping habits were different from mine, and no matter how much I did to please them, they 
were often unhappy and complaining. And sometimes they did not turn up for a concert. Six 
months of lving with a tabla player, leaving my wife and children and him leaving his family, 
was too much. So this idea of my own son accompanying me on tabla for my tour was fantastic.  
 Shafaat agreed to become a professional tabla player, for his survival, since his elder 
brothers had already made names for themselves on stringed instruments, and he would be sitting 
home frustrated, or even if he took up one of those instruments, there would be professional 
tensions. But even if he played only a little tabla, I could use him for concerts and we could all 
practice with him. Shafaat understood that. However, I told him, “You are the son of a sitar and 
surbahar family, and you have to practice sitar and surbahar also. And you will be unique in that 
you play all those instruments.” So, he studied the great master of tabla who came to my house 
for many years, Ustad Ibrahim Khan, a beautiful person who loved my sons like his own. He 
trained Shafaat in the most authentic tabla playing style, which was developed in his gharana for 
hundreds of years.     

I had placed my children in the finest schools in Calcutta, with the idea of giving them an 
academic education side by side with musical education at home. I left them behind for six 
months while I was abroad, but the atmosphere around them to practice and play was so 
encouraging, that whenever I returned I saw them greatly improved musically.  
 But I was disturbed to learn that at the schools they were failing, and failing in music! So 
I went to the headmaster, and I said, “We are musicians for many generations. I know my 
children are going to be musicians. They are already very good musicians at the ages of six and 
eight and ten.” When I spoke with the teachers, they said that I didn’t come to the school the way 
the other parents did. That was true, because I was living in India only half-time. 
  For other reasons as well, I got fed up with the education system. Once my daughter 
came home from school and asked me, “Papa, what is pound, shilling, pence?” I said, “Why are 
you asking me this question?” And she said, “I have to write about this for school.” I went to this 
convent school where my daughter was studying and asked the Mother Superior, “Why does my 
daughter have to study this pound-shilling-pence? Why are you teaching her a system which the 
British government got rid of several years ago? Why are you wasting the time of our children?” 
So I took my daughter out of that school. When I asked my sons why they were failing in school, 
they said, “They make us sing stupid songs, like ‘London Bridge’.” In those days my sons were 
already very advanced in their knowledge of the rag and they were making amazing calculations 
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of the taal, and singing a nursery song was ridiculous to them.  
 I went to the principal of the school and I said, “The children in this school have natural 
gifts, some have painting talent, some have sports talent, some have music talent, why do you 
have to teach them twenty different subjects? Why not let them concentrate on their talent, and 
just do the major subjects like mathematics and language? As for my children, they are never 
going to be anything else but musicians.” He disagreed with me and said they would not change 
the system of education to match my ideas. 
 My own philosophy of education was clear in my mind, which gave me the confidence to 
take my children one by one from the schools. I was curtailing my own career, giving away my 
fame and name and engagements for the sake of my children, then when I was home, they were 
going to school at eight o’clock and coming back at five o’clock, and the whole day I was sitting 
waiting for them. Then they had homework, so when was their time to practice music and learn 
what I had to teach them? So I took them out of school. I said, I will take the decision about their 
lives into my own hands, and I will teach my children myself. It started with Nishat, my eldest 
son, when he was eight years old. Nishat said he did not want to go to school, and he would 
prove that he could compensate for what he missed at school by giving all that time to practicing 
sitar. That was his desire, and I respected it. 
 My relationship with my children was like master and pupil rather than father. I made 
them do everything just as I did for my brother (although since the work was divided among 
four, it was less). From the time they were seven or eight years old, I sent them to the bazaars to 
do the shopping. And although I had servants in the house, I never let them treat servants as 
servants. If they started giving orders to the servants, I would say, “The servants are not for you. 
You have to do everything on your own.” My life was hard growing up, and I wanted my 
children to have a better life. But I was very strict. I gave them all the necessities, a good place to 
live, good food, everything of good quality, but I never let them abuse that. I would not tolerate 
their indulging in any luxuries, and I never spoiled them with my affection. I did not have a 
television until 1984. 
 Some of my ideas other people may not agree with. For example, when my children were 
very young, I did not bring many toys home, and I asked my friends not to bring toys as presents. 
Every time the child gets a toy, his mind goes to that toy, then after a few hours of playing with 
it, he gets bored with it. A sports toy brings their minds to sports, but then if you give them a 
xylophone, their minds go to music, then they throw that away, and you bring them a toy 
motorcar and their minds go to that for a while, so that lots of toys divert their minds briefly and 
add up to nothing. And toys guns! In Europe and America, I had seen rooms full of toys, such 
waste of money and waste of minds. 
 Instead of too many different toys, I made my children very beautiful toy instruments, 
technically the same as real instruments and sounding perfectly but in a small-size sitar and tabla 
and all other instruments, and these I let them play with. I never imposed music on them. In fact, 
they loved these toy instruments so much that I used them as a bribe. I would say, “If you are 
good and drink your milk and do your homework nicely, then I will let you play for half an 
hour.” After exactly half an hour, I would take the instrument, which left them wanting to play 
more and more.  
 So I created a constructive psychological environment, by giving them the right kind and 
right amount of encouragement. I was very careful not to overdo it and also not to withhold 
encouragement lest they feel depressed. I praised them, but in a balanced way. In front of them, 
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to my friends, I would say, “You know, this one plays fantastic sitar, and this one sings so 
beautifully.” And the children would think they were going to be asked to perform, but I would 
say, “No, now we are discussing something very important. You go play in the other room, and 
when we have spoken and we have our tea, then we will ask you to come here and sing and play 
for us, for only five minutes.” And when I would call them, they would be just waiting to 
perform! After they performed for five minutes, I would say, “I told you I would call you for five 
minutes, and your part is over now, so you go and play.” That meant they were always full of 
enthusiasm for giving a performance, and I was always giving them a lot of confidence in their 
music.  
 Also, I did not let them go to their friends’ houses very much. Anytime they wanted to 
meet their friends, I said, “Why don’t you invite them here so you can play for them? I will have 
a party for your friends.” I had this beautiful house, and I would have food for them and their 
friends, and inviting them there to play and listen to music kept them from getting into the wrong 
environment. And all my friends would send their children to my home, which was so nice.  
 My ideas about what would be good for the musical education of my children really did 
work, because they would practice six and eight and ten hours a day. Allah ka shukr, Allah gave 
me the most beautiful children with great musical gifts and musical heritage of many 
generations, and I saw that they were nothing but musicians! 
 My grandfather died ten or twelve years before I was born, and often he came into my 
dreams when I was a child, and he taught me in my dreams. Also many times I saw my father in 
my dreams and he also taught. This is very mysterious. And exactly the same thing happened 
with my own children. To my utter surprise, one morning Ershat came to me when he was only 
six seven years old and said, “Grandfather came in my dream, and he taught me a composition.” 
And he played a composition of my father’s. I clearly remember that I did not teach him that 
composition, I didn’t even play that composition; I myself had forgotten it. And him playing it 
for the first time for me really shocked me. This kind of thing often happened. When Nishat was 
around eight or ten he would come and say, “I have made a composition.” And I would say, “I 
see. You have already started making compositions. Let me hear it.” And he also would play a 
composition of my father’s. Those musical notes came into his subconscious mind, and he 
thought he was composing. No theorist will write on this; this is beyond theory. And I have no 
explanation for it, although I have experienced it in three generations. 
 Still, the inherited abilities were not enough. From childhood I took my children to 
concerts and had them sit on the stage with me. I also took them to listen to concerts by the great 
masters; all the great masters they had to hear. That was the time when Calcutta was inviting all 
the great masters in great music conferences, and I took my children to listen to these great 
masters and made them understand the values of each musical gharana and their contribution 
and their development into the arts of drumming, singing, and instrumental music. From a very 
early age I made them sit behind me, as I had sat behind my brother, and experience the 
audience’s reaction to the music. Also, that enabled them to get over stage fright and to give 
them the experience how the music is created on the stage. I showed them how it is practiced at 
home and then how it is created on the stage. Sometimes we practice a single phrase for 
thousands of times at home, for days and months, but how that phrase is performed in your entire 
concert within 30 seconds. On the other hand, I showed them how to attempt a completely new 
idea of musical phrase, one you have never practiced, which comes to you for the first time at a 
performance and be daring enough to be able to play it for the first time in front of thousands of 
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people. That needs lots of courage. You must just play it, not thinking of failure. You just do it. 
And this does not exist in Western music.  
 That also was not enough: I wanted my children to see the real Europe, and in 1976 I 
took them with me to Berlin. Although I had been coming to the West since 1956, every year 
when I left, my children wanted to come with me because they were keen to see Europe. And I 
felt that the best education I could give them was to show them the world, show them Europe, 
which is the highest of modern civilization. 
 — 
 As soon as Shafaat started playing elementary tabla, when he was fourteen years old, I 
took him on my tours to accompany me on tabla. It was the hardest time of my life, because 
people were used to listening to me with the best tabla players of India, like Latif Ahmad Khan 
and Faiyaz Ahmad Khan and Kumar Bose and Pandit Maha Prush Mitra and other very 
distinguished performers. I had an average of 30-40 concerts in the West between 1968 and 
1985.  
 When my son accompanied me, suddenly my popularity flattened, because tabla is an 
important aspect of the concert, and my son was just learning. But I was committed to making 
my son a tabla player. If I had played with any other tabla player, that would have disheartened 
him, and he would not have gotten the recognition he needed. I had already sacrificed my much 
of my career by spending six months a year in India teaching my sons, and now I was even 
sacrificing my concerts in the West. This went on for years, until 1990. But I think as a father I 
fulfilled my promise. Shafaat got married in America in 1991, and now I feel free. By then he 
had grown and improved his performance. He is now a fantastic tabla player in his own right and 
teaches sitar and surbahar and tabla. 
  Allah ka shukr, I am very grateful that my eldest son is a great sitar player, and second 
son is a great sitar and surbahar player, he is the only surbahar player of India and my third son is 
a great sarod player, and my fourth son is not only great tabla player but also very fine sitar and 
surbahar player.   
 For 20-25 years, I lived with my sons and taught them music. We traveled and performed 
together, and I cooked for them and made their beds for them, and slowly introduced them to the 
practical side of this profession so they would know how to establish themselves. I wanted them 
to see the concert halls, to meet the impresarios, the managers, I wanted them to know how to 
make a deal on the phone. After Michael Jeans got married, I found another manager, Dianne 
Kenny, and she also did a fantastic job, but eventually I put all the management into the hands of 
my sons. Sometimes they made mistakes, because they were young, but that was part of the 
training. So it was a very comprehensive education I tried to give to them.  
 This is a story of great achievement and great sacrifice. What I have achieved is the 
artistic establishment of my four sons. And what I have sacrificed is my own artistic career on 
the stage. But this is also the unique aspect of my life. It could have been a complete disaster, but 
Allah helped me. It all happened the way I planned and worked for, and I am so grateful.  
 One by one all my sons got married, to the nicest girls in the world, and they got 
established in their own homes and their careers. And now, Allah ka shukr, they are all going 
their own ways, all professional musicians, all doing very well. My daughter had the same talent 
as my sons. But I wanted to maintain the family tradition that women do not perform on the 
stage. So I gave her music lessons and a good education, but she was not brought up to be a 
musician. Today she is a designer; she married a Japanese and lives in Tokyo. Irshad is in 
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Canada, Nishat and Vajahat are in London, and Shafaat is in Philadelphia.  
 Our last concert together was in 1988 in Russia. We were invited for twenty-five concerts 
for the festival of India, and we performed at the Bolshoi, the Kremlin, and Tchaikovsky 
auditorium. At every concert people cried to see a father playing with his sons.  
 After that, I realized I had done enough. Few fathers will live 24 hours a day with their 
four sons for twenty years, and I did that. It was too much for me to continue sitting on top of 
their heads and ordering them around and being a master. I thought, enough is enough. I was 
ready for a complete change, and it came in the form of a professorship in America in 199?. 
 I was a good father, I am a good father to my children, and I try to do the best for them. 
And my children gave me back the same through their sincerity and their devotion to the arts. 
Look what my children did for me! 
 Only now is my relationship with my children becoming that of father and child. 
Although we live in the four corners of the world, they ring me every day, and we are 
coordinated as if we were living in the same house. I know exactly what they are eating, where 
they are invited this evening, which movies they have seen, which friends they have visited, what 
concerts they have played, what rag they are practicing, how many students they have, our 
financial situation. We have all our accounts, in England and in India, in the name of all six of 
us, my wife and myself and my four sons. All our earnings went into that account, and anybody 
could take out any amount of money they wanted. Once they got married, I told my sons they 
have to have joint accounts with their wives, but the joint account with me is still there. 
Everybody is settled now but still we are sharing. Each winter when I go back to Calcutta, they 
all come there. It’s a lot of money to spend, but what is the money for? It should sit in the bank, 
or we should be together in Calcutta?  
 I think if we can act not selfishly but sharing, with the trust and faith that we are all for 
each other, we don’t have to live for ourselves; if you live for me and I live for you, and all our 
life is one, we will be loved and respected. As a father I have to earn my children’s respect and 
love, and they must also earn my respect. I think this is the most important part of education. 
  *** 
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18 - BADE GHULAM ALI KHAN  
 
 Ustad Bade Ghulam Ali Khan was a great, great inspiration to me. “Bade” means “big” 
in the sense of “great” in Hindi. And Bade Ghulam Ali Khan is a big subject. He was the greatest 
singer of his time in India.  
 Bade Ghulam Ali Khan was very fat and had a big mustache and small eyes and a chubby 
face and dark complexion, and he wore a cap down to his eyebrows, which made him look quite 
imposing. But he was actually very sweet, and when he smiled at you, he looked like an angel.  
 Bade Ghulam Ali Khan began his musical career as a sarangi player. But he knew that 
playing sarangi was not enough for him, that it would not enable him to fully express the wealth 
of music inside his heart. He wanted to sing. He went to many masters for vocal training, but he 
didn’t get much encouragement except from his uncle, Ustad Kale Khan, who was a singer, and 
whom Bade Ghulam Ali Khan always spoke of with great respect. In the end, Bade Ghulam Ali 
Khan taught himself to sing. 
 For singing practice you must project your voice very loud, and at the beginning you 
often will be out of tune. As Bade Ghulam Ali Khan moved from being a sarangi player to being 
a singer, he was shy about singing loudly because people might make fun of him. In the city, 
where people live so close together, he felt restricted. So he would go into the forest to practice. 
 He didn’t want to go alone, so he made friends with musicians who were opium addicts 
and took them with him, enticing them with food and snacks and of course opium. Opium and 
other drugs are openly sold in India, but only those who cannot control themselves become 
addicted, and they are looked upon with sympathy rather than blame. Drug addicts may be 
useless for everything else, but they are great talkers and listeners; they won’t work, but they will 
sit with you all night. So Bade Ghulam Ali Khan took these people out of the city to graveyards 
at the edge of the forest, to keep him company when he practiced. This he did for many years. 
 In the process of accompanying singers as a sarangi player, he had acquired a great 
knowledge of singing. He not only knew the technical aspects of singing, but he had a very pure 
voice, a naturally beautiful voice, and he molded it in a very personal style. He had a range of 
almost four octaves. This is nearly unheard of; I have never known anyone else with such a 
range. And he developed his voice with very hard work.  
 Bade Ghulam Ali Khan lived near Lahore, in the part of the Punjab that later became 
Pakistan. In this area, the dominant singing style was that of the Patiala gharana. The other most 
popular styles were associated with the Agra, Kirana, and Gwalior gharanas. Bade Ghulam Ali 
Khan was the first singer to blend the best aspects of all these styles, also incorporating khyal 
ang and dhrupad ang. 
 In the 1940s Bade Ghulam Ali Khan recorded some of his khyal and thumri 
, which had to be compressed into three minutes for the 78 rpm records. These sold like hotcakes 
among classical music lovers. His recordings are unsurpassed to this day; they are immortal. 
 People started talking about him, saying that he was a fantastic singer, and in the late 
1940s he was invited to come to Calcutta for the All-India Music conference. In that one 
performance he became famous; after that his name was a household word among music lovers.  
 In Indian classical music there is a lot of respect for singing fast phrases, and Bade 
Ghulam Ali Khan was a very fast singer. He could move effortlessly through the twelve notes of 
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the scale, up into the third octave and then down into the lower octave, as easily as you run your 
finger along the piano keys, then he could stop on any note with a precision that seems 
superhuman. He could go into the heart of a note with amazing accuracy. He made each note 
sound like a jewel, and each phrase gathered those jewels into a beautiful necklace.  
 Bade Ghulam Ali Khan accompanied himself on the surmandel, which is a zither. He had 
found one in a junk shop and restrung it, and once he became famous, the surmandel became a 
standard accompanying instrument for singers of Hindustani music. His tuning of the surmandel 
was so beautiful. 
  As Bade Ghulam Ali Khan became popular in India, he spent most of each year traveling 
to performances all over the country. He went back to Pakistan only to see his family. But he 
realized that he had no future there because classical music was not supported; musicians in 
Pakistan, including those who had migrated from India, were utterly neglected. Only in India 
was he able to pursue music fully. And so he decided to sacrifice his home for the sake of his 
artistic satisfaction. When he applied for Indian citizenship, India exploited it politically to 
publicize India as a haven for artists. The Pakistani government took this as an insult and banned 
all musicians from traveling to India. So, unfortunately, when Bade Ghulam Ali Khan left 
Pakistan, many other musicians were penalized as a result. 
 But the decision of Bade Ghulam Ali Khan to stay in Calcutta was a great opportunity for 
me. He lived in my area, Park Circus. His son, Munawar Ali Khan, was about my age, and we 
became best friends. Munawar’s voice was still being developed, and he felt shy about practicing 
at home, where his father’s admirers were around all the time, so he came to my house to 
practice. We practiced together six, eight hours, every day for many years.   

Bade Ghulam Ali Khan loved me like his own son. He had great respect for us two 
brothers. When my brother became the greatest sitar player after my father’s death, Bade 
Ghulam Ali Khan would say that so many great masters’ children failed to carry on the tradition 
of the family and make it greater. “But look at Vilayat,” he would say. “He has his family’s flag 
so high!” He also praised my mother, because without her efforts, the whole musical tradition 
could have been lost.  
 And Bade Ghulam Ali Khan saw this spark in me, my enthusiasm for music, my struggle 
also to be a great musician, to match that high standard set in my family. I was so young, but 
even then I would practice all night. And when I listened to his singing, I think he knew that I 
loved his music very much; I think that made him look upon me with great love and affection. 
 I was completely entranced by his music. I do not mean the kind of trance in which you 
don’t know where you are. As a musician listening, I go into a trance in which my mind is 
completely, acutely awake. I listen to each and every note of each phrase, which is going at 
lightning speed, and my mind follows exactly what is happening, absorbing everything, 
understanding it all.  
 His music was conducive to trance. He could sing for four hours and the time would pass 
like a minute. That was the beauty of Bade Ghulam Ali Khan. I used to go to his house and sit 
there and listen day after day. I had the privilege of listening to his finest performances and also 
listening to him at his home, sitting in front of him. Even if there were twenty people listening, 
he always looked at me when he sang. 
 In India, people just come to your house to see you. They don’t call beforehand, they just 
knock on the door and come in, admirers, business associates, friends and relatives. Bade 
Ghulam Ali Khan lived in a rented apartment, and every day whoever came to his house at meal 
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times, invited or uninvited, sometimes as many as twenty people would eat with him. That food 
was very rich, very delicious, many different varieties. There was no limit of ghee and meat and 
fish and spices. The most delicious food I have eaten in my life was with from that kitchen. His 
wife was a great lady. She enjoyed having so many guests; I never saw a wrinkle on her 
forehead. It pleased her that people were sitting with him and he was singing. And when 
everybody said, “Ah, that was the most fantastic food!” I think she felt the same satisfaction 
about her cooking that Bade Ghulam Ali Khan felt about his singing.  
 At this time Bade Ghulam Ali Khan was performing many concerts and earning a lot of 
money. He kept each day’s earnings in a handkerchief under a pillow behind his back. Anybody 
who came and said in his ear that his daughter was getting married, that he did not have a job, 
that he needed money for whatever reason, they did not have to repeat it: Bade Ghulam Ali Khan 
would reach behind him, put his hand into the handkerchief, take out some notes, and give them 
to the person. I never saw him refuse. His hand would go down into the handkerchief underneath 
the pillow, he would bundle some notes together, and he would give them away. In his life he 
gave away all his money.  
 He lived the most simple life, devoted entirely to music. In the apartment was only the 
most basic furniture; he slept on a hard bed with only one mattress, and that is where he sat when 
he sang. He always sat in that same place, except to go to the bathroom and shower. And in the 
bathroom and shower, always he was singing! When he came out of the shower he would change 
his clothes and greet his guests very courteously, then he would sit down and sing.  
 I have never come across anybody else who could sing all day long, every day. Bade 
Ghulam Ali Khan started singing at 6 or 7 o’clock in the morning, when he woke up. He opened 
his eyes, and he started singing. He would sing until breakfast was served, and he would not be 
singing only when he was eating. And when he was eating he talked of music and nothing else. 
As soon as he stopped eating, he would start singing again, and he would sing until lunchtime. 
Then again he would eat. He would sleep in the afternoon for an hour; if there was no voice 
singing in his home, that meant he was sleeping. But when he woke up, again he was singing.  
 I have a beautiful memory of taking Bade Ghulam Ali Khan to the Dover Lane Music 
Conference in Calcutta. In the early 1960s there were the greatest number of music festivals in 
Calcutta, and this was the most famous. Bade Ghulam Ali Khan was performing at a music 
conference every second or third day. I had a sports car then, a Sunbeam Talboat, which had four 
low seats and two large doors. Bade Ghulam Ali Khan loved riding in this car because he didn’t 
have any problem getting in and out of it. So he was going to ride to this concert in my car. 
 This was an all-night concert, with the greatest musicians singing one after another. Bade 
Ghulam Ali Khan was scheduled for the final performance, which is always given to the most 
eminent artist. Even though his performance would not begin until the early hours of the 
morning, the conference organizers asked him to be at the concert venue at ten o’clock.  I went 
to his house around eight o’clock in the evening, and the organizers and his son and students and 
friends were there, and he was singing. We left around ten o’clock, and on the way he was 
singing. In the greenroom, there was Bismillah Khan, the greatest shehnai player, and other 
musicians who about to perform. We sat in the greenroom and waited, and while everything 
went on around him, still Bade Ghulam Ali Khan was singing.  
  His turn came at 4 o’clock in the morning. That night he was at the peak of his musical 
ability. He sang godly music, he was fantastic, people cried, people laughed, people jumped, the 
audience went mad for three hours. Those three hours of his performance were like a miracle. 
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Afterward there were lots of encores. People wanted him to sing their favorite pieces, he sang 
them. It was daylight, around seven o’clock in the morning, when the audience let him go. 
  So, finally the concert was ended, and he said to me, “Let’s go home.” So I drove him. 
When we got to his house, he wanted us to come in. I was exhausted, so I said I was going home. 
“No, no, no,” he insisted. “Come up and have breakfast with me.” I said, “No, uncle, I am very 
tired and I must go to sleep.” He said, “Come on, have breakfast with me, and then go.” I 
couldn’t say no twice, I respected him so much. So I dragged myself up to his apartment and so 
did some of the other people, and he asked his wife to prepare breakfast.  
 Then he said to me, “Give me my surmandel.” The man who had been singing the whole 
day before and then the whole night, who had just given one of the finest performances of his 
life, at the biggest music conference with an audience of thousands, who had had no sleep, came 
home at 7 o’clock in the morning when I as a young man was exhausted, he took the surmandel 
and started to sing. He sang until 9 o’clock. The breakfast came. It was very elaborate: parathas, 
halvah, eggs. And it got cold. His son went to sleep. Everybody went home but me, and still he 
was singing. 
  He was not singing for people. That was secondary for him, that so many people heard 
his singing and said he was the greatest singer. Even after receiving all that praise, having all that 
satisfaction, he was still hungry for singing. That means he was singing for himself. That story 
will be with me for the rest of my life. 
 Later he was in Bombay and what we had all expected happened: he had a stroke. 
Overnight all his singing vanished. He was admitted to the hospital with one half of his body 
paralyzed. When he first regained consciousness, he tried to sing, but with one lung paralyzed, 
his breath was too weak and his voice was gone. And with such a heavy body, and half of it 
paralyzed, the other half hardly had the strength to move it. I was told that on the first night in 
the hospital, even with that weak breath, barely able to hold a note, he started practicing singing. 
 I came to see him in Bombay after a month or so. He was sitting up with the help of big 
pillows. I couldn’t help crying. But what he said to me was, “Give me my surmandel.” I handed 
it to him. It was out of tune. He began to tune it, plucking each string and tightening it with the 
same hand, which is very awkward. It was taking him so long that I stupidly got up and tried to 
tune it for him. He gave me a terrible look, I had never seen him look that way, and told me to sit 
down. He wouldn’t let me touch the surmandel. He tuned it with his one good hand until it was 
perfectly in tune. It took him an hour, and I just sat there. Then he said, “Tell me if my voice is 
okay,” and he started singing. Of course he could hold only a very little breath, and his voice was 
gone. But he said, “See, I am singing again!” I said, “Yes, yes, you are singing fantastic.” He 
said, “You will see, I will show the world.” 
  Within the short time of one year, he came back to perform on the stage. He never 
regained the use of the one side of his body, but he modified his singing to his half breath. Where 
he would have sung a long phrase, he took a breath in a different place. He showed the world 
that he could come back from his death bed with half his breath and half his body. To me he was 
even greater then, perhaps. Because that courage and determination to sing again was so 
beautiful, so inspiring. He sang in many music conferences after that. Munawar was becoming a 
good musician, and they would perform together, so he had the satisfaction of singing with his 
son. 
  Once I had the great privilege of performing with Bade Ghulam Ali Khan. After his 
stroke he went to live in Hyderabad under the sponsorship of a nobleman who belonged to the 
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family of the Nawab of Hyderabad, and he invited me to visit him there. In the evenings were 
private concerts attended by the family and friends and connoisseurs of classical music. At these 
concerts I played sitar and singing duets with Munawar, my childhood friend. But one evening 
Bade Ghulam Ali Khan asked me to accompany his singing, and together we played Rag Behag. 
Until that time, I had looked up to him from a child’s perspective. So the day I sat with that great 
man and actually performed with him, and saw that he was appreciating my playing, that was 
one of the most memorable occasions of my life.  
 Bade means big. And that applies to his spirit as well. What an artist. What a great man. 
He will always live in the hearts of the people who heard him. 
 *** 
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19 - SINGING 
 
 It is unfortunate in the West that from childhood when you go to school it is put in the 
minds of the children that some do not have a singing voice. This is ridiculous, this is a crime! 
Everybody has a singing voice. If you can talk to me, you can sing. Everybody who is born with 
a voice has a singing voice.  
 The voice is not the same as the piano scale; everybody has their own scale. What is your 
scale? You must find your own scale, your own range. We all have different ranges, according to 
our lungs, our voice capacity, how the voice is tuned in our vocal cords, how we use our voice, 
the range in which we are comfortable. Normally a human being can sing about two octaves. 
Some have a little less. But you can all sing. 
 There are two ways of singing. One is simply singing a song that you like. But there is 
also trying out your voice, with your own imagination, with your own tones, to create your own 
vocal style, to discover your individual capacity.   
 Music can be devotional, but not only what you sing in church. You may not sing any 
words, but when you have something in your heart and you are just singing each note one by 
one, with perfect control of your body, what happens? You become completely one with 
yourself, one with your heart and mind, and this is the highest meditation. There are 101 gurus, 
101 philosophies that teach meditation. But music is live meditation. You just take your note and 
sit down with it with your body and mind, and you sing, and you are meditating.  
 When I sing I take the breath into my body and control it by allowing exactly measured 
air through my vocal cords. This is a fantastic exercise for your body and mind. When you do 
that, all the blood vessels open in the body and heart; it is a very yogic thing. In this modern 
civilization all the time we are asked to keep our voices down, and we rarely explore the full 
capacity of our lungs. We experience full breath only when we are sleeping deeply, perhaps 
when we are snoring. We use our voice at full volume only when we shout in anger. If we do not 
use our lungs, they lose their capacity. Singing is the only medium that gives the full freedom of 
using your lungs.  
 Everybody must sing! Singing is the greatest blessing of God, a gift we have all been 
given, and that is very beautiful. 
 ***  
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20 - TWO MOUNTAINS 
 
 Music is as old as human beings. But it is relatively recent in human history that 
recordings have been available to us. For thousands of years, we listened to music not as 
background music but because we wanted to have a beautiful feeling. Music was preserved in 
people’s minds; music became part of a person’s life. The song our mother sang when we were 
in her lap we remember all our lives, and part of our life is vividly relived whenever we hear that 
particular music. The song we sang in a garden with our beloved that same melody will always 
take us back to that beautiful spot. When we hear certain musical phrases, we recall a great loss 
and again feel that sadness. That is what music is all about, to bring us to our deepest and most 
treasured experiences of life. When I play, I would like to make you feel peaceful, or romantic, 
or heroic; I would like to make you laugh or cry or wonder. 
  When people listen to Western music, anywhere in the world, the same feelings are 
evoked in their hearts and minds. This is also true of the thousands of people around the world 
who love Indian music: they feel the same emotions as an Indian. When I read Urdu and Persian 
poetry, I find so many examples of feelings and ideas and expressions that completely transcend 
culture. How can West be West and East by East when Rumi’s poem of the 12th century has the 
same effect on an American or a Japanese or a Norwegian in the twentieth century? Rumi writes 
as if he is living right here today. When you open your heart to a culture or a form of art, there is 
no wall, there is no East or West, you feel as a human being. And these human emotions are 
universal.  
 The idea that “East is East and West is West and never the twain shall meet” I think 
belongs to the 19th century. Today we share our lives, breaking the barriers between East and 
West. Each place I lived in Europe, I fell in love with Germany, Scandinavia, France — and I 
lived there fully, as if I would live there the rest of my life. People in the West have shown such 
interest in me and my country, my life, my music, my culture, and I have always found that we 
have a great deal to tell each other. When we share, there is no East and no West. Today the 
whole world is connected, by telephone, by fax, by satellite, by computer. We are invested in 
countries all over the world financially, and I believe we can do this on a musical level as well. 
My investment is not in dollars or pounds or rupees but in musical notes—sa re ga ma pa dha ni 
sa; do re mi fa sol la ti do! This is truly an international investment because everyone can share 
in it. 
  I would like to see Indian classical music have the same stature as Western classical 
music, which has become internationally appreciated. Some of my Western students have studied 
with me for 25 years, and my goal is that they play as well as Indians. Unless I can achieve this, 
that a Westerner play with the same emotions and same intensity as an Indian. Indian music will 
never be international music. I would like to work on this until the end of my life; I would like to 
see that Indian music also becomes international. 
 Indian culture and music developed for hundreds and hundreds of years, like a great 
mountain, like Everest. Western culture is also like a great mountain. So far, the efforts to join 
Eastern and Western music have taken place in the valley between two great mountains, where it 
is easiest to meet. But that is the lowest level, the level of commercialized popular culture. To 
meet from the peaks of the mountains is very difficult, because it means acquiring deep 
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knowledge of each other’s culture. Climbing all the way up the mountain is definitely hard work, 
but I am not interested in meeting in the valley. I want us to meet on the peaks, with knowledge 
of the finest in each other’s traditions. In the pieces I write for Western instruments and 
Western-trained voices, I am aiming for this high level. It may not be understood immediately, 
but if we record this kind of work, perhaps in the next century our children will understand what 
we are trying to do. 
 Someone has said that in music, the barrier between East and West is the music stand. 
This refers to the notation system and the whole difference between composed and improvised 
music. But once the music stand falls down, it can become a bridge. For example, my cello 
student is writing a composition of mine into the notation system, then she memorizes it and 
performs it. So I am sharing her cello, and she is sharing my mind, and during the time she is 
learning, the music stand is a bridge between us. My compositions for Western instruments, 
inspired by Bach and cello as well as Indian music, are a meeting between the oceans of Western 
and Indian tradition, in which I am only a drop. 
 — 
 Harmonic music is a great achievement of Western culture. Because Western music is 
based on harmony, proper relationships between notes must be maintained. Therefore, Western 
scales use only notes of a full or a half step, and these must be written down.  
 In the early middle ages, Western and Hindustani music were much the same. They 
diverged when Western music moved into the churches and became polyphonic. If many people 
sing together, with different parts sung in harmony, some given one note, some another, some 
another, notation is necessary. From then on, the Western system developed in the direction of 
harmony, and it developed fantastically. Still, as late the 15th century, Western composers left 
spaces in the score for performers to improvise. But after that, the notation became rigid, 
dictating an exact interpretation so that musicians lost the art of improvisation. 
 What Western music sacrificed in this process is self-expression. The composer writes 
down his or her conception, and only the notes written down can be played; performers are not 
allowed their own notes outside the composition. And so the musician became the instrument of 
the composer like a typist, typing a letter “To Whom It May Concern,” typing very faithfully, 
whether it is a sad message or a happy message, because the message is from the composer, not 
from the musician. The composer’s letter is posted to the listener, who is sitting there to receive 
the message. The conductor studies the composition to learn how the master has conceived it, 
analyzes how it should be played, then directs the musicians. He or she tells them to play soft or 
play loud, fast or slow. The conductor is doing hard work in the air, trying to manage the entire 
thing with these ten, twenty, hundred musicians playing one song. And because the conductor is 
working so hard to bring out of these performers the composer’s conception, the listeners have to 
sit absolutely quiet. You just sit there and listen to the beautiful creation of the composer. 
 India has an entirely different conception of playing music and listening to music and 
enjoying music. In Hindustani music, musicians express their own ideas and abilities. The 
Hindustani musician will not choose a key from the piano but according to the capacity of the 
instrument, or, in the case of a singer, according to the range where the voice resounds very 
nicely. In Hindustani music, you are writing your own message, using your own words to convey 
it to the best of your abilities. Therefore the Hindustani musician must practice a lot.   
  Hindustani music is entirely based on melody, and the melodic line is highly developed. 
Notes can be slurred up or down from the straight tone; you can bend and mold notes, slide in 
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between notes, create a painting with a single note. But the bending of a note must be done 
according to the strict rules of ascending and descending within the rag. The rag is not a 
composition; the rules of the rag are more like clues to the subject. There are hundreds of rags, 
out of which several hundred are in practice.  
 The rules of the rags must be very faithfully followed by the masters. As with chess, in 
which pieces are moved according to specified patterns, the strictness of the rules is what makes 
the game so interesting for both the players and the audience. Within these rules, a master can 
make hundreds and thousands of different movements, and a performer’s individual imagination 
can be expressed to its fullest.  
 The notes of the rags were chosen by unknown masters. We don’t know who created Rag 
Bageshri, we don’t know who made Rag Lalit. According to Indian philosophy, all the great 
human creations are actually creations of Bhagwan, or Allah, or God. We may put the seed in the 
ground, but the tree growing and the leaves coming and the flowers and new seeds that is in the 
hands of Bhagwan. Who is Bhagwan? The Mind behind the creation is Bhagwan. That is the 
concept of our religions. So, the mind behind music is God, we say.  
 In Western music, when somebody writes a piece of music they immediately run to the 
registry office and put their stamp on it: “This composition was written by me.” In a way that is 
good, because then people know that this was written by Bach and this was written by Beethoven 
or Chopin or Mozart. In Indian music we have not done this. Who am I to put my name on a 
rag? I am only one of the long tradition, one leaf on the tree, one link in the chain of receiving 
and developing musical forms that have been played for thousands of years.  
 In a few cases a composition or a rag can be related to a certain period and even to a 
certain person. For example, Mia-ki Todi and Mia-ki Malhar rags are be traced back to Mia Tan 
Sen or to his son, Bilas Khani Todi. And Rag Yaman is believed to have been created by Hazrat 
Amir Khusru. But, I think if Tan Sen were sitting here and I asked him, “Did you really create 
Todi rag?”, he would say, “No, it came from my master, Haridas Swami.” Of all the masters at 
whose feet I sat and learned music, in my whole life never did I come across one who said, “This 
is mine.” They said, “Oh, listen to this composition. My master used to sing it so beautifully.” 
Or, “My father sang this so beautifully.” They always speak of the beautiful music of their 
masters. And those masters would speak of the beautiful music of their masters.  
 If I am playing a rag, like Shudh Sarangh, or Puria, or Malkauns, it is very much I who 
am playing it. Every note is produced with my instrument, with my hands, with my mind. It 
completely comes from meyet I am saying, it is not from me. The rag has also come from all 
these masters of Indian music. They composed the rag, by choosing the notes out of the scale, 
and they gave it a name. They created rhythmic patterns, the 7-beat cycle, 10-beat cycle, 12-beat 
cycle, and so on. They also gave the forms, to start always with alap, the slow movement, then 
jhor, the second movement, and in the third movement a composition called khyal or dhrupad or 
whatever, then you finish in the double speed. These rules we obey very faithfully.  After 
that, you are completely on your own, and you play your own music into these forms. A 
musician has to learn the forms, taking the rag and rhythmic forms from the past, then 
expressing his own ideas. That is, within the rules, the artist improvises. And the listeners who 
know the rules appreciate the beauty of the performance. For example, if the rag is sa ga ma pa 
ni sa [do mi fa so ti do], and the musician is going from sa to ga, they say, “How beautifully he 
has avoided re because it is not in the ascending pattern of the rag.” Or going from sa to ga to 
pa, “How beautifully he has avoided the in-between notes, and how beautifully he has taken that 
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note which is allowed.” Descending, pa, ma, ga, re, sa, “How beautifully he brought these notes 
to sa, in the way it is permitted in this rag.” 
 In Hindustani music, maybe 10% is given in the form of rules about the rag and the tal 
and the ras. And that 10% is very important. The other 90% is your own mastery, your own 
interpretation, your own imagination, everything you bring to decorate the 10%. A master may 
sing sad music one time; another time he may sing music that is happy or comical or exciting or 
heroic, whatever he wants to play, whatever his mood is or his style, he will perform that, but 
always he must obey the basic rules.  
 It is not important for a musician to be knowledgeable; that is secondary. Some musicians 
have practiced only three or four or five rags, one morning rag, one afternoon rag, one evening 
rag, one night rag, and that is enough. At every performance a musician may sing the same rag, 
and if he has perfected that rag, his name will always live in the history of Hindustani music. To 
be knowledgeable is a different matter. Rag is a subject, like roses. A person who has studied 
roses can write books on the subject, he will tell you how many different kinds of roses there are 
and how many petals they have and their sizes and shapes and colors and when they bloom and 
how to care for them. He can give you all kinds of information. But to give you the fragrance of 
the rose that only the performer can do. Maybe he plays one rag only, Yaman Kalyan, but it is 
like a perfect red rose: it is enough.  
 My grandfather, Ustad Imdad Khan, all his life practiced mostly one rag. That was Rag 
Puria. At the age of 72, when he was dying, he said, “Oh, now I can see how truly beautiful Rag 
Puria is! If God had given me more life, I could have played it more beautifully.”  
 Today a musician has to know many rags and has to play all the movements very well 
and know many rhythmic patterns. In older days musicians were more specialized; they were 
known for their own styles and might be famous only for alap or for the fast movement. In some 
ways music is more advanced and developed today but how many things can one person play 
with perfection? Each aspect of music is very beautiful, and each one needs a lifetime of 
devotion.  
 — 
 Now let me tell you about one of the most important aspects of Indian classical music. 
 For us, the natural vibration of the string is the natural note. It is like natural color: we 
believe that seven basic colors exist, and we did not make them, we only discovered them. They 
were always there, like the sun and moon and stars and everything else. Exactly like that, all the 
musical notes have always existed, and one by one we discovered them. Because of this, we 
believe in allowing the notes to vibrate according to their nature. That is, from the note that is 
struck, an overtone is produced a fifth higher, and from that fifth, there is an overtone of the next 
fifth, and from that one to the next, and so on. That is why our instruments have the sympathetic 
strings. The melody we play is conceived by a musician, but behind the melody, in the vibration 
of the strings, we hear all of nature playing along with us! The sky and the stars and the moon 
and the flowers and animals, all of creation is with us while we play. 
  Sympathy is a very beautiful word. Sympathy means that you are with me, and what I am 
saying, you are hearing and feeling; if I am crying, you are crying, and if I am laughing, you also 
are laughing. That is sympathy. Now, the sympathetic strings are tuned to the notes of the rag. 
But sometimes the sympathetic strings will sound unexpectedly when they want to sound. The 
fifth will sound somewhere, whether I tune it or not. And that is so nice. It’s a lot of notes for a 
musician to handle! Like a lot of colors for a painter, but still the painter will handle those colors 
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and it is exactly the same with musical notes. 
  Sympathetic vibration is one of the most fundamental aspects of Indian music, because 
Indian music is dedicated to melody and melody only. Now, Western music is based on the 
harmonic concept, with notes sounding together in chords. But in Indian music the only notes 
that sound simultaneously with the notes of the melody are the drone, playing the tonic and the 
fifth, and the sympathetic strings. This is a completely different concept, in which each note is 
heard in its relation to the tonic. 
 Some of the overtones produced by the instrument are too high for the microphone to 
catch. But a little mouse or a cat or dog, I wonder if they can hear those notes. They do seem to 
listen to our instruments. Often a student will tell me, “My cat listens to me practice.” Perhaps 
this cat is actually listening to higher overtones, because for them the mouse squeaking has a 
very high frequency. Smaller animals must hear high frequencies, and larger animals hear low 
frequencies, like the elephant listening to my grandfather playing surbahar.  
 In my house in Calcutta, there is a room where twenty-four hours a day music is going 
on. It is where I play, where my father played, where my sons play. And in my garden outside 
that room, all the trees lean in that direction. I think the plants are drawn toward music. Even the 
saru, which normally grows straight, is tilted toward my door. Crows come and sit on my 
window and caw and make pests of themselves.  
 One night when I was practicing in that room, a butterfly came in and circled for long 
time, then landed on one of the beams of the roof. I played until three or four o’clock in the 
morning, then I closed the doors and windows. The next morning at 11 o’clock, the butterfly was 
still sitting on the beam. I started practicing again, and again it circled and then returned to the 
beam. That night I came back to practice, and again the butterfly began circling. Finally it came 
and sat down on my sitar. I will never forget that experience.  
 An obvious example of animals listening to music can be seen on street corners in India 
where a man has a cobra in a basket, and he is playing to it on the shehnai, and the cobra rises up 
and starts dancing. The snake won’t dance to all kinds of music; it must be a particular kind of 
music with a lot of zarad, or emphatic, striking notes. At each strike of the note, the snake jerks. 
And these snakes do not harm anyone (at least not unless the snake charmer goes too close to it). 
Science does not take this seriously because there is something fantastic about it.  
 A well-known sitar student of my father’s, Jitan Singh, told me this story about visiting 
my father in Gauripur. When he arrived, he heard the sound of the sitar coming from the back of 
the house, and he very quietly walked around to the garden. My father was practicing in the 
evening on a wooden chawki (platform). And there was a very big snake, with reddish eyes, 
standing erect in front of the platform and listening to the music. Jitan Singh said his heart 
skipped when he saw such a sight. When my father sensed that someone was there, he stopped 
playing, and the snake slowly lowered itself to the ground and went into the jungle.  
 I tell you these stories to make a point. We always think we are progressing, but I think 
we have drifted away from certain directions that were very beautiful. For example, at the height 
of Indian music, the 16th century and earlier, people were very interested in animals listening to 
music. Mia Tan Sen used to sing to deer and birds and other animals. We know bears dance to 
music. And I think monkeys listen to music, frogs listen to music, even little flies listen to music. 
But this aspect of music has not been developed, and we lost that direction. I wish we had 
developed it. How wonderful it would be to play for tigers and elephants and zebras! I imagine 
how the animals would be dancing, and we would live side by side and have perfect 
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communication with them. How beautiful that would be! 
  Now, that is the true meaning of sympathetic vibration that we feel something together. 
This concept applies not only to the strings of an instrument that vibrate in response to the string 
that is struck, but also to people experiencing the same feelings when they hear music, and 
animals as well.   

— 
 When I lecture my sons about being musicians, I tell them never to worry about their 
careers. The most important thing for them to remember is that we musicians are first of all 
students, and we remain students all our lives. Our lives are so interesting and so rewarding 
because we are always learning.  
 When we hear Western musicians talk about “working” on a piece, we wonder, what is 
the work? How could it be work to practice Bach or Beethoven or Mozart? Practicing is never 
work for us. Learning music and playing music is not work, and talking about music is not work. 
All other things are work! Talking to people is work, negotiating is work, driving is work, going 
to parties is work, having dinner is work, this is work, that is work only music is not work. It is 
so beautiful that we are always students, and we are never working! When we practice, we 
explore our own capacities. If I am exploring my physical energy, trying to know the depth of 
my mind, my abilities, my love, my affection, my imagination, my inner soul, to touch that 
beauty in my heart, I am doing all this for myself, how could it be work? What I do for others to 
make money, only that is work. But practicing music is the same as being with God.  
 In Indian music we don’t play only for other human beings, we play to ourselves, and to 
nature, and to God. For us, doors and walls and the air and plants and sky and moon and stars are 
listening to us, this is the attitude we must have when we play. Playing music to the inner truth of 
our conscience, and carrying the torch of knowledge that has been given to us by our masters, 
that is how we are taught to play and perform. Masters who are dead don’t need any money or 
any material reward from us; what they need is acknowledgement, our respect to them for 
another thousand years, and this is our aim. Of course, we want our bread and butter and a 
comfortable life, but this is not the aim when we are playing; bread and butter is not on our mind 
when we are playing Rag Darbari. We are going in trance to that era hundreds of years back, and 
we can bring those sounds that are preserved in the style of that time out through our voices and 
instruments. We can draw them from the flowers and trees and air around us and mountains and 
the moon and the sun. That is the ultimate of a musician’s life.  
 All music has qualities of both inwardness and outwardness. The quality of inwardness 
must be there because the music comes from within the musician. But outwardness is also 
necessary to communicate with the listener. Perhaps it can be said that Indian music has a more 
pronounced inward quality because it developed with a solitary musician playing to God, 
whereas Western music emphasizes performance and projecting the emotions to the audience.
 Both qualities are necessary, and in any case, the critical factor that determines whether 
music is worth listening to is simply the degree of virtuosity. 
 For Indian musicians, 99% of our music we play for ourselves, and only 1% of our music 
is heard by an audience. Mostly we are practicing at home, hour after hour, holding the 
instrument to our hearts, listening to each note thousands and millions of times. Maybe once a 
month if you are lucky, you get a performance before an audience; sometimes it may be six 
months. So all the days and nights in between, the musician is listening to his music by himself. 
Nobody else is listening; maybe his wife and children, maybe some of his students or friends. 
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But they don’t listen that much. It is we who listen to our own music. For four months now I 
have not given a performance. Still I am practicing every day; who is listening to me?  
 It is like a personal meditation, like yogic philosophy, in which you follow a discipline of 
physical and mental exercises to develop your inner ability. Our music is our meditation, our 
prayers, which we practice to uplift ourselves. And in the process we develop our abilities so that 
the one time in a month when people come and listen to us, or in six months when we have a 
concert, we are able to touch them deeply with our music. 
  So, in a sense, for us it is all inward music, because it is what we developed within 
ourselves. We could say the music Beethoven wrote when he was deaf has an inward quality; 
although he could hear the music only within himself, he reached such a high level of virtuosity 
that it is listened to by the whole world to this day. And yet all of Beethoven’s music was 
inward, all his life; when a composer is writing at home, who is there listening to him? Only he 
hears the music of his own mind and his heart.  
 An example of inwardness in Indian music is Ameer Khan. He mostly sang for himself, 
and he never compromised. He was considered a great musician, but people didn’t understand 
him because he was so serious. At music conferences, he would come onto the stage at 1 or 2 
o’clock in the morning when everybody was sleepy, and while another artist might perform 
something with audience appeal to wake people up, Ameer Khan would choose a rag that is 
deep, like Rag Darbari, with a very slow alap. I think he didn’t care about the listeners. He 
simply came onto the stage and sang what he believed, and sometimes he put the audience even 
more to sleep. I myself heard people snoring while Ameer Khan sang. On the other hand, Bade 
Ghulam Ali Khan had a much more outward style. He sang directly to the audience, gesturing as 
if he were throwing flowers to them. And it was fantastic! So, both these aspects are very 
beautiful when they reach the high level of musicianship and musical imagination. These two 
masters had different qualities, and both left a great legacy for future generations. 
 In this century, a greater degree of outwardness has come into our music because of the 
development of communications media. For a radio broadcast, you play to a microphone in a 
studio, and thousands of people far away are listening to you. This is a concept that came from 
the West. It is very beautiful in that the music of India, which had been confined to the courts, 
can now be heard by everyone. However, the commercialization of music can also lead to the 
attitude that I am performing for you, and you are listening and thinking “I am such a great 
musician”, and this brings it down to a very low level.  
 — 
 One of the features of Indian music that is most different from Western music is the rag 
system. Each rag has a different atmosphere, a different flavor. Once a musician chooses a rag, 
then he has to stay with that. Otherwise, if I use any note outside the atmosphere of this rag, it is 
disturbing. It’s like hanging the Mona Lisa in the Taj Mahal. The Taj Mahal has its own 
atmosphere, its own beauty, and the Mona Lisa has a completely different beauty. When we are 
in the Taj Mahal, then everything around us is that particular atmosphere, that flavor. And the 
same of the Mona Lisa; we would not want to disturb its beauty by putting it in a totally different 
aesthetic setting. 
 Now, when I am tuning the instrument, I am tuning my own mind to the notes of the rag. 
Out of the twelve notes of the scale, I will be playing only those notes of this particular rag. Each 
rag is like a person. When I am talking to you, I must not be thinking about someone else. I must 
concentrate on what is here now in front of me. This person and the last person I saw and the 
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next person I will see all have eyes, nose, ears, mouth, hair, but now I am concentrating only on 
the one I am with, this particular face. It is the same with a rag: these notes only I am thinking 
of; once I have tuned the instrument and tuned my mind to those notes, they become my whole 
world, and I will not leave that world while I am playing that rag. And while I am tuning, the 
listener’s mind is also being tuned to the rag. Therefore, tuning is part of the performance. 
 Every rag is a subject to which we turn our attention. If I am talking about roses, if that is 
my subject, I will speak of roses and roses only: their colors and textures and fragrance and sizes 
and their names and how they grow there is so much to say on this beautiful subject! And you 
will bring to the subject all your memory and experience and imagination as well. It is the same 
with a rag; once a rag is announced, you listen to everything about that rag, your mind is tuned 
to that rag and that rag only. And when you enter that world, the musician takes you on a very 
beautiful journey according to his own imagination and his experience in that world. Then you 
are uplifted. You forget to look at your watch, you forget where you are, you forget your pains, 
your worries, you are just spellbound by the music, you are in the music, in the atmosphere of 
that rag.  
 It is also the case with Western music that when a piece is announced that you already 
know, you have an idea of what it will be like, you know the atmosphere, whether it is powerful, 
or romantic, or humorous. But since Indian music is not written down, the atmosphere of the rag 
is the only thing you know everything else will be a surprise. The journey the musician takes you 
on is always new, since it is being improvised then and there; it is music that has never been 
heard before. Because the notes of the rag are familiar to you, you will know if he plays out of 
tune or plays the wrong note or puts notes together improperly. And if the musician plays well, 
you will enjoy listening to how the notes are arranged, what brilliant technique he has, how 
beautiful his imagination is.  
 A song in Western music has a beginning and an end. A lot of compositions in Indian 
music are also like that. But Indian classical music has no beginning and no end. We think of the 
music the way we think of the world: the world is going around and around, it has no beginning 
and has no end (and if it has, we don’t know, we can’t conceive it); we just open our eyes and 
discover it. In the same way, the notes of the rag are there, going around in the mind of the 
performer, and the performer simply opens the mouth or strikes the instrument, and then we 
enter the world of the rag. There is no beginning of alap and no end of alap. You can begin and 
end anywhere you like. Generally, the performer moves slowly note by note through the rag 
from a low pitch to a higher pitch. But that is not a rule; if I do it that way, I am just doing it 
because it will be nice to follow this route. If you are not in the mood to follow that route, you 
may start in the middle. There is no beginning, and there is no end. 
  Even when we play a concert, there is no beginning and no end. Sometimes there is a lot 
of music in us that we want to play, but we can’t finish it during the time allotted. At 10:30, I 
have to leave the concert hall, because if I keep playing, the organizer will have to pay $500 per 
half an hour, and the people working the lights and the gatekeepers want to go home. But I do 
not leave because I have finished! There’s no end to my concert or my feeling or my music. Or, 
maybe my feeling finished half an hour before the end of the concert, but I still sit there and play 
until 10:30 because that’s the way it is organized, with a definite beginning and end. In this 
respect, Indian music is very different from Western music. 
 Yet, when I listen to Bach, I feel I am listening to Indian classical music. Sometimes 
Bach goes into a rhythmic phrase, which we call the taan, exactly as in Indian music. Also, he 
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follows a melodical form. Listening to classical musicians of the Baroque era, I always can hear 
a melody. The music of Bach, Beethoven, Mozart, all the great composers of the West, fills your 
heart with beautiful sounds, like flowers, like rainbows, like mountains and rivers. The music 
makes you imagine the most wonderful things, like what you feel for your beloved, or like the 
joy of a child playing in the fields. And the power of the orchestra, 100 people playing together 
what a miracle!   

But now the art of writing music has reached such sophisticated heights that composers 
are more concerned with the complexity of ideas and are forgetting what music is all about. They 
seem lost in the technique of chords and harmony patterns and mathematical calculations. Indian 
music actually involves very complex mathematics. We use 16 beats, 18 beats and 19 beats 
together, and play 5 beats against 4 and 7 against 4. To play complex rhythmic patterns 
simultaneously and at fast speeds is very difficult. But ultimately, the listener is aware only of 
whether or not it is beautiful. The student must work for days and nights and months and years, 
but the sound must come to the listeners’ ears like nectar to the tongue. With many modern 
composers, the pattern looks good on the page, but when it comes out through the instrument, we 
are completely lost as to what they are trying to do.  
 The most obvious example of how mathematical calculation is used in classical art forms 
is in architecture. For example, the greatness of the Taj Mahal is not only because of the fine 
materials gold, marble, precious stones but because of the mathematics of the design. The 
dimensions of each wall, the curves of each minaret, each arch, were calculated with immense 
precision and refinement. The main arch on the Taj Mahal is three or four stories high, and its 
border is decorated with Koranic verses written in the most exquisite calligraphy. Now, the 
extraordinary thing is that when you look at the arch, the writing is as clear as if it were printed 
on a page right in front of you. That is because the size of the writing is graduated, smaller at 
bottom and larger at top, so from distance it all looks same size. This required very subtle and 
sophisticated calculation. And shape of the dome is calculated to mathematical perfection; the 
way it points so smoothly toward the sky as if it is saying, “Oh, Allah, you are the greatest!” 
When you stand in front of it, who cares about the calculations? Or the materials? You don’t 
even say it is beautiful; it is beyond words. Just go and see it and cry, because it is so 
overwhelmingly beautiful. I think music should be this and nothing else.  
 Calculations have a place, but the performance must create this overwhelming 
experience. We must study and practice very hard so that the music comes out like honey on 
biscuits. The listeners don’t know how hard you worked and how your finger bleeds and how 
your back aches from sitting and practicing so many hours. The complexities of mathematics we 
never talk about; we just play those phrases with a smile on our face and a twinkle in our eye. 
And that is art!  
 We are born with the finest of God’s gifts. Although everything in nature is perfect and 
beautiful, human beings are the supreme creation. Why? Because it is in our hands to make or 
break; we are given that power. But since the beginning, we have been told, “Do something good 
for this world. Do something good for your neighbor. Do something good for your country. Do 
something good for your children.” Never, ever have I heard that any religion or any science or 
any philosophy tells us to destroy or to make ugly things. If we can’t do something good in our 
lifetime, there is no reason for us to live in this world. If we do not do something good in the 
world, we are not the supreme creation of God. To play music, to write poetry, and to make 
paintings is human, the greatest gift of Allah. 
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  My brother has always said that music has no limit, no end to it. But then he says, still 
there is a point where you say, Yes, this is enough. And that point is when you are uplifted. How 
are we uplifted? We are uplifted when a note hits the pitch so perfectly and so deeply in our heart 
and mind that our soul is transported, and we are floating in heaven. That is the ultimate of 
music. That can happen with one note or one song or pages and pages of composition or 
hundreds of instruments and a whole symphony orchestra. However it happens, when you are 
uplifted, then the music has fulfilled its purpose. 
 — 
 Because the art of Indian music is so much the art of improvisation, we musicians say 
that we don’t play only to the human beings but we play to ourselves and to nature and to God, 
to these doors and these walls and these plants wherever we are sitting and the sky and moon and 
stars, the air is listening to us, we believe that. I’m sure that if we feel that, they are listening to 
us. We have to have this attitude when we are playing. In the West there is the expression 
“playing to the gallery.” We are taught not to do this in our art. The great masters of the past 
didn’t even care to play for the king who employed them. They played to Allah, to God, to their 
faith and beliefs and everything around them and for their souls, playing music from the inner 
truth, our conscience. That’s how we are taught. I hope this aspect remains in music.  
 Music can take us back in a trance hundreds of years by bringing forth those sounds 
which are preserved in the style of a past era. We can draw them from the flowers and the trees 
and the air around and the mountains and the moon and sun. This is the ultimate of the 
musician’s life, not that I am performing and you are listening and I am playing for you and you 
think I am a great musician.   
 — 
 I hold the modern composer Karlheinz Stockhausen in high regard because he tried to 
move Western music out of the clutches of the written composition and to give musicians 
freedom to express themselves. The notation of his music is not intended to be followed exactly 
by the musician; rather, it gives certain musical ideas, and to some extent, the musicians can 
perform them in different ways according to their own imagination. But to my mind 
Stockhausen’s music falls short of his goal, because in the West, musicians are not trained to 
express themselves that way. They are trained to read music, and if you use those musicians to 
create music, naturally they are lost. If he had chosen as performers musicians whose training is 
in improvisation, like Indian musicians, it could have worked better. But most of the music 
written down by Western composers is not to be performed by virtuosos only, but by ordinary 
well-trained musicians. For this reason, Western classical music does not often reach the heights 
that Indian music can, because in Indian music the virtuoso musician is composing to match his 
virtuosity while he is performing. In Indian music, the performance and the music in your heart 
have always been one.  
 I have heard many of Stockhausen’s compositions, and they always leave me with 
wonder; I don’t really know what was happening. It felt like being lost on a mountain: the 
surroundings are beautiful, there are trees, there is a stream, the sky is there, the moon and stars 
are there, but you are lost, and that is uncomfortable. But let me acknowledge this: his music 
opened the minds of many people to accepting other kinds of music.    

Time is changing, concepts are changing, musicians are changing. As human beings, we 
are always changing; but at the same time we are not changing. We are exactly the same as we 
were a thousand years ago. We change, but we are the same. This is wonderful, to have the 
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knowledge of the past and to appreciate the great advantages of our own time as well.  
 My seminar in Bonn was on the subjects of improvisation and devotion in Indian music. I 
have been a crusader for bringing the devotional aspect to the West, because at that time Indian 
music was becoming dangerously mixed with popular music. Drugs were associated with Indian 
music, and I was always telling the young people that to listen to Indian music you do not need 
to have drugs, because the music itself lifts you up to the highest level. In the seminar I said that 
through Indian music you can uplift yourself to the level where there are no religious differences. 
Stockhausen attended my seminar and he heard that, and perhaps that inspired him to write 
“Mantra” which was performed at Albert Hall, with the second half played by me.  
 People in the West are opening their hearts and minds to the values of the East. Of course 
it will take many years to reach the standard of perfection set by our tradition, which has existed 
for thousands of years. And if we start composing and learning about orchestration, which Indian 
musicians now are trying to do, we will also take hundreds of years to reach the perfection 
already attained in the West. These are the two mountains: Indian music is the mountain of 
improvisation and self-expression, closing your eyes and taking your music and the audience 
with it to heavenly heights. And Western music is the mountain of composition and harmony and 
orchestration, with 100 musicians performing together, with one heart and one mind, directed by 
the point of the conductor’s stick to perform the glorious music of Bach and Beethoven and 
Mozart. In my lifetime I would like to bring the values of both mountains together, to 
communicate between them at the highest level. That is something we can leave to the next 
generation, and the next century. 
  *** 
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21 - ROSTROPOVICH 
 
 Rostropovich is the most beloved artist to me; I have always been a great admirer of his. 
Maybe this is because I play an instrument with a similar range, so that I feel very acutely the 
beauty of the cello.  
 But also I love the musicianship of Rostropovich. Pieces are written for him by great 
composers—Prokofiev, Shostakovich—because most cello music is too easy for him. I wish I 
could write for him! I have written a piece for cello, but if I were writing for Rostropovich, I 
would write it very differently, because I would be writing for a virtuoso. 
 I have never seen Rostropovich play from a musical score. He knows the music in his 
heart, and he plays it by heart. “By heart” is a beautiful expression; it’s not just by memory, it’s 
by heart. So it comes fresh; he can maneuvre around the composition the way he likes. He can 
play a note slightly earlier or slightly later than it is written on the page. And that makes his 
music most beautiful to listen to. I have heard him many times, and I love his playing because he 
plays like an Indian musician. He closes his eyes and just plays. He moves his bow so 
beautifully, like a painter with a brush. His use of his right and left hands is something all 
musicians should see and learn from. 
  I was in Calcutta when Rostropovich came there in 19-- to perform. I sent a message to 
the embassy that I would like to invite him to my home. And because Rostropovich was a guest 
of the state, I had to send information on who I am, where I live, what I do, everything about me. 
When they were satisfied that he would be safe with me, they agreed that Mr. Rostropovich 
could come to my house for dinner, but only between 8 and 9:30. I said, “Fine, I will be happy 
with that.” They invited me to his performance, and he played fantastically. After his concert I 
told him how very thrilled I was to meet him, and he said he knew of me and was honored to be 
invited to my house. I said, “I am so grateful that you are coming. Do you like Indian food?” 
“Yes,” he said, “I love Indian food! I like it hot.”  
 The next day he came to my house, with his wife, a great opera singer, Elena 
Rostropovich, and the American staff from the United States Information Service. He was 
wearing kurta pyjama, Indian dress, and he looked so beautiful. And he said to me, “I would love 
to listen to you play.” I played surbahar, and he came closer and closer and closer. And he started 
crying. Allah ka shukr, I will never forget that.  
 Finally my wife came in and said it was time for dinner to be served, so we had our 
dinner. Then he said, “Imrat, I would like to stay and listen to you play once again. Would you 
drive me back to my hotel?” Of course, I was so happy that he would stay with me. So, he told 
the others, the Embassy driver and everybody else, “You all go home. I will stay.” I played for 
him until 11 o’clock. Later he wrote a letter to the American Embassy in Calcutta and so kindly 
sent a copy to me, saying that in coming to India his best experience was visiting with Imrat 
Khan. This is my greatest happiness, that I met this great musician. 
 *** 
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22 - RAS, THE POWER OF MUSIC 
 
 From the musician’s point of view, music is mine to use as I like. It can uplift me, it can 
make me feel heavenly. And if I have sufficient command of it, it may uplift other people as 
well. It is said that with his music Mia Tan Sen brought down rain. Maybe it did not actually 
rain, but everybody who was listening to his singing felt that it was raining. When they came out 
of the palace afterward, they saw that everything was dry; there was no sign of rain. But while 
Tan Sen was singing, it was raining. That means that he was a great enough musician to create 
that effect, that feeling, that miracle. 
 There are many stories of miracles in music. At the palace of Fatehpur Sikri, which is 
now in ruins, there is a fountain in very beautiful pond. Across the pond is a bridge, and in the 
middle of the bridge is a seat. This seat was especially made for Mia Tan Sen to sit in and sing 
Rag Deepak. Deepak means “fire,” and when Tan Sen played this rag, he caught fire. But when 
he was sitting in this special seat, the fountain could immediately be switched on so the fire 
would be put out.  
  There are also stories about the healing power of music. My father was appointed for 
some time to a Bengali Maharani who had a disorder the doctors could not cure. She couldn’t 
stand or walk properly because she would feel dizzy and faint. But when my father played sitar, 
she would be all right. Only during that time that he was playing sitar for her was she absolutely, 
perfectly well.  
 Music is a living miracle. Today we have drifted away from the purity of music in many 
ways, going more toward the material aspects: a lot of instruments, playing to please audiences, 
concern with publicity, and recording, which is a big business. At performances you must be on 
the stage at a certain time, and you must start at this minute and finish at that minute then get off 
the stage at a certain minute. Music is entertainment and it is business. But it is also the medium 
of prayer and devotion. Music has the power to uplift your mind to the heavens, to bring you to 
God. This is its greater role. 
 Everyone knows how some music can make us feel happy, some music can make us feel 
sad, sometimes the music is so sensitive that we cry, other times it makes us feel peaceful or 
wakes us up. These effects are produced very methodically, by composers in the West as well. In 
Indian music we talk about these effects in terms of ras, or mood. There are nine rasas, which 
are expressive of nine aspects of life, common to all forms of art: sringar is the sentimental or 
romantic mood; rudra evokes rage, anger, violence; hasia is joyful, comic, happy; bhakti is 
devotional, worshipful; vibhatsaya means revolting, disgusting; vir is manly, powerful, heroic; 
karuna is sadness, compassion, sympathy, pathos; adabhuta is wonder, awe; shant means 
contemplation, the peaceful mood. We are a blend of these nine emotions. A painter, to make 
purple, blends red and blue, then to make light purple, white is added. Exactly like this, the 
emotions are also mixed: within the romantic mood, you may feel sadly romantic, or you may 
feel happily romantic. So, each ras is blended with other rasas.  
  All nine rasas can be expressed in all forms of art, except that the vibhatsaya ras, which 
is revolting, frightening, disgusting, is not permitted in music. In poetry, theatre, painting, 
sculpture, it can be expressed, but musicians are taught to avoid that mood. When we are 
practicing and a master is listening, as soon as we play a note that conveys that emotion, we are 



Khan, Taaseer – DRAFT     111 
 

warned not to play it. To restrict ourselves in this way is a very beautiful teaching, which reflects 
the power of music to affect the emotions.  
 Why we are told not to play this ras? Suppose you are sitting in a very beautiful place, 
you are in love, and a bird is singing. In this romantic situation you are most receptive to 
whatever happens. That voice of a bird, after many years, wherever you are, will remind you of 
that scene and what happened then. Or, perhaps the tune of the birdsong that you heard will 
occur in some music, so that you are transported back to that scene by those notes, and again you 
experience the same romantic feeling. This can happen anytime, anywhere, throughout your life. 
If you think of the song your mother sang when you were in her lap, you will feel that same 
emotion. Or the song you sing with your lover in the moonlight, it becomes part of your life and 
it always comes back to you in full emotion. 
 The same is true for vibhatsaya music, the ras that elicits feelings of revulsion. If you are 
receptive, it can happen exactly as it happened with the romantic experience arising in your mind 
when you hear some melody that recalls a past time and place. But the vibhatsaya ras can evoke 
something very negative in your mind. Therefore we are not allowed to play this ras, because of 
the unique power of music to affect our mental states. So, one reason the revolting ras must be 
avoided in music but not in other art forms is that music can penetrate to such depths of your 
emotions. 
 Music is like a science as well as an art; it is like medicine. A doctor knows that the 
patient with a broken bone can move his arm in this direction and in this direction, but not in that 
direction, or that a person with a certain disorder should not eat certain foods. Knowing what will 
harm you is part of being a doctor. Exactly like that, this ras is prohibited in music because of its 
harmful effect.   

In science you expect results, and this is also true in art. All artists and scientists work 
from their imaginations toward a goal of affecting other people in a particular way that they have 
in their mind. When they have perfected their art form or medical treatment or invention, their 
action will have the effect they want it to have.  
 Now, how does an artist create these effects? The artist first has them in his or her 
imagination, then through the art brings that experience to the audience. Charlie Chaplin had a 
conception of comedy, and he worked to perfect it, and when you see the movie, you laugh. The 
measure of artistry is the effect on the audience. An actor who has worked on a scene so much 
that he or she comes on the stage and doesn’t say anything but just looks at you and tears come 
to your eyes, or perhaps it is something to frighten you, or make your feel peaceful, that artist has 
mastered the means of bringing that emotion to the audience. By perfecting the art, the artist can 
make you feel what the artist feels in his or her imagination. There can be blend of anger and 
peace, of spirituality and eroticism, of sadness and tragedy. Here is a beautiful example: in 
Charlie Chaplin movies, you experience laughter and also melancholy. Sometimes he brings 
tears to your eyes. But he never leaves you revolted.   

What if a doctor gave you medicine that made your illness worse? This makes no sense, 
and yet something like this is happening in music. Horrible sounds jumbled together and called 
“music” are played in the restaurants and motorcars and cinema halls everywhere we have to 
listen to it! You go to the lift, there is music, you pick up the telephone, there is music, you go to 
a shopping center, there is music. It is there, whether you like it or not. You wouldn’t put a pill 
into your mouth unless you had reason to believe that it would have a positive effect in your 
body. What about the music that is imposed on us? What effect does it have? What meaning and 
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purpose does it have? What kind of mood is it intended to create? This is a serious question to 
ask in our era, when music is imposed on us.  
 Never before in history has this happened; music was there only when the musician 
wanted to play for you and knew you wanted to listen. Now it is everywhere we go. So, a second 
reason that the revolting ras is allowed in other arts but avoided in music is that you can choose 
to turn away from other arts. You don’t need to look at a revolting painting or read a revolting 
poem. But if music is played in your hearing, you cannot avoid it.  
 I have a theory about the excessive crime we hear about these days. People have always 
committed crimes, but today young people commit crimes without any purpose, killing not 
because they want to kill and stealing not because they are poor, but just for fun, committing 
crime as entertainment. My theory is that the music going into them makes them destroys their 
sensitivity and makes them wild. On the radio we hear three minutes of love song, three minutes 
of angry song, three minutes of comical song, many repetitions of revolting songs, so that we 
shift through emotions very rapidly. In music, volume changes the emotion of the same melody, 
and we are ignoring the effects of electronic music that assaults us with thousands of volts of 
sound. As a result, we are developing something like an aesthetic bulletproof vest; the overload 
makes us insensitive, so that we are becoming music-proof, emotion-proof. We are shutting off 
our mind to emotions; we are actually harming ourselves by denying our emotional responses.  
 Because music is much more powerful than the visual scene, the music in horror films 
can be more horrible than the action. Your reaction at seeing Dracula’s teeth biting into 
someone’s neck depends on what kind of music is playing in the background. The most 
accomplished director of thriller films, Alfred Hitchcock, used great music. His music affects 
you, but it is not revolting. It can make you very tense, sitting on the edge of your seat, but 
because Hitchcock used acoustic sounds, a real orchestra, there is a limit to how low the music 
can go. A double bass has the lowest range of any natural instrument, and it is so beautiful 
because it reaches to the ultimate, the limit of what human ears can perceive. It strikes your 
heart, it rumbles in your belly, but it is never sickening. The electronic pulses we hear now are 
one or two octaves lower, and these sounds are used not for making any melody or harmony. 
This is not music, it is torture! You can’t even hear it, but it can rumble in your heart and makes 
you feel revolted; it can turn your belly inside out, literally making you sick. How does this 
music affect your mind? It is a crime for a musical director in a film to use that ras, because that 
emotion remains in your memory and can be very destructive. 
 Every other aspect of our society is regulated. Poisons are restricted; if you drive on the 
wrong side of the road it is illegal because someone may be hurt; there is much awareness of 
good health in this society, but no awareness of the destructive effect of negative sounds on our 
minds! I feel like I am beating my head against the Great Wall of China because even musicians, 
if they play pop and avant-garde music, disagree with me. I just wish we could sit down and talk 
about the effect of music on the mind.  
 I can’t listen to music all the time; I would go mad. When I listen, I really listen. I have 
recordings of all the great masters of India, whom I love, but I don’t listen to them all the time. 
After I hear a certain piece of music, it continues to play in my mind, and I want to keep it in my 
mind; I don’t want to listen to other music. I cannot even listen to one master after another 
master. When I have listened to one, I just want to live in his character, in his music, I want to 
feel what expression he gave that note, I want to know his feeling then, why he chose to play 
those notes that way. So I may listen to it fifty times. If music is food for the soul, as 
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Shakespeare said, when we listen to music, why not fill ourselves, then digest that, and then 
listen again. How beautiful that is!  
 *** 
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23 - NEW SONGS  
 
 Recently I have been remembering things I heard from my maternal grandfather and my 
maternal uncle and my brother which are suddenly becoming clearer to me. In each bandish 
(composition), the movement of the notes is the clue to how to improvise in that rag. A khyal 
bandish can be sung in thirty seconds, but it can be performed, improvised on, for two hours. In 
the same way, you can recite a great poem of Rumi or Shakespeare in only a few seconds. But 
you can lecture on that poem for two hours. You can discuss that poem for days. That is what a 
composition is in classical music. It is a poem, and when we improvise it is an interpretation and 
an exploration of that. 
 In khyal bandishes the great masters put very beautiful clues to the rag. These clues are 
subtle and indirect. They are like a treasure map in which the entire route is not spelled out, but 
cryptic directions are given along the way: “the shade of the tall pine tree will fall at 3 o’clock on 
a stone which points the direction ....” The musical hints in these compositions point toward how 
the movement of the rag will unfold. And it may take a musician twenty years to understand the 
clues and find the treasure. 
 These hints were planted in my mind by my masters. Some may flower and some may 
not. Then I plant hints in the minds of my students, from my own understanding of the rag, 
which includes some of which I inherited and some of what I discovered or created on my own.  
 Now, in the mid-1950s, my brother tried to teach me Rag Jaijaivanti. I learned it from 
him, but I didn’t really understand it. Jaijaivanti is a major rag of Indian music, but it never 
touched my heart. Only when you understand it will it touch your heart. Then in the mid-1980s, I 
lived in an apartment in London, in Hampstead Heath. There was a very beautiful big room, very 
quiet, and I was enjoying my practicing there in that room. And after thirty years, I was not even 
practicing Jaijaivanti, and Jaijaivanti came to me. It appeared the way a person would appear, 
and you can see their eyes and their smile and their face and all the tangles of their hair, like that. 
It just appeared. And suddenly I could feel every movement of that rag.  
 What I’m trying to say here is that at the time we do not understand the training we 
receive in childhood, but it unfolds its mysteries into perfect understanding. It took so many 
years for that seed sown in my heart to flower. And then it happened suddenly: yesterday this 
plant was only leaves and branches, and today we see the full flower. Rag Jaijaivanti was sitting 
there in my heart and it took its own time. My emotions, my memories, my feelings all had to go 
in that direction, and then they all met at that point.  
 Rag Jaijaivanti has a romantic ras, and it also has a slight sadness. This tinge of sadness 
comes from the komal Ga --the third note of the scale, Gantar, is flat, whereas mostly there is 
tivra Ga, sharp, and suddenly that komal Ga is a touch of sadness. It is like something that is red, 
and a bit of purple in it alters the appearance of the red, creating a beautiful contrast. Just the 
slightest trace of purple changes the whole feeling of the red.  
 I am not saying I can play Jaijaivanti, I’m not saying I have command of that rag, but at 
least I know it. I know it in my mind and in my heart. Maybe it will take me another fifty years 
of practice to play it the way it should be. But at least I know what my master thirty years back 
was trying to teach me.  
 In bringing up children, we may not understand that if we teach good things to a child, 
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the child may not take it at young age, but that goodness may come out fifty years later. Never 
think that it will be wasted; the seed will eventually flower and bear fruit. I am the fruit of what 
my mother taught me in childhood. “Imrat, Imrat, just learn this song, just learn this khyal.” She 
knew so many compositions, and every day I had to learn a new one! And now, all those 
compositions my mother taught me start making sense. When I was seven or eight years old, she 
taught me Rag Bagheshri, and now when I play it, I can see the movement of the rag in that 
composition my mother taught me.  
 —  
 These days I have been waking up in the night with new songs coming into my mind. My 
normal time for going to bed is around 1 a.m., and the thoughts start when I go to bed. For a long 
time I have been wanting to compose khyal bandish, the main composition based on the notes of 
the rag, on which we improvise. I have made lots and lots of instrumental compositions, but I 
never composed poetry or songs. But lately beautiful poetry compositions are coming into my 
mind to go with the notes of the rag. By 4, 5, 6 o’clock in the morning, when I am completely 
exhausted, beautiful poems and beautiful musical ideas come together into a composition.  
 This kind of song is very difficult to compose. You cannot force them to come even if 
you try for years. It has to come in a flow. We all have these beautiful thoughts all around us, but 
at some point all the information in our mind the poetry, the meaning, the notes, the rhythmic 
aspects, it has to come together. The words must fit exactly into those beats, and the movement 
of the words must fit the tempo. 
 The poems of the khyal bandish are very simple and literal, mostly in Hindi. It is not easy 
to find the right words, the common words which are understood by every person on the street. 
The singers were not literary people, and they used simple language. The sophistication is in 
matching the words to the musical notes. If the language is not simple enough, and if the notes 
do not match to the rag, you can immediately tell that this is a new composition and not a good 
one. And those will not last. The ones that have lasted fit technically and philosophically into the 
atmosphere of the rag, which has to be very noble, very dignified. Even the most romantic songs 
are allusive rather than direct in their ideas.  
 The poem is finished within a few minutes. For example, 

 Oh, darling, you do not know the rule of love. 
 When you are in love, what is right and what is wrong does not work.  

That is, when you are in love, thinking about right and wrong, what you should or shouldn’t do, 
this does not work. These two lines of the khayal must fit into the rag, which is Pilu, and into the 
— movement of rag, and into the sixteen beats of tintal. The second line is extremely difficult to 
fit into the rhythm. It goes out of the rhythm, then comes into the rhythm. These aspects of 
composing classical music for poetry are very demanding. 
 I can sing these few lines for two hours, three hours, four hours, improvising on the 
music and the words, as long as I want. Instrumentalists do the same, playing with notes rather 
than words. The singer plays with the vowels to express new ideas. We take words to express the 
ideas of the notes, and that way the song becomes unending. Every part of the word becomes 
music. “Darling” is a word you use to express your love. But the spoken word is over in a 
second, whereas in music, this word I can sing for two hours! The listener enjoys how many 
different ways I can express my ideas this way.  
 Thus, Indian music is not a song with a beginning and an end. I don’t have to start my 
song from the first line; I can open my song anywhere, with any word. Khayal means 
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“imagination.” If you are thinking about your love and the idea that “you do not know the rule of 
love,” it will not come in the way you would put it in writing; one word will come to your mind, 
then a thought, rather than a sentence, Exactly the way it comes in our imagination, that is how 
we put it in our singing.  
 Last night at 4 o’clock I wrote this verse: 
  Whoever loves can find their beloved... 
The first line is so beautiful, but I couldn’t think of anything would match it, and I kept on 
thinking and thinking. It has the double meaning of the lover and God as the beloved. In the 
worldly sense, it is true: if you can love, then you can find your beloved, and if you can’t love, 
your beloved will never look at you. And the same is true for God. 
 Thankfully, when I woke up at 11 o’clock, the second line came to me: 
  Merge your heart and mind into your love. 
It’s so simple, but it’s so beautiful! It has to fit into the rag, it has to fit into the rhyme, and it has 
to be simple. The rag is Malkauns, which is a very serious rag, a devotional rag. So therefore 
what I composed in this rag must be devotional.  
 Then the third line came, and fourth line, and fifth line! 

 Picking up flower buds, I make my garland, 
 then I put it around his neck  
 and put these flowers at his feet. 

 Then, the last lines are beautiful: 
 Throw pride and ego into the fire. 
 Only then you will find love. 

This is a devotional composition. For me it embodies Sufi philosophy, in which first you have to 
just love God, and a time comes when God becomes your lover, or you will find what you love. 
The second line is that you must put your heart and mind together, as if you were picking flowers 
and making a beautiful garland and putting it into the heart of your faith, your God. But that’s 
not enough: you also have to throw your ego and pride into the fire. Just throw it, burn it, and if 
you do that, love will come to you. So, it returns to the first line. Allah ka shukr, it’s a very nice 
concept.  
 Every night for the last week I have made a composition. It takes two or three days. This 
is a khyal in rag Yaman Kalyan, which is romantic and also devotional.  

 My eyes are craving to see my beloved. 
 Without him I am very restless. 
 Awake, awake, my nights seem without end. 
 Oh, my heart is aching so, and I am not getting my sleep. 
 I spend the night counting the stars in the sky. 

 Then the second song is a romantic song, but it also has the same thing in wanting to see 
the beloved is craving for the guru. 
 Then I wrote this khyal in the rag I made, Imratkauns.  

 Whoever touches the feet of the master 
 receives the knowledge.  

The philosophy of the song is that you must find a master and sit at his feet, because you can’t 
acquire knowledge by yourself, it must come through the master. The masters have developed 
subjects after years of thinking, like the astrologers have watched the stars in the sky for years 
and counted the distances and the time and read many books on the subject, and when the student 
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comes, they teach in just an hour what they learned in many years of research. So, to find a guru 
who has the knowledge is amazing, because years of his training, his research, his hardship, he 
just passes it on to his pupils, just like that. That’s why finding a master is a blessing, and that’s 
why we are asked to touch the feet of the master.  
 A lot of my philosophy is from Rumi. His guru was Shams, and he writes about his 
relationship with Shams is as his beloved. The guru becomes a medium between God and 
yourself. So even when you find God, you can’t forget the medium because it happened through 
them. The guru is not God, the guru is medium. In this poem I am saying, if you hold the feet of 
your master, then you find God. The second line refers to knowledge, and the ultimate 
knowledge is to understand God. The ultimate knowledge is love. If you are capable of being 
completely in love, then that is the ultimate knowledge. The guru or pir or master is the source 
you go to, your path to knowledge. That’s where the Sufi philosophy is very powerful, and that’s 
what Rumi is saying here: 

 When you feel your lips becoming infinite and sweet 
 Like the moon in the sky, 
 When you feel that spacious inside, 
 Shams of Tabriz will be there, too.  

He is saying about that when you speak of your master, because he put that space in your heart, 
your lips can feel infinite and sweet. “Lips becoming infinite” means I feel I can kiss the moon, I 
am feeling so close to the moon and the stars. And when you feel that spacious inside, like a sky 
and moon and stars, that greatness in your heart, then Shams will be there too. Those are most 
fortunate people in the world, those who have found their guru, those that have that medium.  
 In the next song, I am saying that first you have to meditate on the music of your master, 
meaning his teaching, his songs, his thoughts. Concentrate on his music not only with your mind 
but with your body and your soul with your every breath.  

 Meditate on the music of your master 
 And from your breath and soul, do your practice.  

It’s a lot of teaching in just two lines, but in those two lines are the entire philosophy of an 
artistic tradition.   

I have also made a composition to be sung in Rag Bahar. Bahar means spring, and this is 
a major rag of Indian music, but it is supposed to be sung only in spring. This is a romantic and 
happy song about girls swinging. They wear dupatta, a scarf that covers their chests, but in the 
exuberance of springtime, they don’t care, they let the dupatta blow in the air. 

 The breeze is blowing through the flowers. 
 That means the season of spring has come. 
 My friends are swinging on swings and shaking their heads. 
 Their scarves are blowing in the air. 
 My friends, let’s sing, let’s play 
 Rag Bahar in Ektal. 

In the last line I bring in the name of the rag and the tal which is the twelve-beat cycle. 
 Then I made a romantic composition which is a thumri. Thumri is a lighter form where 
you have more freedom in choosing notes. Normally thumri is played after you have showed 
your virtuosity with the rag; after that you can just let go in a happy romantic piece. The words 
in thumri can be very erotic, because this style is associated with Radha and Krishna. But in 
Indian classical music we cannot go beyond the permissible dignity in the words. We have to be 
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dignified, but we can be very suggestive. 
 My heart is fluttering very fast, oh my God. 
 My lover has knocked on the door.* 
 My mother-in-law and sister-in-law are taunting me 
 And all my friends are laughing and teasing me, 
 And I am dying with shyness and embarrassment.  
[*Knocking is accomplished by rattling a large bolt back and forth, in and out of the latch, i.e., a 
suggestive allusion.] It also means somebody is knocking at my heart. So it is romantic and it is 
suggestive but it is very sweet. This is a village girl, and when everyone lives all together the 
way we do, and your in-laws are there, at night if you hear the knock on the door, that is cause 
for teasing. 
 That these fantastic compositions are coming into my mind is a blessing of God. You 
can’t really say how it happens. I am so grateful that I learned enough from the great masters 
before I made compositions myself.  
 The great poetry is when the poet makes a statement and it cannot be anything but this. A 
lot of Rumi poems are like that; they are not opinions, they are statements, they are truths, like, 
“the moon is there.” There are no two views about it. Saying “when you feel so spacious that you 
can touch the moon, Shams will be there,” he is making a statement not just for himself but for 
everybody. In my composition I make this statement: if you want to find your love, be a lover, 
because that is the only way to find your love, there is no other way. Without love, how can you 
find love? There’s no two ways about it. These statements are so profound they can be sung 
thousands of times. In classical music each line may be sung a hundred times in one 
performance.  
  These are statements I am making. Whoever holds the feet of the master gets the 
knowledge. And also I show the way: concentrate on the music with you heart and mind and 
soul. Again I am making the statement “whoever loves finds love” and then the method: “pick 
the beautiful flowers from your heart and make a garland and put it around the neck of the master 
and put them at his feet.” And I am stating that pride and ego must be thrown into the fire. You 
can’t be proud if you are going to the master; you have to completely throw away your pride. 
The guru will never give teaching to a proud student, to one who thinks he already has the truth; 
guru does not accept that, and God also does not accept. To find God you must be humble. And 
if you are humble, you will find it. Whereas my Bahar song is just a happy song; there are a 
thousand ways to describe spring. I say you can smell the flowers on the breeze, and you know 
it’s spring; you can immediately sense it, the spring breeze is different.  
 And this spring is so beautiful. Every day I walk, and every day there are more new 
leaves and flowers on the trees. It’s like in this: one day this tree has no leaves, and suddenly 
next day I see it is covered with flowers. One day’s sunshine and this whole tree blossoms. Some 
trees take a long time to blossom; a tree that was nothing yesterday today will burst into flowers. 
  
 *** 
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EPILOG 
 
 As human beings, we are not different from our forefathers. We still have a past, we have 
a present, and we have a future. We sleep, we love, we are sad, we are happy, we like comfort, 
we fear danger, we get angry, all those things have not changed in us for thousands of years. 
What has changed is very little. To communicate with somebody, in the past you had to walk 
miles, and now you just pick up the telephone. To come to Europe you sailed for weeks in a ship, 
and now you fly in a few hours. But these are small changes. 
 Indian music shows this very beautifully. Nobody in Indian music is trying to find a new 
music. There are no new notes; they are all the same notes that have been known for thousands 
of years. We play the same rag that Tan Sen played 300 years back. Today I play that rag with 
my feeling, which makes it a little different, but I am not disconnected from the past. I am 
completely linked with it, which is the reality for all of us, isn’t it? 
  Our music is based in nature, on the facts of the world, and even though we may not want 
to accept it, the fact is that we are the same. We are fruit from the same tree; but we are not the 
same fruit. It is a different fruit that grows this year. I play the same gat as my father played early 
in this century, but I do not play it the same way he did; I play my own way. My brother is a 
great musician, but if I played like my brother, people would say, “Why did we come to hear 
Imrat Khan? Why not just hear Vilayat Khan?” So everybody has to have their own personality 
in this music. Although we play the same rag, the same notes, the same rhythms, the beauty of it 
is that you have to show your own character. And in that you give something to the future, 
because in your lifetime you discover aspects of the rag that had not been explored before, and 
you leave those to the next generation. 
  But the future will not be completely different. This music is like nature—it exists like 
the mountains exist. Today’s mountain is slightly different, and my perception of it is different, 
but while it evolves, the mountain remains. 
 This spring the flowers are new, but they will fall. Next spring new flowers will come 
and smell exactly like they do every spring. When I die as a flower, this tree will blossom again 
with new life and fragrance. So this tree is living. That’s how music survives: that’s our culture, 
which has lived for thousands of years. It is still blossoming! In different places, different 
environments, different shapes, different colors, but it is there. You will not find the composer’s 
name, but you will find the compositions. You will find the flower and its fragrance, and that 
shows you what God is. How can I describe what God is? Just look at a flower and you will 
know. Or listen to music. 
  ***** 
 


