
A DREAM COME TRUE

When Madhavi Mudgal, the celebrated dancer, told me at dinner at her parental
home that she had given a recital at Lahore which was much appreciated, I could
hardly believe her. She told me of Raza Kazim, a connoisseur and promoter of
the arts and gave me his telephone number. Later, at a seminar on the impact
of partition on the performing arts brought us together at Jamia Milia in New
Delhi and we found much of common interest. He and his wife, an ace
photographer and film-maker in her own rights, came to Chandigarh on my
invitation to the annual Chandigarh Sangeet Sammelan.

His daughter Noor Zehra gave a recital on the Sagar Veena designed and made by
him. A word about this instrument later.

Over the years Raza sahib's wife Rashida has made it a point to come for
this annual event regularly.. She is a remarkable bundle of energy and organizing
efficiency, a foil for her polymath hubby. She takes the travails of travel with a
smile, has traveled all over the world and seen more of India than most of us. .
She even went to Miraj in Maharashtra to pick up selected gourds for his
passion for making musical instruments.

After discussions over a few sessions, we decided to present a festival of
Hindustani classical music, which he aptly calls North Indian Classical Music, at
Lahore. He left the choice of artistes to me and finally, after exchanging a few
emails, we decided to hold a three-session festival to be named Sanjan Nagar
Sangeet Sammelan, on the 7th, 8th and 9th of March this year, the repertoire to
consist of a mix of vocal and instrumental music of a high order. The selection
was made with great care and we decided to take our own accompanists. It
was also settled that each session would open with a local artiste of his choice
to be followed by two from here.

My "brigade" consisted of Pt: Vidyadhar Vyas, Dr. Kalyani Deshmukh, Sarvashrimati
Piu Sarkhel and Vinita Gupta and young Debopriya Ranadive from Mumbai who
plays the yard long bamboo flute in the style of her guru Pt: Hari Prasad Chaurasia
.The accompanists were Vinay Mishra who plays the harmonium with
consummate skill and two tabla players, Avirbhav and Vinod Lele. Sandy
(Sandeep Malhotra) and I were the two non-performers.

Came the business of visas. We decided to go by the land route and cross the
border on foot. Baela, Raza Sahib's helpful daughter, helped and guided us to get
these expedited and free of the requirement to report at a police station each
evening. The visas duly arrived one day before our departure scheduled for the
6th March. Meantime, all of us full of expectation sat around not fully knowing
what to expect. On the 6th we drove off in three vehicles, lunching on the way.



There was no checking of our bags anywhere and we were received by our
hosts in right royal style. Raza himself, Rashida and several others drove us down
straight to his sprawling residence and the headquarters of his institute, his
studios and workshops in the poshest part of new Lahore.

Plans for the morrow were discussed and soon we settled down to a lavish
dinner. There was special fare for the vegetarians. What the carnivores among us
feasted on was out of this world. Loads and loads of steaming , fragrant dishes
kept on arriving and they did full justice. Raza 's house is spacious which can be
judged by the fact that there are two dining tables, each seating eight in one
room with an equal part of the room serving as an auxiliary parlour.

The music opened next evening on a large stage in the spacious, well lighted
pandal put up in the front lawn with Iram Tauquir, a product of Raza's Sanjan

Nagar Institute of Philosophy, Art and Music, SIPA for short. She sang a short piece
based on raaga Nat Bilawal in a clear voice which impressed. Then came Vinita,
followed by Debo the flute player, the pandal with all four hundred seats
occupied overflowing. What we apprehended could be a dicey business was a sight to
behold. The sophisticated gathering sat as one in an air of enjoyment and appreciation.

There was long applause after each performance and some even received a standing
ovation. One was reminded that Lahore was the seat of good music in the olden
days and here was proof that the love of culture inhered.
The second evening's session opened with Rakae, Raza's grandson playing a
short alap on the surbahar. Then Piu Sarkhel regaled the audience with her rich
singing in the gharanedari style of Ustad Amir Khan. The last artiste for the
evening was the much awaited Pt: Vidyadhar Vyas. His one hour Darbari Kanhra
followed by a raaga of the same family Adana, "Jo teri raza" touched our host
and everyone else.
On the third and last day, the session started in mid-morning with Noor Zehra's
recital on the Sagar Veena. She has accurate pitch on this fretless instrument and
the right musical temperament. Dr. Kalyani Deshmukh sang a Nat Bhairav,
followed by three pieces, one a dadra which Bade Ghulam Ali Khan had sung
on a visit to her home place Nagpur years back. Since spring was in the air with
bird calls from the tall trees and shrubbery and a pleasant breeze, Pt: Vyas sang
a short Basant, "Nabi ke darbar", a favourite of his Gwalior gharana preceded by
a canticle from Gurbani, "Sadho man ka maan tyago" presented by all the
artistes of the sammelan singing together under his baton. It speaks of the lofty
qualities one who aspires to be a realised soul should possess. It was set to

raaga Mian-kip-Malhar by no less a savant than Pt: Vishnu Digambar.

A promised word about the Sagar Veena: it broadly resembles the Vichitra Veena
created by the noted Ustad Abdul Aziz Khan of Patiala and has rich timbre and
resonance.. Raza has been experimenting with different designs for decades and
the end result is there for all to see and hear. Each component is carefully
crafted and responds to all frequencies. The timber and the gourds are seasoned



for long periods and the instrument retains its tuning for months. Apart from this
masterpiece, he is making speakers that present close -to- natural sound and is
even experimenting with microphones that are nearest to the human ear in range.
A leading civil lawyer, Raza spends the money he makes on his projects which
include a school where girls from all communities study in harmony. Never
keeps any cash in his pocket and when stopped at a road toll point offered a
cigarette to the man and was smilingly signaled off.

For those who have not seen the new Lahore, it is much ,like expanded New Delhi
or Chandigarh. The roads are wide and well maintained and the houses and
shops of good architecture. The shopping malls are stocked full of
merchandise, the greenery and bird life pleasing, the traffic thick and
orderly. The incidence of accidents is low, I was told.
One reason could be the absence of liquor.
The old part of the city, of which we saw a little, is just the same except that
there are cars and three wheelers in place of the horse drawn tongas. The
Government College stands in its majesty but the principal's lodge, the milk bar
and some other structures have given way to classrooms. My cousin Sonnu
Rehman whose father the late G.D. Sondhi lived in the now removed lodge for
years, took me round and I noticed that while there were only six girls, all
studding for their post graduate courses in my days, now there were hundreds if
not thousands, some in traditional dress with heads covered and quite a few in
jeanst.

"Sir, you have made Lahore your ghulam",said some after the concerts. But in
reality it is the group from India that came back enthralled. The unaffected
hospitality and warmth are unforgettable. As Sandy remarked on our way back,
many will open their homes, many will open their purses but few will open their
hearts.

The dream has become an inerasable, cherished memory. The next dream is to
have such a festival at Lahore every year and invite artistes from across the
border to participate in Chandigarh Sangeet Sammelan.

Navjeevan Khosla


