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ideal time for listening to Raga

Yaman Kalyan. The evening as-
sumes an ethereal touch as this grand
raga is harmoniously blended with tra-
ditional Italian blues. For the 41-year-
old Italian artiste, Francesca Cassio,
these two styles of music are two sides
of the same coin. After years of prac-
tising both Western and Indian vocal
music, she has found common points
in terms of musical modes, thythms
and instruments in both these musi-
cal forms. “This is especially true for
Italian folk and Rajasthani lok geet. For
instance, in South Italy we have exactly
the same instruments as the moorchang
and the algoja. [used these in my con-
certat Jodhpur Riff this year to show
how fluently Italian music chimes
with Indian instruments,” explains
Francesca.

Her fascination with Indian classi-
cal music began years ago when she
first heard a recording of Ustad Rahim
Fahimuddin Dagar. The strains of dhru-
padplayed on her mind, and in 1995
she decided to do her PhD in the gen-
re’s vocal techniques. Francesca wished
to learn the style from the master him-
self and took the next flight to India.
Her meeting with Ustad Saab opened
her mind to different styles of Indian
classical music and she soon found her-
self immersed in the world of thumris
and Rabindra Sangeet. “When I started
learning dhrupad...from Ustad Rahim
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FUSION DIVA Compositions are specially written for Francesca toincorporate her Indo-Italian style of singing

“Iwasalecturer of Indian
musicin Italyand Western
musicology in India. I feel like
a tirthankara, crossing the river
from one bank to the other”

Fahimuddin Dagar. Irealised that
Rabindra Nath Tagore too had com-
posed a lot of songs in dhrupadstyle.
Also, another revelation was that gur-
banitoo followed the same technique,”
she says. After extensive research,
Francesca found out that dhrupad was
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INDIAN OR ITALIAN? Traditional Indian instruments like the moorchang and algoja have been used by Francesca in traditional Italian compositions

the dominant genre of Indian classical
singing during the time of Guru Nanak
and that's how glimmers of dhrupad
can be found in gurbani as well.

She soon began to realise that im-
provisation in Indian classical music
was possible the same way Italian Jazz

and Blues were being improvised upon.

In order to achieve that, Francesca
needed to strengthen her base in
Indian vocal music. So, she enrolled for
aPhD programme in ethnomusicolo-
gy at Banaras Hindu University. That's
where she came under the tutelage of
Girija Devi and began to learn from her
the romantic genre of thumri. “My stay
in Banaras was a life-changing experi-
ence. The guru-shishya parampara in-
stils a sort of discipline in you that is
very critical to a performer. The guru
goes beyond this life; the sadhanathat
you learn from him or her dictates not
just your music but your behaviour in
life,” says Francesca.

At the age of 41, having spent half
her life in Europe and the other halfin
India, she feels a sort of equilibrium
that was missing earlier. For her, music
is her prayer and prayer is her music.
She has now settled down in Jodhpur,
Rajasthan, where she works as a music
and management director with CRN
Productions—an organisation thatin-
vites artistes from around the world to
India to participate in an exchange of
ideas, music, dance and culture. “I was

alecturer of Indian musicin [taly and
a lecturer of Western musicology in
India. I feel like a tirthankara, crossing
the river from one bank to the other,”
philosophises Francesca.

Her unigue Western vocals, infused
with an Indian flavour, have caught
the ear of several musical organisa-
tions. A soloist in contemporary mu-
sical ensembles, Francesca has inter-
preted compositions that are written
specifically for her. She regularly per-
forms and records for Italian National
Television, theatre, radio and cine-
ma. Stalwarts like Robert Miles, Luis
Bacalov, Eddi Powell, Paolo Vivaldi
and Roberto Laneri have created spe-
cial compositions for her unique Indo-
Italian style of singing.

Francesca feelsasort of
equilibriumin her lifethat
was missing earlier. For
her, musicis her prayer
and prayer is her music

Currently, she is working with CRN
Productions to make Jodhpur the
Flamenco capital of the world. She
and her team have found a very inter-
esting Indian connection with this
Spanish art form. “According to some
recent theories, Spanish Gypsies mi-

grated in the r2th century from the
deserts of Rajasthan towards West Asia
and Europe and then settled in the
Balcanic area and in Spain. DNA tests
prove their common origin. There are
also some common words, like paa-
ni[water], that are shared by the no-
madic tribes of Rajasthan, especially
Kalbeliyas, and the Gypsies of Spain,”
elaborates Francesca. Through this
project, she is trying to work on
common cultural roots in terms of mel-
odies and rhythms. “In India, we have
the taalsystem, and in Flamenco

they use the buleria, which is a rhyth-
mic cyclein 12 beats. Back then it

must have been very easy for Indian
Gypsies to pick up the buleriaasa faal,”
she adds.

As of now, sheis content teaching
Western students who come to Indiato
learn more about Indian classical mu-
sic. She wants her work to be a bridge
between Eastern and Western cultures,
deepening the knowledge of both tra-
ditions to bring about a mutual under-
standing. In Francesca’s opinion, music
isa very important expression of cul-
tural meanings and approaches to life.
Learning about each other’s musical
languages is like understanding varied
dimensions of life. She has dedicated
her life to music, with raga and taalbe-
ing her true soulmates. “Thave not got
married as L have given my life to mu-
sic,” says Francesca. m
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