A Night to Remember

Shahid Parvez performs at the Pakistani Cultural Center in Milpitas


It was a concert put together at the last minute, by die-hard fans who wanted to see Ustad Shahid Parvez in the South Bay before he left the Bay Area. Consequently, the attendance was sparse, and everyone got a chance to be closer to the stage than would ever have been possible in Europe or India. A hundred years ago, the most powerful rajas and princes could have been this close to such great music, by having Mian Tansen or Amir Khusro in their private living rooms. Today such music is usually only heard in huge concert halls. 


Once again, Ustad Parvez demonstrated his extraordinary combination of technical brilliance, emotional depth, and spiritual profundity. His customized sitar, which expands the innovations first developed by the late Vilayat Khan,  has an even longer sustain for bent and held notes. Consequently, his alap could explore limitless variations in tone and vibrato, even when he played only three or four different notes. This is one reason that Ustad Parvez plays without a background drone. Sometimes he stopped his drone strings completely, to reveal shifts in the overtones of a bent string that require the concentration of a yogi to hear, let alone play.


As the rhythmic pulse begins to appear in the Jhor section of the alap, his playing reveals more of his extraordinary innovations. He begins to occasionally play the melody on the sympathetic strings of the sitar, located beneath the frets that support the usual melody strings. He keeps the nail on his smallest right-hand finger extra long, just for this purpose. Not only does this give a profound change in tone, the sympathetic strings also sustain and ring against each other like harp strings, giving the faintest suggestion of something like Western-style  harmony.


Despite all of these many innovations, however, there is still a strong grounding in Ustad Parvez’s seven generations of Hindustani lineage. He never wounds the raga, and relies heavily on the phrases that most strongly identify whatever raga he plays. For Ustad Parvez,  improvisation is not just following a set of rules. It is creating variations on themes that have been played for generations. His remarkable genius is his ability to play variations on those themes that no one else has ever thought of, or could play even if they had thought of them.  As tabla player Debisish Chaudhuri joins him for the first alap,  Ustad Parvez begins to slowly marshall forth his amazing technical speed and power.  Each artist supports the other at the appropriate time, Ustad Parvez playing the ghat solidly for Chaudhuri’s solos, and Chauduri holding down the teka as Ustad Parvez does his remarkable variations in laya (tempo). 


Here is where one can see another aspect of Ustad Parvez’s greatness. If you approach any few measures of his playing, you need something like a mental audio-microscope to grasp his detailed and imaginative use of melodic and tonal ornaments. But you cannot fully appreciate his music unless you also mentally step back and observe the big picture he creates over time. You must not only observe each measure of what he plays but also take note of how the later parts of his performance develop and extend what he has played before.  He is an improviser, but he improvises like a composer.  The long slow notes of the alap, followed by the fiery torrents of the end of the Jhala, have now been replaced by the straight forward melody of the ghat. This is probably the quietest that both musicians have played all evening.  However, this light and lyrical melody is constantly on the verge of exploding forth with quick rapid-fire lines, both loud and fast, which settle back into the melody again.


Gradually the speed of Ustad Parvez’s lines, and the power of his cross-rhythmic strumming has built up to the emotional power of a Wagnerian Orchestra or a Rock Band at full blast, all created by two musicians playing acoustic instruments. When the performance ends with a thunderous tihai, the audience pauses for an enthralled moment, then bursts into applause. They knows they have heard something rare and precious, and rush forward to congratulate the artists face to face.  Let us hope this is not the last time that we will be able to encounter Ustad Parvez’s wonderful music in the South Bay.

