Hussain & Sharma up next on
CMA Performing Arts Series
by Mike Telin
The sounds of Indian classical music
will fill Gartner Auditorium when tabla
virtuoso Zakir Hussain and acclaimed
santoor player Rahul Sharma bring their
unique blend of traditional and
contemporary music to the Cleveland
Museum of Art on Wednesday, April
12 at 7:30 pm.
Considered a lead architect of the
contemporary world music movement,
Grammy Award-winning Zakir Hussain
is the recipient of many other awards and honors, including Padma Bhushan, National
Heritage Fellowship, and Officier in France’s Order of Arts and Letters. In 2015, he was
voted Best Percussionist by both the Downbeat Critics’ Poll and Modern Drummer’s
Reader’s Poll.
Rahul Sharma first learned music and the santoor from his father, the legendary Pt.
Shivkumar Sharma. Since then he has become a leader in the world of Indian classical
and fusion world music.
Hussain last played at the Museum in 2004 with his Masters of Percussion Tour. “The
first time I performed in Cleveland was back in the ‘70s when my band — with John
McLaughlin and L. Shankar — opened for Carlos Santana,” Hussain said during a recent
telephone conversation from his home in San Francisco. “I look forward to coming
back.”
When asked about Wednesday’s concert, Hussain was quick to point out that the
evening is not just about him. “Rahul is one of — if not the finest — young santoor
masters of our time. He’s the lead instrumentalist and I’m the drummer. He will handle
the melodic aspect and I’ll be supporting it with the rhythmic aspect. We’ll have a

musical conversation.”
Hussain said that he enjoys collaborating with Sharma in part because they know each
other so well. “For almost 40 years I played with Rahul’s father, Shivkumar Sharma, the
greatest santoor master of all time. He was the person who introduced the instrument
into the world of Indian classical music, and Rahul has been a worthy student of his
father.”
Hussain explained that the elder Sharma introduced the santoor to Indian classical music
in the 50s. His father also performed in Bollywood film sessions, as well as scoring
music for Indian films. “That’s where he learned how to work with orchestras, and how
to compose music in a lighter, more popular way. And Rahul has brought his own
sensibilities to the music, because he grew up listening to jazz, pop, hip-hop, and
electronica.”
Having performed with the likes of Joe Henderson, Van Morrison, Pharoah Sanders,
Bela Fleck, Edgar Meyer, and Herbie Hancock, Hussain said that their influences have
crept into his musical DNA. “Not to water down the Indian music, but these other tastes
can be injected into the musical dish you are preparing on any given day.”
But musical influences of many genres have been part of Hussain’s life from the time he
was a young boy. “I remember when my father was touring with Ravi Shankar he would
bring home records of Yusef Lateef, Miles Davis, Duke Ellington, Jefferson Airplane,
Grateful Dead, and The Beatles,” he said. “I’d be walking around my neighborhood with
a boombox on my shoulder playing the The Doors as loud as I could.”
Hussain said that Wednesday’s program will be grounded in 2,000 year-old traditional
music that is defined by an element of improvisation. “What’s interesting is that both of
our instruments are young in the world of Indian classical music. The santoor has been
around for only 70 years, and the tabla for three hundred.”
Like Sharma, Hussain’s father was also his teacher, although his first lessons did not
include playing the tabla, and focused only on learning to sing and improvise rhythms.
“The idea is to get your brain to learn the rhythms the same way you learn a language.
And having to recite them over and over again allowed my brain to digest them, which
then allowed me to transport the rhythms to my hands in real time so that I could
improvise at a gallop — as opposed to thinking about what I should do next. It’s like
jazz musicians who sing their solos as they’re playing them.”
A child prodigy, Hussain was in the company of the great Indian maestros from the age
of six — by the age of twelve he was regularly performing with musicians who were in

their fifties and sixties. And when he arrived in San Francisco in the early ‘70s he was
inspired by talented non-Indian musicians who were living there. “I was able to bend a
little bit with what I was doing musically, and because I was with like-minded people
who were willing to come my way a little bit as well, we were able to try new things.
But back then music moved forward at a more elegant pace whereas today it jogs and
even sprints.”
Hussain said that there are many young musicians these days who play incredibly well
and continue to come up with new ideas. “The great jazz drummer Eric Harland is
somebody I would like to explore rhythms further if I get the chance. And it would be
great to explore our combinations even further with Béla Fleck. There are also many
wonderful young Indian musicians. I hope to continue bringing them to the stage so they
can be heard, like I am doing on this tour with Rahul.
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