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Ravi Shankar Parking, the giant neon sign on the roadway  
beckoned. The other sign pointed straight to Cirque du Soleil 
Parking.  Two big marquee events were being staged that evening 

and I could only wonder which would have the bigger audience. I had 
just driven into Long Beach California in my friend’s green VW beetle 
as the bright sun dipped into the Pacific and daylight faded abruptly.   
I parked in the second floor of the multilevel parking lot and found my  

way to the entrance of this impressive 
theatre complex at the Convention  
and Entertainment Center. Producer-
Impresario Shekar Viswanathan  
met me at the entrance and whisked 
me backstage.  The sound test had 
been going on for a couple of hours. 
“Our Carnatic musicians could learn 
something from these folks,” he 
whispered to me as he led me in to the 
Terrace Theater, a 3000-seat acoustic 
marvel.  

Anoushka was on stage with the 
accompanists and directing the sound 
engineers. Finally she was satisfied 
with the sound. Someone brought 
her toddler on to the stage and she 
and tabla maestro Tanmoy Bose  
entertained him by telling him to  
bang on the table. Pandit Ravi  
Shankar was then brought on stage. 
He was seated in a wheelchair.  
Despite his being on oxygen, his 
presence immediately towered over 
everyone on stage. He was assisted  
to his seat and handed his sitar, 
which he deftly put through its  
paces. Anoushka solicitously  
attended to his sound needs and 
directed the engineers until she  
was satisfied that he could hear  
and that the sound was balanced.  
Soon he was helped back into his  
chair and whisked away.  

The stage was cleared and a lamp 
lit. The empty hall began to fill.  The 
trickle turned to a flood, and soon 
every seat was occupied. The front  
row was now full of VIPs including 
Indian Ambassador Nirupama Rao,  
Lakshmi Shankar and a number of 
other family members.

His last concert Shankar Ramachandran
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The lights faded and Anoushka  
walked on to the stage to 
a thunderous ovation. She 
addressed the audience with 
practiced ease. Despite the size  
of the hall, there was a  
sense of intimacy and she  
talked to the gathering with 
a familiarity and affection 
reserved for friends.  Ravi 
Shankar’s own composition in 
raga Shailangi was followed 
by Vachaspati.  Anoushka 
then played  the Carnatic 
composition Raghuvamsasudha 
in Kathanakutoohalam. She 
informed the audience that it  
was a request from her mother. 
The audience approved with  
gusto and Anoushka effortlessly 
put the brisk composition  
through its paces to the 
accompaniment of mridangam 
and flute. 

After the intermission,  
Anoushka announced her father. 
“This is the moment you have 
all been waiting for”.   He was 
brought on stage in a wheel  
chair and took his place on 
the edge of the platform. The 
audience was on its feet with 
respect and affection.  The 
first piece he announced, 
immediately taking charge of 
the proceedings, was in raag 
Bhimpalasi “for all those victims 
of the storm”.  He was referring  
to hurricane Sandy which had  
just days before devastated  
parts of the Eastern US.  The  
brisk concert followed, with 
father and daughter seeming to be 
playing for each other as much as 
for the audience.  A gat in Teental 
in Raag Malgunji followed.   The 
concert concluded with the 
familiar Pancham se Gara. Despite  

his obvious frailty, Ravi Shankar was fully engaged and involved with every artist 
on stage.  As he announced the pieces he addressed the audience with great 
warmth

The entire audience jumped to its feet. Two thousand five hundred and 
more clapped thunderously. They were all there to pay their respects,  
to thank and to bid farewell to a giant.  They had come from near and from  
as far as New York and Washington DC to be at the event. As Ravi Shankar  
stood by his daughter and shared the stage with the accompanists next to them, 
no one wanted to stop clapping.   

Ravi Shankar kept waving and blowing kisses to the audience. Eventually 
he sat in his chair still waving as wife Sukanya wheeled him off to the 
wings.  The last we saw of him was his smiling face, hands held high  
in a victory clasp, masking the physical exhaustion within.  

He was unable to meet with me the next day when I stopped at their  
residence to interview Anoushka after they had returned from Long Beach. 
Sukanya was apologetic and explained that his oxygen level had dropped 
dramatically during the concert and that he was quite exhausted. She thanked 
me for the champa flowers I had picked at a friend’s garden and taken to the  
hall the previous evening. She had put them, she said, in his dressing room  
because he liked the fragrance.

Despite his subsequent exhaustion, nothing could take away from the  
determination and energy he expended the previous night so he could share  
his music one more time.  I didn’t think then that this was to be his last  
concert. But daughter Anoushka knew it and shared that and other thoughts  
with me about her father and about her experiences growing up as his daughter 
and his student.           n
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It was but thirteen months ago that he sat with me in this 
same drawing room, on this same couch and spoke with me at 
length about his interest in Carnatic music.  I feel his presence 
in this room as I begin this conversation with Anoushka. 

Please tell us how you started learning music.

I learned Carnatic music from my mother — very  
informally, in London. We moved here to San Diego when 
I was 11. I just remember singing Sarigamapapadhanisa 
every day before going to school.  Later I remember  
my father working with me to change my  
pronunciation from ri to rey,  and da–to dhuh. I learned 
songs like Raghuvamsasudha and Rara Venugopala  
from Mom.

You played Raghuvamsasudha in the concert yesterday.   
Did you know to sing it?

No. Never very well. I just sang one 
or two lines. Later I suppose I learned 
it properly from my mum.  We were 
preparing for a show of my dad’s 
and were working with Ganesh and 
Kumaresh. I also had a recording from 
MS.  And I would listen to it a lot.  
It’s just something I enjoyed and was nice to do for  
my mom last night.

Later when you started learning from your father,  
did you learn only the sitar or did he first teach you  
vocal music?  

In the way that it’s part of the education he taught  
me vocal as well—so lots of songs. But it wasn’t so  
much vocal training, but lots of songs and sargam.  
I wouldn’t do vocal exercises in the way I would do  
hand exercises. It was mostly about gods and  
goddesses. Every time he introduced a new raga he  
would teach me a little song in that raga to help 
me remember. They were generally his own 
compositions. It was like an education at the 
same time. When he was teaching me Bhairav he  
would teach me a little four-line song about Siva and  
tell me about the energy of Siva. It would be about 
Mahadeva, but always contain the essence of the raga. 
It was stuff that would help me catch on at a young  
age. Another example was a song in Hamsadhwani on 
Ganesa and Saraswati.  It was designed to help me catch 
on to things at a young age.

When did he let you start playing on the sitar?  

It was simultaneous. I started learning when I was seven 
or eight.  It was songs and sitar at the same time. I was 
playing catch-up on the sitar, learning fingering and where 
the notes were. I did my first show when I was 13. It was 
initially short duration lessons. It was not casual, but not 
extremely intense. And he would check in with me.  He 
wanted to make sure that I knew I was not being forced to 
play. I think that was very important to him to always say 
that I wasn’t being forced to play the sitar. He wanted me 
to know I had a choice. He would always add a ‘But’. He 
was sort of letting me know that I could make the choice 
but that if I was choosing it I had to give it the seriousness 
and dedication it deserved.

I was in school initially in London, then in Delhi for three 
years and then we moved here to San Diego.

What was the teaching schedule like?

It was usually after school. After a couple 
of hours for homework and playtime 
and stuff, we started practice around 6 o’ 
clock.  At that very young age it would 
be less than an hour.  By the time I was 
ten or twelve it was more like two and 

in the weekends  several hours. Once we moved to San 
Diego we travelled every year to India for the music season 
for several months. It was quite difficult because I would 
leave for three or four months in the middle of the school 
year every year and had to work really hard. The teachers 
gave me work so I could travel.  I had to catch up when  
I came back. .  But it was amazing because when I was in 
India I was able to focus on the music more and we would 
have whole days spent learning music.  At that time it was 
much more concentrated learning. 

Did he ever tell you about how he learned?

Yes. It was insane. And how his guru learned.  It’s a 
different world, isn’t it? 

How did he first teach you when you were very young?   
The sitar must have been very large for you. 

I think I went through three different sizes.  At first I had 
one that was about half the size of a normal sitar and it 
was very simplistic. It didn’t have any of the under strings, 
just the six main playing strings. My second sitar was a 
three quarter size. By the time I was twelve I moved to 

The Ravi Shankar legacy

Anoushka Shankar 
in conversation with 

Shankar Ramachandran
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my first full size sitar.  It was still simplistic. It didn’t have 
the taraf.  That came later. My fourth instrument was the 
right size for me. I have heard of children learning on a 
full size sitar and playing it keeping it on the floor.  But I 
imagine that must be quite difficult. You would then have 
to relearn everything.

Did he help you with your finger placements?

Oh yes! I think that was something  quite special for 
me.  Normally students come to my father for advanced 
training. They have done all their foundation and basics 
with someone else, and look for nuanced training with 
him. I was his first, certainly one of the only students he 
trained from the complete beginning. So in my case it was 
like  “This is how you hold the sitar”. He was very particular 
about things like hand position and which direction to 
strum in. He gave me a really strong foundation. It felt 
incredibly picky and incredibly strict at the time, but it 
gave a strong basis and all those patterns are established. 
From that point wherever you go you have got that to 
hand.  He was very meticulous about all those details.

What aspect of your music do you think resembles or 
follows from his music?

I think it’s very difficult for me to separate myself from the 
fact that I have learned from him. My entire training came 
from him, so it is hard to analyse what would be different.   
The tone and my way of playing are all from him. My love 
of rhythm playing comes from his showing me the fun to 
be had from that. I find the permutations and thinking in 

that way while playing very exciting. He never abandons 
that commitment to the essence of the raga, no matter 
how fast the piece goes. He never lets go of the essential 
character of the raga, whereas many just play the notes of 
the scale when it gets to a certain speed. It could be any 
raga at that point. That’s something he has really drilled 
in to me. So when I am playing in a classical context, 
that’s something I never feel comfortable letting go of. 
When I am playing really fast I really think a lot about 
that.  

Did he encourage you to listen to others?

He encouraged me to listen to everybody, but especially 
Ali Akbar Khan Saheb, of course Nikhil Bannerjee, 
and Vilayat Khan Saheb.  He really always talked about 
Annapoorna Devi and her playing style.  He encouraged 
me to listen to her surbahar recordings. And that was 
amazing.  He talks about how it is all about vocal music 
ultimately. And he wanted me to listen to a lot of vocal 

music to try and transcend that staccato element of our 
instrument—more than anyone else, to Amir Khan Saheb 
and Bade Gulam Ali Khan Saheb.  

Do you feel it is important to be able to sing in order to 
understand what you are trying to play?
I think that is true. I would like to sing better than I do.  
It is the most immediate form of musical expression and 
if you have that to hand then that will influence the way 
you express yourself on the instrument. And  if I want 
to teach in the future, then at that point singing will 
become important. Listening to my father expressing 
himself vocally really helped me to understand what he 
was showing me, what to reach for.
Listening to  vocal music is also very important. I do 
think it is important for all musical styles. The voice is the 
ultimate musical instrument, even when I think of a John 
Coltrane or a Miles Davis. Even the saxophone is most 
moving when it is like a voice. For any music to be able to 
tap into that inner human expressiveness in the instrument 
is what touches you the most.

Did you listen to Carnatic music as well?

I didn’t listen actively myself but by Mum listened a lot,   
so I was exposed to it a lot indirectly. I  learned 
Bharatanatyam for a few years. My mum had learned 
from the Dhananjayans and in London we were going 
to the Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan all the time. I was very 
comfortable and familiar with the ragas and talas of 
Carnatic music.  It feels a lot less foreign to me than it 
does to many Hindustani musicians. 
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My father is someone who has 
had that association with Carnatic 
music and loves Carnatic music 
and working with Carnatic music 
so much. He always encouraged 
my association through my mother.  
But when I am playing a Carnatic 
raga like Charukesi  or Keeravani, 
my approach would be more my 
father’s interpretation of that raga, 
as I learned it from him.  I wouldn’t 
claim to play in the Carnatic style.

What is his legacy?

It’s really across the board. In India 
and outside of India it is very 
different. The legacy of presentation 
of the art form, the legacy of the material of raga and song 
creation, collaboration with western artists that simply 
didn’t exist before, and the number of amazing students 
he has produced. He has so many wonderful disciples 
at the forefront of Hindustani music. His film music 
compostions…

I grew up with so many of his students. In Delhi at any 
given time there were five or six of them living with us in 
the house. They were a part of my education. My father 
would teach me and they would do practice with me. At 
the beginning I learned separately and then watched their 
lessons with him. They would help coach me. Then later 
we would all do these group lessons together and then 
practise together. They were a big part of my training.

A lot of things professionally came to you at an early age. 
Where do you want to go from here?

I want to have a very rich life in order to have the emotion 
to express artistically. I don’t really have big professional 
goals. I feel very satisfied and lucky. I just want to keep 
growing and learning. When you sit with my father on 
stage as I did last night, there is nothing that can remind 
you more of how infinite this is and how much there is to 
learn. My father  says how much he still wants to learn, 
still wants to do. If he is saying that it gives an incredible 
perspective to where the rest of us are. I hope to keep 
discovering music and do work that people enjoy and  
I enjoy. 

How was the experience of  playing with him last night? 

Like other nights, last night mine a very multi-faceted role. 
When I am supporting him on the sitar, it  is a very exciting 

and unpredictable role. I cannot plan and decide what I 
would like to do because I am the second instrumentalist. 
When two musicians play with each other, in most shows, 
one will completely finish an idea and then let the other 
person start a new idea.  My father has this habit of starting 
a line and just looking up at me and in that split second I 
have to pick it up. It requires a high level of concentration. 
It’s very exhilarating and on the knife’s edge.  I watch him 
like a hawk when he is playing.  On the one side I have to 
be ready to take on whenever he wants me to, and on the 
other side think about how I can offer support. He loves 
it when I play in a lower octave along with him. It’s about 
really staying tuned into him.  But I am simultaneously 
taking care of the stage. If he can’t hear I have to make sure 
the sound is balanced well.  It did feel amazing to be able 
to do that again with him. 
Even two years ago we would play thirty or more concerts 
together. But now I have not played with him since 
February. So this is getting to be a unique opportunity to 
play with him.

Do you have any other concerts planned with him?
No. I have a show planned next year in London at the 
Barbican when is very exciting because I have played 
there with my father. In two weeks I am playing my Dad’s 
second concerto, the one he did with Zubin Mehta, with 
an orchestra. I have played his first concerto a lot. Next 
year, I am curating a four-day festival in Dortmund. I am 
working on a new album. 

Are you familiar with Sruti magazine?
Absolutely, yes.

Teaching little Anoushka




