
Chapter 5 

This is Not Fusion: Then what is? 

Our first encounter with This is Not Fusion is mediated through the cover of the CD. 

The blurred signposts are defined: it is this undefined space of ambiguity that Not Fusion 

will traverse over the next few minutes of listening time. The imagined hybrid animal 

sculpted in dokra (significantly an alloy, 'metals' mixed in the right proportion); the 

saffron clothed person whose gender is left undefined in the clipping; 'Berlin' and 

'Calcutta' appearing beside each other (separated matter-of-factly by a comma) in the 

first line and then 'Berlin' appearing later again, just below 'OK TATA'; the newspaper 

Motz half-covered by the inspiration for Moral Education defining an in-between space 

where the bright yellow 'Ideal Boy' is superimposed on the darkness of the homeless 

(with only an umbrella for a home); the tanpura on the front and the guitar on the back of 

the cover - the flag posts who would describe identities, of people and their music. This 

manifesto of an enriching doubleness, "not part of two different worlds, but a common 

inheritance ... inlaid into different parts of a single self, a single memory" (Chaudhuri, 

"A Note for the listener"), is declared in the beautiftil composition Dotara (literally 'two 

strings'). "This music has no land/ This music has no name/ Don't know where it began/ 

Don't know from where it came": this is not the romantic sentimentalism or nostalgia for 

a nonexistent time before 'east' and 'west' aged and hardened into lineages. Rather it is 

the song or anthem, if I may, of people, if not generations who dream, in their sleep, 

without subtitles in any language. The person wearing saffron clothes holds a special 

meaning: Chaudhuri, in his essay "Thoughts in a Temple" (Small Orange Flags), says 

that saffron "is the colour not of belonging, or fitting in, but of exile, of the marginal 

man". Not Fusion, then, by extension, becomes the music of the exiled man, but this is a 

"^ Amit Chaudhuri and Musicians, Times Music, 2007. 
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self-imposed exile, an exile from the majoritarianism of tradition(s), dreamily categorised 

as "Eastern" and "Western". From con-fusion via the ironic denial mode of Not Fusion, 

Dotara (the second song) travels a hundred and eighty degrees without encountering 

signposts of 'East' or 'West', from "I know that it's not fusion" to "But you said that this 

is not fusion"; here the movement from the "I" to "you" is not just the progression from 

private doubt to public acceptance, not merely creating and carrying an audience but a 

modernist's tactful and self-conscious attestation of the "music of ideas" (in the words of 

I. A. Richards). 

What, then, is 'fusion' and why does Chaudhuri, almost adamantly, refuse to belong to 

this family or take up its surname? 

The early twenty-first century Indian's affair with otherness plays itself in 'full volume' 

when one tries to trace a genealogy of Indian fusion music. "In East-West fusion as we 

know it here," says Chaudhuri, "the Indian representative is commonly a classical 

performer, and the bearer of an ancient tradition; the Western representative often a jazz 

musician, a well-known type of modem, the exhausted romantic who's had enough of 

modernity, and must renovate himself (it's usually 'himself) through contact with 

immemorial cultures.... One of the more problematic features of fusion is its wide-eyed 

transcendence not only of nationality but of locality, with the old ideal of the 'universal 

human being' reworked into the cunning, grasping innocence of our globalised world". "^ 

There is, within each piece of music that is branded as 'fusion', an ur fusion-music, one 

that demands a kind of uncomfortable conformity from its practitioners. This ur piece is, 

however, not a classic that one would expect such ur pieces to be. In the (simulated) 

rarefied world of subcontinental fusion music, it is, usually, a deliberate coming together 

of two heterogeneous systems or schools, a platform where there is no dialogue. Two 

people, and therefore two systems, speak in their native tongues, the flesh and tone of 

their tongues mimicking each other only through beats and pauses, and occasionally 

through gestures. It is almost like speaking in sign language, comprehensible only to its 

See "Inner Tension", The Times of India, 17'" March, 2007. 
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practitioners. This exclusionist practice succeeds because of the listener's lack of 

education and exposure which partakes in and helps to accentuate the closed nature of 

such fusion work; this is obvious because there is (and carmot be) no school or gharana of 

fusion music. 

Fusion music, by laying claim to individuality, supposes to challenge the absurd notion of 

the pure or the authentic. And in doing so, it semctions as its inheritance a kind of 

unexplained rootlessness. The problem with Indian fusion music lies here. A deliberate 

positioning of disparateness discounts history and its complex network of veins that run 

as a framework to any piece of music, giving it its body and its weight. Indian fusion 

music, an oxymoronic nomenclature, has proliferated on this scavenged ground of 

selective amnesia. Singers from different traditions have come together with their support 

systems of musical instruments and created assemblages rather than organic entities 

which have the capacity for self-sustenance; while musicians have, time and again, 

reveled in the aesthetics of the patchwork, this kind of 'fusion' music has resulted in the 

assembly line production of pieces of music where "and" has become synonymous with 

fusion. But only adding is poor mathematics, as any musician will tell us; addition is not 

gain, it is only gaining girth and therefore losing the sense of a centre of gravity, losing 

sight of the origin. A piece of Indian fiision music has, therefore, no begirming or end; it 

is a late arrival's song of tired inspiration. There is no imperfection in Indian fusion 

music. This is not because there are no faults but simply because such a piece of music 

can never be perfect. Indian fusion music has become something like the parrot's song, 

mimicked without context and, therefore, sounding similar after a couple of listens. 

In "so-called world music", the cultural-studies scholar Paul Gilroy has suggested, 

"authenticity enhances the appeal of selected cultural commodities, and has become an 

important element in the mechanism of the mode of racialisation necessary to making 

non-European and non-American musics acceptable items in an expanded pop 

market.""'* The effort to be 'authentic' in an age of digital remixing can often be 

hilarious. In Karan Johar's 1998 film Kuch Kuch Hota Hai, for instance, the bhajan 

"Raghupati Raghav Raja Ram" is sung to the beat of military marching music, with the 

"^ Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (London: Routledge, 1993), 99. 
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Indian and British flags hung at half mast, as if in symbolic compromise. Often, an 

Orientalist construct is attested by a contemporary globalising mission (as evident in the 

famous works of Philip Glass), where the world lays claim to Indian music like a tourist 

carrying a favourite tune back after a holiday. 

Unlike so-called fusion or world music, however, the compositions in This is Not Fusion 

are all bound by a spirit of 'historical provincialism'. The need to contextualise comes 

from the need to create a genealogy rather than remain content with producing bastard 

children. This is Not Fusion is inverse tautology, and by obliquely laying claim to this 

bastard term, Fusion, demands rights of inheritance, cleverly and rightfully, from two 

fathers. The middle name "Not" in This is Not Fusion, a defiant self-attested act of 

naming, says it all perhaps. As Chaudhuri has argued, fusion music carmot be an 

ahistorical monster. Is Not Fusion, then, a piece of history? Yes and No. Yes, it is a tract 

of personal history, the history of a family, displaced and still moving, meeting newer 

sounds on streets with new names on their Sunday walk everyday; it is the history of the 

global citizen interpreting the reflection on his window with the vocabulary of the 

provincial darkness of his self It is an indirect critique of globalisation, a process which 

has killed provinciality and rendered the local paralysed. Not Fusion is perhaps one of the 

last sighs of the century, escaping from the global citizen's lips, a regret for what could 

have been rather than what once was. This is Not Fusion celebrates history with a 

footnote; its creators do not fight little wars over legitimacy, their music, unlike most 

contemporary music that calls itself fusion, does not ask the irrelevant temporal/time 

questions of "When?" and "Then?" and in refraining from doing so, frees itself from the 

other tired questions which fusionists who think of their genre as a fable tend to self-pose 

and then answer. If Not Fusion answers any question without being asked one, it is this, a 

Forsterian "possible". 

Readers of Chaudhuri's fiction and poetry were perhaps half-prepared for this: Afternoon 

Raag, Freedom Song, E-Minor, the titles themselves had made evident what their 

creator's mind was moving towards. The short story "White Lies" {Real Time) was a very 

strong political commentary on the sudden revival of the ghazal and the bhajan tradition 
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in '80s India; dictated by commerce, and its ally, mediocrity, its revivalism, Chaudhuri 

showed, was urban in nature, and this revival was responsible for the death of many non-

metropolitan traditions. The story was also, in many ways, a contemporary fable about 

music in the age of mechanical reproduction, about the triumph of the technology-

enhanced recorded voice over the simple human voice. 

The impulses which were at work in his fiction are evident in his music as well. By 

placing a stanza or two from the songs of Tagore or Nazrul in the narrative, he would 

deconstruct one with the other. Here is an example: 

"She began a familiar song: 

Lost heart 

On a verdant road 

I gather strewn flowers 

By myself. 

Park Circus; Shamsul Huda Haq Road. A pharmacy and a sweet shop at its entrance. Only a 

twenty minutes' walk from Khuku's house" {Freedom Song). 

The aesthetic remains the same in his music. The nameless mythical animal ("This music 

has no name," Dotara) juxtaposed against the names of streets and places on the cover, 

familiar and unfamiliar, one interpreting the other as it were ("Berlin, Calcutta," for 

example) create the template of a provincial's (in Coetzee's enriched sense of the word) 

discourse even before we have heard the music. This is an enriching provinciality, a 

temper that is gradually drying out amidst the fierce forces of globalisation, a 

provinciality on which only creative artists can stake a claim, a temper which is not tied 

to place or the ontologies of origin. This, as we later hear and discover, is the voice of the 

flaneur, moving, roaming, discovering, commenting on and interpreting, for himself and 

the not yet enlightened world. This flaneur is a twenty first century modernist, picking up 

for later use, things for the anima mundi: lines from the backs of Indian trucks, sounds 

from the Berlin underground, a dhunuri from a man on the street, tones from refugee-

newspaper sellers in Berlin and moralist-creators of municipality school posters, and 

88 



occasionally, Clapton's Layla in the morning and the All India Radio's theme tune in the 

evening. 

Just as all his four novels begin and end with comings and goings, Chaudhuri's music is 

full of metaphors of travel and the rhji;hms of movements, of the underground (Berlin), 

of trucks (the near-replication of the movement on the truck in the tune, especially the 

notes following " kaala..." in Trucker), of the dhunuri man walking through the streets of 

old Bengal, pulling the string of the instrument and announcing his trade of cotton 

fluffing and quilt making (Dotara), the gradual movement of the day's brightness into 

evening, a sound that can be sensed only in music, never recreated in any other art-form 

(All India Radio), of the tired movement of refugees to foreign lands (the background of 

frustration in the daily movements of refugees juxtaposed against disco music in Motz, 

especially in the way Chaudhuri modulates the words in the second last line of each 

stanza in the song) and then the movement of music itself, from one tradition to another, 

the sound of musical osmosis in the The 'Layla' Riff to Todi. 

The musicians of Not Fusion make their politics clear at the very outset: it is the politics 

of the secular modern Indian who finds "a little bit of this, a little bit of that" (Dotara) in 

his self. It is therefore no coincidence that Ramakrishna Paramhansa is Chaudhuri's 

emblem: 

"The liberal humanism of the Bengal Renaissance formed the basis of the secular Indian state; the 

experiments of Ramakrishna, in which different ways of seeing existed in a sort of tension within 

oneself, formed the basis of the creativity of the modem Indian." {Small Orange Flags, 22) 

If there is really any tradition in which we can categorise the musicians of Not Fusion, it 

is this tradition that Chaudhuri writes about above, the tradition of not belonging to any 

single tradition. "It's only natural that we belong to several places," says Chaudhuri, "all 

of us, not only because of fashionable air travel and possibilities made open to the 

diaspora, but because of history.... someone living in a single-room tenement in Park 
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Circus.... All these people, those who possess and those who don't possess, belong to a 

number of places". (Small Orange Flags, 69) 

There is no pure; all cultures are hybrid. This is Not Fusion is the music of the early 

twenty first century urban Indian, a sound, as Chaudhuri says, "that might be true to that 

hybrid metropolitan milieu, something that might have been bom from, and be played in, 

one of its neighbourhoods, rather than some pointed and repeated gesture of musical 

commingling"."^ It is this "hybrid metropolitan milieu" which gives birth to The 'Layla' 

Riff to Todi. This aesthetic of assimilation is not a new one. Here is Satyajit Ray, the film 

director, writer and musician, the artist with whom Chaudhuri shows similarities in 

aesthetic: "And if I love Chinese painting and Japanese woodcuts, it is not at the expense 

of my admiration for Cezanne and Pierro della Francesca"."^ 

There is something else about Chaudhuri's Layla which brings to mind, almost 

immediately, another man's music and another milieu; it is the music of John Cage, the 

composer who, after his meeting with Gita Sarabhai, became influenced by Ramakrishna 

Paramhansa (the affinities of two men, an Indian and an American, separated by time and 

aesthetic, for a nineteenth century mystic-philosopher of the everyday, is not the only 

point of similarity between them). Although it can, in no way, be compared to John 

Cage's The Solo for Voice 58 (Amelia Cuni's experimentations with it included) in terms 

of theme or approach, there is something that binds Cage's composition with Chaudhuri's 

take on Clapton's Layla in my mind. The critic Douglas Hofstadter created a well-known 

acronym for Cage - Composition of Aleatorically Generated Elements. The chance 

operations in Solo 58, Water Music and Music of Changes, among others, a typical 

Cagean tool, are evident in The 'Layla' Riff to Todi. Cage spoke about his music as 

moving "from structure to process, from music as an object having parts, to music 

without beginning, middle, or end, music as weather". The aleatory, which characterises 

Chaudhuri's literary style, from the structure of his novels to his preference for the casual 

moment in his poetry, marks the birth of Chaudhuri's Layla: "I heard the 'Layla' riff 

suddenly one morning as I was practising Todi sargams" (note the word "suddenly") 

"* "Inner Tension", The Times of India, 17* March, 2007. 
"* See Satyajit Ray, Our Films, Their Films (Hyderabad: Orient Longman, 1976), 155. 
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("Notes on the Songs"). The 'twang' in Dotara has a similsir origin: "On one of the final 

days of mixing, 1 spotted a dhunuri-man, Mohammad Shoaib, outside the studio, and 

rented it to play the constant twang you hear on the song," says Chaudhuri, in "Notes on 

the Songs". 

'The randomness of situations that lead to that "turn" speaks less of an ideological move 

than of associations formed suddenly in the subconscious; indeed, this aleatory quality 

rearranges the purposes, the telos, of colonialism and nationalism. What else but the 

subconscious can make Milton, Imre Nagy, The Seventh Seal, Mozart, the Ramayana, 

Nischindipur, Basavanna, Kerala, Chicago, Calcutta, France, not seem like delirious 

babbling, but part of a single literary history? And it's the dimension of the subconscious 

that distinguishes this tale of modernity from the narrative of post-coloniality. 

In the latter, a confrontation takes place between Empire and local culture; English and 

indigenous forms of knowledge; colonizer and colonized. But in the story I've told, the 

battle, the struggle, takes place within the self, and not just between the self and an 

enemy outside it; the story of modemity is as much a story of self-division as the post-

colonial narrative is one of Empire, domination, and resistance. In the narrative of post-

coloniality, the mother-tongue, "Indianness", or "Bengaliness" are natural properties of 

the colonized, threatened by the processes of Empire. In the story of modemity, the 

mother-tongue and the English language are part of a transaction that, through disowning 

and recovery, define the "modem" self; the transaction is modulated from artist to artist, 

from moment to moment, and takes a radically new, but provisional, form in the work of 

the Anglophone writer — but it's precisely this inward tension that both enables and 

disfigures creativity in the life and career of the Indian "modern".'"' 

Dotara is a tri-logue, as it were, between an artistic subculture (the twang of the dhunuri 

in the song), a once provincial culture embalmed into a 'classical' tradition (the 

framework provided by the raga Brindabani Sarang) and a metropolitan discourse of 

recording 'history' and then arguing with it ("If you thought you could write its history/ 

That was a delusion"). This is Not Fusion, then, is about diffusion, the diffusion of 

" ' See Amit Chaudhuri, "The Moor's Legacy: The Random Sources of Renewal", The Telegraph 
November 16, 2003. 
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cultures in which the old artefacts of identities are passe; it confirms and in the process 

tries to find a grammar in which these fluid identities can be cast, temporarily. For this is 

what Not Fusion celebrates over everything else - impermanence, evolution, freedom and 

in-inertia, in other words, process. It, however, leaves us without the sense of an ending 

as all things in 'process' must. 

All India Radio reveals Chaudhuri's fondness for taking up a dialogue with his artistic 

forerunners by taking a text, usually a classic (for example, in "A Portrait of an Artist" 

early twentieth century Dublin metamorphoses into the late twentieth century decadent 

Calcutta and Stephen Dedalus is transformed into the ageing Bengali tutor, Bishnupada 

Chakraborty). P. Heldon's composition for the All India Radio theme, played and 

replayed, untiringly, to the rhythms of morning and evening, our sleeping and waking, 

have, like life itself, been elevated to the status of a myth or at least a likeness of it. And 

in having become so inextricably bound to the throbbing in our ears, it has gradually 

become expressive of faith (as markers of passages of darkness and light in our 

consciousness). Chaudhuri's reinvention of the "original" tune in the raga Marwa 

challenges that act of faith; as a modernist, his composition here (and in the "Layla" riff) 

work on the foundation of doubt and the peculiar degree of self-consciousness which this 

enforces requires the acknowledgement of its dual status where chance and the 

affirmation of choice are inextricably related but by no means consonant. All India Radio 

is, however, not a re-visioning of the familiar and the iconic in the sense of A. R. 

Rahman's populistic refashioning of the national song Bande Mataram. It is not an 

approach from the outside, a re-mixing or a makeover; rather it is bom by looking within. 

Chaudhuri's rendition of this signature tune in the raga Marwa has the hint of the best of 

inventions which are actually discoveries, something that was already there, hidden, like 

gravity, waiting to be discovered. And this the arranger does with such innovation, as in 

Jonathan Impett's use of the trumpet, that the ellipses between Heldon's composition and 

Chaudhuri's seem 'natural' and thus, by extension of the metaphor, 'original'. All India 

Radio, my personal favourite, situated in the zone between interpolation and 

intertextuality, is, to my ears, speaking to rather than a speaking back to one of the 

defining notes (literally) of the Indian nation. Like Alfons Mazurkiewicz, the late 
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modernist Polish painter whose paintings seem to be constantly involved in a discourse 

across time and space with such masters as Cezanne, Klee, Mondrian or Albers, 

Chaudhuri infuses AIR with a personal element, difficult to define but essential, that 

brings an added dimension of artistic maturity and moral responsibility. In Not Fusion, 

the moral is perhaps this: in our postmodern fables of pastlessness, the only journeys 

possible are ironically through memory; so remember. 

Is it a coincidence that most of the compositions in Not Fusion are about moving, about 

'history ... passing', about the sound of the wheels on roads and in tunnels, or the 

wanderings of the Bauls in Bengal? Is Not Fusion a Whitmanesque song of the roadside 

or does it belong to the tradition of songs of the journey of the Indian subcontinent 

("Musafir boon yaaron," I am a traveller, says one quintessential Hindi film song)? It is 

both and more: Trucker is not, in spite of its name and theme, a song of the road; its 

humour laced irony ('Ok Tata Byebye, This is how we live and die, Sa re ga ga re pa 

ma'), backed by the convincing strokes of the guitar, is not the song of a man following 

the black fumes of the truck carrying these curses and wishes on its butt; rather the 

addition of the next line, "Bhali nazar ...ujala" after "Buri nazar wale tera muh kala" to 

create a couplet, creates a surplus, an alternative form of subjectivity in which an other 

collectivity and public life are imagined. 

Chaudhuri's sharp ear (such is his fine sense of sound that he talks about the "snapping" 

of chillies as "a sound terse as a satirical retort" in A Strange and Sublime Address) notes 

the octave from sa to sa in the hum after the doors of the U-bahn close and the train 

resumes its journey (Berlin). The warnings ("Einsteigen bitte" and "Zuruckbleiben 

bitte"), as foreign to the structure of the raga as the language in which it comes to the 

listener's ears, create a drama which is foreign to Indian classical music (as Satyajit Ray 

has argued in Our Films, Their Films: "... the absence of a dramatic narrative tradition in 

Indian music.. . A raga is a raga - with a single predetermined mood and tonality .. ."). 

The German words are as foreign and at the same time as integral to the composition as 

"Datta Dayadhvam Damayata" and "Shantih Shantih Shantih" are to "The Waste Land": 

they create spaces, without drawing maps, of a fluid contemporary modernity; and just as 
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Eliot had to look beyond the European tradition to find words which could convey his 

vision, Chaudhuri looks beyond the mood and structure of his parent Hindustani Classical 

tradition to find something that could help him to make anew. "Things were made, then 

burned, then made again ..." (Berlin): this is Chaudhuri's aesthetic, to break and make 

anew, in other words, being in process; thus the song ends with the American girl's 

words, with no response from the man, leaving us, again, with a termination, not an 

ending. 

Chaudhuri's fascination for the spoken word, the lilt of the colloquial, the poetry hidden 

in (mis)pronunciation is something his readers are familiar with ("The Writers: On 

constantly mishearing 'rioting' as 'writing' on the BBC"). In retaining the political 

emphases of the original in Motz, he, like Duchamp, Woolf and other modernists, 

elevates the everyday to art. It is easy to get fooled by the tone of this urban ballad, the 

intersection of the personal and the social that is the source of the genre; it is, to my ears, 

almost an inversion of Moral Education, a looking behind the mirror. It seems as if 

Chaudhuri has stood on the threshold, watched the instructions given to the Bengali 

school child in Moral Education and then entered the underground in Berlin to hear the 

voice of the refugee asking commuters to buy the Motz; the tones are similar, though 

uttered from different sides of the world. This is Not Fusion, then, does not follow the 

easy routine of borrow-replace-create, Auld Lang Syne developing girth to become 

Tagore's Purano Sei Diner Katha; it creates a new vocabulary of exchange which proves 

that dialogue is possible between cultures, between certain moods of tradition rather than 

mere elective affinities of musicians whose inspiration results in physical positioning of 

disparateness, material representations or embodiments of two cultures yoked together by 

violence as it were. 

Just as his dissertation on Lawrence offers us an insight into the aesthetic of his fictional 

work (LawTence's aesthetic of the patchwork and the bricolage model, for example), 

Amit Chaudhuri's critique of Arun Kolatkar's "Jejuri" provides us with the keywords of 

his aesthetic in This is Not Fusion. Here is Chaudhuri on Kolatkar's "I am a poor man 

from a poor land": 
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"The first line is something Kolatkar read on a piece of paper of the sort that the semi-educated 

beggar in India used to hand out to people, often stating his profession and including a message in 

English, perhaps to keep some of his dignity intact. In the foreground is Kolatkar's scolding but 

very musical vocalizing; a spin-off on the beggar's plea that becomes a demand to the consumer, 

the singer asking his listener to pay up for his "damn good song"." 

And here are the lyrics of Chaudhiiri's Motz: 

Thank you for listening kindly 

And sparing me a second .... 

Meanwhile do check your pocket 

And please give me a euro. 

And if you have no small change 

I'll settle for a smile 

I know you think it's strange 

I've been singing for a mile. 

This is Chaudhuri, again, on Kolatkar's music, the song "I am a poor man from a poor 

land": 

"The genre, here and in the other songs, is metropolitan and immediate and hybrid; inescapably 

but complicated 'Indian', without any of the sentimental assumptions of'world music'." 

And then he says something that is not quite true: "It's a style that hasn't occurred before or 

since." 

This style reappears in This is Not Fusion. 

If Not Fusion fails, it will not be because of its musicians; we will be responsible. We are 

so used to "system" writers and "system" musicians that any Avriter or musician whose 

work we fail to fit into our store of codes scares us. "It is doubtful if the discriminating 

minority will go for a hybrid if they can find the meat in a conventional movie," said 

Satyajit Ray on the new wave of Indian cinema. If we fail to grow an attachment with the 
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hybrid called Not Fusion, it simply means this - that we are uncomfortable with a part of 

our selves. 
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