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When two musical giants accomplished in their own right come together, something magical can be 

expected. So it is when Pandit Shubhendra Rao and Saskia Rao-de Haas play together their world-

renowned collaboration ‘East Marries West’. The couple’s music is hailed as a new musical language 

that is both avant-garde and traditional at once with an effect that conjures a symphony orchestra. The 

Edinburgh Press writes, “Together, they form an intriguing duo. A work of outstanding originality… Being 

and becoming meet in sound and gesture”.  

 

New York Times has described their composition “Yathra” as “movingly meditative”. Together, 

Shubhendra and Saskia carry Indian music towards new horizons with their strong belief in the unifying 

power of music. On stage, their effortless musical communication and improvisation is a joyful 

experience. Listeners are spellbound by the virtuosity of the duo as well as the energy and freshness that 

they bring to their performance. 

 

Internationally, Shubhendra and Saskia have performed their program ‘East Marries West’ at prestigious 

concert halls, jazz festivals and open-air festivals such as The John F. Kennedy Centre for Performing 

Arts in Washington DC, Edinburgh Festivals in Scotland, The National Arts Festival in South Africa, 

Esplanade in Singapore, the Tropical Institute in Amsterdam, Fajr International Music Festival in 

Tehran, Musee Guimet in Paris. In India, they are invited regularly to perform at prominent music 

festivals such as Legends of India, Doverlane Music Conference in Kolkata, Baba Harivallabh 

Sangeet Mahasabha in Jalandhar, Saptak Festival in Ahmedabad, Vasanta Habba in Bangalore, 

Mysore Dusshera Festival amongst others.  

 

Gateway Magazine describes Pandit Shubhendra Rao as “a musical bridge to many cultures.” A protégé  

of legendary Maestro Ravi Shankar, Shubhendra is an unmatched master at his instrument whose playing 

reminds the listener of the masters of yore transformed into today’s era. The Press describes him as “a 

thinking musician, constantly searching to carry his instrument beyond conventional boundaries” and his 

music as “an experience for his audience that is not aimed at titillating the senses, but to seize the soul”. 
 

Saskia de Haas is a pioneer in the world of music for introducing her instrument, the Indian Cello to 

Classical Indian music. Speaking about Saskia, her Guru Flute Maestro Hariprasad Chaurasia, says 

Saskia is “someone who has been taught by God.” According to him, “everybody should listen to her 

music”. Saskia is a recipient of the Pandit Jasraj-Rotary Club Award for Cross-Cultural Understanding. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction    



 

East Marries West 
The resounding shift of paradigms in music appreciation took place in the 1960s. With their collaboration 

‘East Meets West’, the legendary Ravi Shankar and Yehudi Menuhin altered the realm of music forever. 

Four decades later, the magic is still palpable. Shankar’s protégé, Shubhendra Rao, together with his 

wife Saskia Rao-de Haas prove that the music of East and West no longer just meets but is ready for an 

abiding relationship through ‘East Marries West’. 

 
The classical music of India is a living, dynamic tradition. Its framework of melodic scales and rhythmic 

cycles offers a unique, highly evolved structure within which the musician is free - indeed, is challenged - 

to improvise, discover and reveal innovative musical possibilities. New influences, when seen to be of 

worth can be added to the traditional repertoire by a master musician. Accomplished and recognized in 

the field of Indian Classical music, Shubhendra and Saskia stretch the boundaries of their musical 

vocabulary with East Marries West. It highlights their unique ability to build bridges across different 

cultures. 

 

 East Marries West is a vibrant amalgam of folk traditions from across the world, Classical traditions from 

the East and West and the infinite world of rhythms. It is a depository of their musical journey through the 

years, suffused with their rich musical imagination.  

 

East Marries West’s audience is as versatile as their music, as reflected in the varying range of concert 

halls and festivals across the world featuring them. 

 

Distinguished as passionate collaborators, the couple has worked with musicians across cultures and 

diverse ensembles. They have also been commissioned to create compositions for dance, film and 

theatre.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

Compositions    
In August 2008, India’s premier Television Network, NDTV commissioned Shubhendra and Saskia to 

compose and perform a musical tribute to celebrate India's 61st Independence Day. This celebration had 

more than 90,000 hits on MSN India in just three days.  

 

For the 50th anniversary of the Spanish founder Father Vicente Ferrer in 2009, Shubhendra and Saskia 

composed a vibrant piece in the presence of the Spanish vice-president, illustrating the connection 

between his land of birth and India. 

 

‘Yathra which means ‘journey’ is the title of a composition that they created for Ragamala Dance, 

Minneapolis, USA in 2008 and 2011. Yathra evokes an abstract expression of the cycle of life in a day, 

metaphorically tracing a human being's journey from the dawn of birth to the twilight of life. It is a musical 

meditation of the human experience, deeply exploring the spiritual and emotional passage of a soul 

through the many phases of life-birth, youth, love, loss, redemption, and death, completing the cycle with 

re-birth. “a work of outstanding originality.... Being and becoming meet in sound and gesture.”, Broadway 

Baby, Edinburgh 

 

‘The Red Flower' (2011) is a musical dialogue themed upon the conversation that took place between 

Tagore and Einstein regarding the perception of music by different individuals. It was through a fine 

weave of two seemingly different paradigms of culture and music that the duo chose to present this 

innovative concept. Reinterpreting Tagore’s songs, the artistes infused Mozart and Celtic music to impart 

a different flavour to much-known songs of Tagore like “Shokoli Phuralo” and “Phule Phule Dhole Dhole” 

from the dance drama, “Kalmrigaya” and the lively and inspirational, “Ekla Cholo Re”. It was described as 

“a stellar performance by the husband-wife duo” by Washington Bangla Radio and that “the haunting 

melodies were rendered beautifully” by The Times of India. 

 
'Vesaal' (2011) is the collaboration between Shubhendra and Saskia with the Iranian musicians Ciavash 

Borhani on Tar, Samir Habibi on Kemanche and Fakkhrudin Ghaffari on Tombak, Duf exploring the cross 

point of Indian and Persian Classical music. Both traditions share improvisation, intricate modal and 

rhythmic structures rooted in a strong partially shared history. The deep musical and spiritual connection 

the artists displayed in the Fajr International music festival was appreciated by the audience through a 

standing ovation.  

 
'Unity of Faith' is a work commissioned in the honour of the international conference by the same name 

in 2008. The Raos' composed music to prayers and spiritual texts from different religions showing the 

effect that music can have on the seeker of spiritual enlightenment from any background bringing 

together a world music ensemble.   

 

 

 



 

 

Music education is of great importance to Shubhendra and Saskia. They take pride in educating their 

audience and students about Indian culture and music. Giving lectures on Indian classical music at 

leading universities and music academies all over the world has earned them special recognition. They 

have formulated special workshops on music for a wide range of students that include beginners, 

professional musicians, music teachers and music ensembles. These workshops show the participants 

the benefits they can receive from knowledge of Indian music and how this can be applied in their own 

musical context.  

 

Shubhendra and Saskia provide master classes to students and performers based in India performing 

Indian music and take part in outreach programs to reach students from various backgrounds and 

countries. They invest time and energy in creating teaching methods that take the best from both worlds 

i.e. combine the rich Indian oral tradition with the foundation of a well planned methodology. Lesson plans 

and synopsis are made available on request. 

 

It is their mission to bring about a greater awareness of the Indian musical heritage through lectures, 

concerts and publications. Their sessions have been described as “very enlightening and “engaging” by 

the director of the Education Department of the John F. Kennedy Centre for Performing Arts, who 

goes on to say that “finding artists who have the artistic quality and the ability to communicate with both 

students and adults in such a clear and interesting way is such a gift.” 

 

Shubhendra Rao has been invited as a guest teacher to give lecture-demonstrations about Indian music 

by top universities all over the world. Students studying at Peabody Conservatory of Music, Duke 

University, Yale University, University of California, Lewis and Clark College, University of 

Minneapolis, University of Winona, University of Nebraska, Centro Nacional de las Artes, Mexico 

amongst many others have benefited from his expertise. The Program Director of Duke University states 

“…want to express our appreciation for the excellent concert …have sponsored several concerts of 

Classical Indian music over my 10 years as Director, and I can honestly say that your performance was 

the most inspiring of them all… I also appreciated that you spoke to the audience…this kind of 

communication is always helpful.” 

 

Saskia Rao has conducted workshops and lectures at leading universities, conservatories and festivals in 

Europe and North America. She has published articles on Indian Classical music and holds a title in 

Musicology from the University of Amsterdam. She has also taught at the University of Amsterdam and 

held lectures/lecture-demonstrations at the University of Buffalo, Cornell University, at the New Directions 

Cello Festival etc. These rich experiences have won her a unique place in world of music. She is currently 

doing her PhD through the University of Leiden and the Royal Conservatory of the Hague on the 

subject ‘Indian Music as a Global Art form’.  

 

Education   



 

 

 NewYork Times: Movingly Meditative   
  

 

 

Press Statements: 

 

Deccan Herald: “Together they create the effect of a complete orchestra’ 

 

Edinburgh Press: “Composers Shubhendra Rao on Sitar and Saskia Rao her Indian Cello conveys the 

fullness of an entire orchestra---a sound as evocative and rich as life's journey” 

 

Newstime:  “Such was the stirring performance that many in the audience were moved to tears “- 

 

Minneapolis/St. Paul magazine: “Yathra is a quietly, moving, beautifully oblique piece, one that any 

audience can grasp intuitively”- 

 

Amazon.com: “Brilliant…the rendering is so touching and masterful...bringing forth a delightful medley of 

ragas…” -  

 

Edinburgh Press: “Together, they form an intriguing duo. A work of outstanding originality… Being and 

becoming meet in sound and gesture” -  

 

Star of Mysore: “…piece-de-resistance of the festival, watched by an audience of over 10,000 people. 

The co-ordination between the two artistes was impeccable” –  

 

Asian Age: “A symphonic saga of tune and trust” 

 

Times of India, Hyderabad: “String magic puts audience in a trance…immersed in a musical journey too 

exquisite to put down in words…the intoxication of the music kept the audience riveted to their seats”  

 

Newstime: “the time they finished, they got a spontaneous standing ovation, such was the stirring 

performance that many in the audience were moved to tears” - 

 

India Today: “A calming duet specially composed against the backdrop of the American crisis. The 

American President needs to hear this one” –  

 

Rashtriya Sahara, Lucknow: “Sitar-Cello Duet mesmerizes” -  

 

Hindustan Times, New Delhi: “The duo makes music that has the audience wowing and the critics raving”  

 

Times of India, Bangalore: “The evening was nothing less than poetry of music”     

 

Gateway, India : ‘This jugalbandi would be taking Indian Music into a brave new era”  

 

Pocket Cultures: “Shubhendra Rao from India and Saskia Rao-de Haas from Holland have not only 

married each other but have also succeeded in marrying Hindustani music with world classical music.” 



 
 

“I wish that everyone in this world could listen to your beautiful music” - Portland, USA 

 

“Absolutely marvellous. You will be always be welcome to Paris and we will be there listening to you”- 

Paris, France 

 

“Frankly, I am not that "Classical" kind but your Duet performance makes me change my opinion--- 

really CLASSIC!!!! My wife and I were spellbound!!!!! What I also enjoyed a lot was facial expressions 

and coordination between you all 3 artists. You made us proud, you made India proud. We are proud 

of you.” - Mumbai, India 

 

“Wonderful concert---thoroughly enjoyed ourselves and feel gifted to have had your presence---you 

have such incredible artistry and spirit to share with this world” - Vancouver BC, Canada 

 

“Listening to you, I have just discovered a perfect fusion between tradition and modernity. It was a 

perfect evening for me” - Paris, France 

 

“It was fantastic, to say the least. I never believed that one could give an art form such an appeal 

before I saw you perform. I totally loved your performance and have become a fan for life” - 

Bangalore, India 

 

“Magnificent performance. You cannot believe what joy I had from all the compositions you played ”- 

New Delhi, India after the festival, “Legends of India” 

 

“Thanks for your fantastic contribution towards the success of the 2005 Festival. How pleasant to 

work with true professionals!” - Grahamstown, South Africa, Festival Director 
 

"The concert was amazing. One of the best I've heard. The first half was a classical North Indian 

piece that was absolutely brilliant. Both the cello and the sitar sounded like each one could be a 

whole orchestra. The cello playing reminded me of the Bach Chacone, the way she played multiple 

tunes at once. They got a standing ovation, well deserved” - Martin Schwartz at University of Virginia 
 

 

 
 
 
 

Audience Feedback   



Pandit Shubhendra Rao 

“He combines technical finesse and innovative creativity to take the audience to a spiritual plane” 

Shubra Mazumdar 
“A new benchmark in the classical Sitar tradition” on Association for Indian music website, US 

 

Sitar Maestro and composer Pandit Shubhendra Rao is bringing India's Classical music into a brave new 

era. He is an unmatched master at his instrument whose playing reminds the listener of the masters of 

yore transformed into today’s era.  A protégé of world-renowned Pandit Ravi Shankar, Shubhendra 

creates an experience for his audience that "is not aimed at titillating the senses, but to seize the soul" 

(The Hindu). Gateway Magazine says “Shubhendra is not only a master of his instrument, inventing new 

techniques and playing styles, but also as a thinking musician, constantly searching to carry his 

instrument beyond conventional boundaries.” A strong believer in the richness of traditional Classical 

music, Shubhendra is viewed by critics and connoisseurs as a torchbearer of the great musical tradition 

keeping its purity and essence alive while making it relevant to the modern listener. Carnegie Hall, 

Broadway in New York, Kennedy Center in Washington DC, Sydney Opera House, WOMAD Festival, 

Theatre de le Ville in Paris, National Arts festival in South Africa, the Edinburgh festivals, Des 

Moines Arts Center are some of the major venues where he has enthralled audiences. 

 

Shubhendra is one of the last musicians to learn his art in the true “Guru-Shishya Parampara”, living with 

and learning from his Guru, Pandit Ravi Shankar for over ten years. He was initiated in his training at the 

age of three with a first lesson from the master who visited him at his home. Through years of rigorous 

training and practice, Shubhendra received a firm foundation from where he could explore the realm of 

music and build his own intrinsic identity that created the solid foundation on which he could build the 

musical treasury he shows today. An important part of his learning was assisting his Guru in solo concerts 

and orchestras like ‘Live in Kremlin’ in Russia as well as ‘Ghanashyam’ in the UK and India and many 

other projects that required a remittent creativity.  

 

Shubhendra is a musical ambassador by his natural ability to bridge cultures across the world. 

Distinguished as a composer of great merit, Shubhendra characterizes himself by working with musicians 

across cultures. Shubhendra’s innovative collaboration with Jazz guitarist Freddie Bryant and Chinese 

Pipa master, Ms. Gao Hong has been received with great gusto everywhere they have performed. He has 

also composed for and worked with other brilliant musicians like the legendary Japanese singer Ryoko 

Moriyama, and Jazz flautist James Newton.  

 
His CDs that have been released by leading music companies all over the world have received 

outstanding reviews from the press. In November 2007, he was awarded the “Youth Icon for Classical 
Music” by India’s popular Zee Television Network. 

 



 

Saskia Rao-de Haas 
 

  ‘On January 24th, 2003, the Doverlane Music conference, one of the most prestigious annual 

festivals in North Indian Music, presented a female Western musician playing a western 

instrument for the first time in its 51-year old history. Saskia Rao-de Haas’ alap exposition was 

revelatory, with the faster tempo the icing on the cake.’  - Excerpt from the book “The Dawn of 

Indian Music in the West” by Peter Lavezolli. 

“The cello has this sound bringing the movement of the air straight to the heart, the soul, the               

backbone... Only one word can say it…Beautiful!! “  
“What a treat to listen to Saskia Rao-de Haas play Bhoopali on Cello! Her rendering is so touching 

and masterful that it is hard to believe that it is a non-Indian person playing a non-Indian 

instrument. “Reviews from listeners to Creating waves 

 

Saskia Rao-de Haas is a brilliant cellist and composer from the Netherlands who is based in India. She 

has enriched North Indian classical music with her unique instrument, the Indian cello, and created a 

distinctive playing style with it. As a composer, she is eminent at bridging the Western and Indian 

classical music traditions. In addition to her prestigious status in India, Saskia is an accomplished 

Western classical cellist. She also plays folk music from Eastern Europe and composed music for dance, 

film and theatre.  

 

Saskia was initiated to the cello at the age of eight by the late cello virtuoso Tibor de Machula. She 

studied cello at the Conservatory of Rotterdam specializing in Indian classical music under Koustav Ray 

and Pt. Hariprasad Chaurasia, while finishing her masters in Ethnomusicology from the University of 

Amsterdam. 

 

Critics and audiences alike have praised her for artistic depth and technical virtuosity. In India, Saskia has 

performed at all the most prestigious festivals for Indian Classical music such as the ‘Legends of India’ in 

New Delhi, ‘Vasanta Habba’ in Bangalore, the ‘Maihar’ festival, ‘Haridas Sangeet Samelan’ in Lucknow. 

She is the first female non-Indian artist to have performed at the prestigious Doverlane Music 

Conference in Kolkata. Her path-breaking composition “Mukhani” performed by the Ragamala String 

Quartet that she founded was premiered at the Concertgebouw in Amsterdam. The piece introduces 

Classical Indian music in a Western string-quartet format. She has toured extensively through North 

America, Europe and Asia.  

 

In 2011, Saskia was awarded the ‘Pandit Jasraj - Rotary Club of Hyderabad Award’ for Cross-Cultural 

Understanding by the Maestro himself at a scintillating ceremony in Hyderabad. 
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B- 368 C.R. Park 

New Delhi-110019 

INDIA 

 

Phone 

+ 91 (0) 11 2627 1165 

+91 98111 90983 (cell) 

+91 98685 83214 (cell) 

 

E-mail 

eastmarrieswest@gmail.com 

sitar@shubhendrarao.com 

                         saskia@saskiarao.com 

 

 

                                       Web 

www.shubhendrarao.com 

                          www.saskiarao.com 
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