
Shye Ben Tzur, Jonny Greenwood and the Rajasthan Express
Junun

The exhilarating, rhythmically transfixing music of Junun—an ambitious collaboration among Israeli-American composer and poet Shye Ben Tzur, British guitarist Jonny Greenwood, and more than a dozen virtuosic Indian singers and musicians—was recorded over three weeks last winter in the magnificent 15th-century Mehrangarh Fort of Jodhpur, in the Northern Indian state of Rajasthan. The local maharaja himself offered the musicians the ornately carved ballroom inside that breathtaking hillside landmark, and producer Nigel Godrich transformed it into a makeshift recording studio, even using the cellar below as a natural echo chamber. But the creation of Junun—with its original songs by Ben Tzur, who takes inspiration from the devotional qawwali music of the Islamic Sufi sect—has really been in the making for more than a decade. It is the latest stop on the extraordinary musical and spiritual journey of Ben Tzur, which began when he was a 19-year-old in Jerusalem and his life was forever changed after hearing a concert by two Indian classical musicians, Hariprasad Chaurasia and Zakir Hussain.

As Ben Tzur recounts, “I went to a concert and it touched my heart so deeply. It was at the time the deepest musical experience I had gone through. It moved me so that I could do nothing but go find out what it is. I feel I’m still in that spot. I don’t think I have achieved it. Indian music is so vast and so deep and the more I learn different things about it, I realize how ignorant I was. It just doesn’t stop.”

However, Ben Tzur didn’t simply make a pilgrimage to India to find out more about the music he’d heard. He forsook his home in Israel to live among musicians in Northern India. Though he initially sought instruction in the ancient art of Hindu vocal music called dhrupad, Ben Tzur soon found himself drawn to the music of the Sufi sect, the qawwali music sung in Urdu and performed at Sufi shrines. Settling in the Rajasthan city of Ajmer, Ben Tzur not only learned qawwali in its Urdu form but he began to compose his own qawwali in his native Hebrew, finding singers willing to learn his lyrics, even if only phonetically. His bond with the community strengthened even further after he married the daughter of a Sufi scholar with whom he studied. Now Ben Tzur and his wife Sajida have a daughter and also maintain a home in Haifa, Israel. 

Hearing one of Ben Tzur’s recordings, Jonny Greenwood was not only taken by the music that Ben Tzur had fashioned but by the composer’s commitment to this new life. “I heard about Shye,” explains Greenwood, “and how he saw an Indian band play when he was a student and he dropped everything and went to find out where they came from. Most people never do that, or do that for six months, but he fully committed to it and went where he thought the real music was being made. Now he has been playing with Indian musicians for 15 years. When you see him wandering in a Western country, he looks, well, not lost exactly but … India is where his heart is.”

Greenwood and Ben Tzur first performed together in 2014, as part of the Alchemy Festival at London’s Southbank Centre. As Ben Tzur recalls, “It happened in a kind of miraculous way, to be honest. Someone told me that Jonny Greenwood had heard my music and liked it and did I want to meet him. I was in Calcutta when I got the phone call, but of course I was interested. And then we met, without any agenda, a few years ago.” He continues, “Jonny is a very intellectually and artistically curious person in general, and he was curious about Indian music specifically. He is very thoughtful about these things. And it was interesting to me to share these things and to discover new things that I was exposed to by Jonny. So that relationship was building up for a few years. Sometimes we would meet, just as friends, and we didn’t even think of doing something. Then last year I had a concert with some of my group at the Queen Elizabeth Hall in London, where Jonny was a guest artist. It was so beautiful to share the stage together and from there came the inspiration for Junun. The concert had finished and we thought we should do some more.  The idea was, we would go into a studio in the morning, record some tracks, and go home—but that sounded kind of boring. And I think Jonny had had enough of that kind of experience in his life and wanted to do something completely different.”

Greenwood credits his wife with encouraging him to just find an interesting place and go: “With Radiohead we are used to recording in big abandoned houses and turning them into studios. We knew it could be done, even in India.”
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[bookmark: _GoBack]Ben Tzur was acquainted with the Maharaja of Jodpur from performing concerts there and asked him if he might recommend a suitable location: “But I never imagined he would suggest the fort. I went to the fort, took photos of the different places that would be amenable to us, and I sent them out; within half an hour I had heard from Jonny and Nigel.” Academy Award–nominated filmmaker Paul Thomas Anderson, for whom Greenwood has composed several scores, discovered what they were up to and offered to come document the recording process. His film, also called Junun, premiered in October at the New York Film Festival. “Everything just materialized. It was a group of very special people and it was an inspiration. It happened so quickly that I’m still surprised.”

The word junun, roughly translated, means obsession or passion—an apt title, given Ben Tzur’s heartfelt musical and spiritual vision and the often euphoric quality of these songs.  The ensemble that Ben Tzur and Greenwood put together draws from disparate traditions in Indian music, bringing together players who ordinarily would not even be in the same room: Sufi devotional singers, Hindu court musicians, and, most radically, the kind of brass band likely to be found leading a wedding procession down the street. Both Ben Tzur and Greenwood play guitar but in a way that is atmospheric and understated, never standing apart from the ensemble. (In Anderson’s documentary, Greenwood is often seen discreetly hunched over his guitar beside two percussion players.)

The musicians, says Ben Tzur, “are all Rajasthani but they would never normally play together. So for us to take all these elements and individuals and spend these few weeks in this fort was a beautiful experience “

“When Westerners go to record in India,” notes Greenwood, “I feel there is often the wrong kind of reverence to the music. It tends to be very gentle and carefully recorded. The other mistake is to fill songs with chords—and there are no chords in Indian music, no major and minor. I didn’t want to do that. I thought it could be more like a James Brown record, something based around the rhythms and the horns because they can set up these rhythms that are so fascinating. That’s where the focus was. In India they have these brass bands playing weddings, so with the combination of that and the drums and the repetitious rhythms, in my head it was James Brown—but a little more Indian than that. There are all these great records from Africa, so why is there no Indian equivalent? Fela Kuti might seem like a bizarre reference, but it made sense to us. A lot of people think of Indian music as being all about relaxing and meditation instead of this slightly ecstatic religious music. What I particularly respond to is the singing, this weird combination of singing that is both masculine and religious, songs about God and the Beloved, but it’s all done with this fury.”

Though the singers are mostly male, a pair of female vocalists was part of the ensemble. Being Hindu speakers, they had to phonetically learn both Urdu and Hebrew for their tracks. It wasn’t the words themselves but the intention behind them that struck a universal chord among these players. Ben Tzur was channeling a shared feeling: “Because they are Muslims and belong to a Sufi tradition in India, and are not involved in all of the political crises in the Middle East, for them Hebrew is a scared language, the language of the Torah and the holy books and Islam recognizes these holy books. So then they met me and when I sent them these songs, with poetry in Hebrew, there were very touched. They are very God-fearing and believing people. They were very touched to hear a language that they consider holy. It was very special for them and made them feel that they wanted to sing in this language as they do in Urdu or Hindi or Farsi. There is an emotional thirst to communicate in such a way and after we do it and hear it and listen to it, it’s something that feels very deep.”

“Being British,” Greenwood admits, “it is especially daunting to be faced with this total belief and humility. It’s very affecting, to play along with what are basically prayers.”

Junun is as unadulterated in its sound as in its emotions. As Greenwood recounts, “We tried to use as much of the building as we could. There are no digital effects or delays, the music was just echoing in the rooms around us. And I think that’s one of the reasons there is so much character to the recording. We sat in a circle and just played and played. We used everything we had, every last cable. If anything had broken we would have been in trouble. I remember Nigel repairing things with a soldering iron. There were power outages every single day. But we got away with it. And it was all quite Indian and joyfully chaotic.”

—Michael Hill
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