THE NAVA RASA ENSEMBLE

An interview with Simon Thacker
By THERESE WASSILY SABA

THE SCOTTISH guitarist Simon Thacker has
always had a strong interest in contemporary
music. Since being selected in 2005 to perform in
the prestigious Park Lane Group series held annu-
ally at London’s South Bank, he has instigated
many projects that showcase the guitar in new
ways. His premieres of contemporary British and
Irish music include Kenneth Dempster’'s Sanctum
for guitar solo and his guitar concerto Mary's
Lament, and David Fennessy’s Security Blanket.
His latest project involves classical western and
Indian musicians performing together in the Nava
Rasa Ensemble and commissioning works for the
ensemble. As the project is finally coming to
fruition, I spoke to Simon Thacker about the raison
d’étre of the Nava Rasa Ensemble.

Who are the other members of the Nava Rasa
Ensemble?

We have Jyotsna Srikanth — a leading Carnatic
(South Indian) violinist, the tabla virtuoso Sarvar
Sabri, one of the UK’s leading string quartets — the
Edinburgh Quartet (founded in 1959), the
Brazilian jazz and world music bassist Mario Lima
Caribé da Rocha and the multi-instrument per-
cussionist lain Sandilands, with me as leader.

It seems a very musically adventurous path to fol-
low; what inspired you to form the Nava Rasa
Ensemble?

Well, I have led my quartet Camerata Ritmata
(lately a quintet) for years now, with pianist Paul
Harrison, bassist Mario Lima Caribé da Rocha and
the drummer Stuart Brown, so a larger ensemble
seemed a natural progression.

What sort of repertoire do you play with Camerata
Ritmata?

The line up is classical guitar, piano, bass and
drums, often with a female singer too, and I
make the programmes as varied as possible. We
started off in a sort of concert jazz style, of very
tightly composed music with a dextrous musical
interplay and sections of improvisation — and
also a lot of Brazilian music which straddles the
boundaries between classical, jazz and popular.
Mario, who is also the Nava Rasa Ensemble
bassist, is a very patriotic Brazilian, so he’s our
expert. We even did a contemporary version of a
Led Zeppelin song. Lately I've been arranging
Middle Eastern influenced music for the
Edinburgh Fringe Festival so now we are going in
a different direction again. There are also some
exciting commissions on the horizon for
Camerata Ritmata, which we’ll announce over
the next few months.
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So the initial idea for the new Nava Rasa
Ensemble project came from a piece by the US-
based Indian composer Shirish Korde. In 2007 I
toured a contemporary solo programme that
included works by both Shirish and Nigel
Osborne. I've known Nigel, who is Edinburgh
University Reid Professor, since 2005. I first met
him when I performed his After Night for the Park
Lane Group at the Purcell Room in London; it is a
great piece that I'm very proud has become partic-
ularly associated with me, even though it was
written in the 1970s.

In what way has it become associated with you?
Don’t other guitarists play it?

Of course, but nowhere near as often as a piece of
its stature deserves, probably because it is a
rather hard to find the ‘special order score’ in
manuscript and also because it is deceptively
daunting when you first see it. What I mean is that
every player comes across repertoire that they feel
a particularly close affinity with or connection to,
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