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The divinity of music, Hyatt continued, also finds references within the Sufi traditions as
well. An implication of his ideas also points towards the fluidity of musical traditions in
Indian subcontinent which makes it hard to ascribe them to a specific ethno-religious
identity of the composers. Hyatt’s experiments with fusing diverse musical genres were to
produce a master project, known as “Coke Studio Pakistan”. With the listenership of Coke
Studio’s subsequent versions rising exponentially into millions, the project has been
weaving magic among the audience, especially the Indians and Pakistanis who constitute

the major chunk of consumers.

In Indian Subcontinent’s popular culture, fusing classical music with western music dates
back to the 1990s era, when Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan took the bold decision to experiment
with western beats. But, back then, the cassette culture and an absence of internet
communications turned out to be the biggest impediments for its popularization. Today,
with internet connectivity proliferating rapidly, music tracks are just one click away.
YouTube has become the most sought after medium to view latest music videos, courtesy
its free live streaming videos. In 2008, “Coke Studio Pakistan” was introduced to this

medium, featuring live studio-recorded performances by artists.

What makes “Coke Studio Pakistan” different from other musical projects is the diversity of
music artists representing a wide spectrum of mystical, linguistic and cultural traditions.
These traditions have flourished in Indian subcontinent for many centuries. In other words,
the spatial-temporal expanse of subcontinent’s popular musical traditions has found an
expression on this platform. Moreover, the inclusion of western instruments and electronic
effects made it a treat for the ears of those who like rock or electronic music. A strong
background of ambient music (atmospherics) is effective enough to give listeners a

transcendental feeling.

A deeper analysis of this project may not limit the listener to a mere aesthetic enjoyment. It
is because this diversity has the potential to inculcate a consciousness of the cultural
syncretism which at present is subdued by the strong divisive political culture in India and
Pakistan. To begin with, the common musical roots of the subcontinent are brought to the
forefront. At an apolitical level, specifically a virtual level, boundaries have indeed begun to
blur between the millions of Indians and Pakistanis who are avid listeners of these songs.

The reasons for this growing closeness are that a large number of songs reminisce of the
traditions of the bygone era where coexistence between Hindus and Muslims had attained
such an extent that both communities revered the same saints; sang the same poetries and

expressed their devotion in almost similar ways. What “Coke Studio Pakistan” did was to
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recollect these diversities and exhibit them with a modern packaging as described above.
Though every song produced by “Coke Studio Pakistan” has its uniqueness, some of these
songs are worth to be discussed regarding the artists associated, the meanings of the lyrics
and the musical genre applied. The beauty of the project is such that discussing selected
songs would do injustice to the rest of the songs which are also beautiful. However, it is
worth discussing a few ones in the way they have resonated with the listeners and the rich
cultural element they comprise. Lyrically, “Coke Studio Pakistan” has brought alive the
syncretic tradition popularized by mystics such as 13 century Persian-Hindavi poet Amir
Khusrau, 18" century Punjabi saint Bulleh Shah, Sultan Bahu, Sindhi Saint Sachal Sarmast

and other renowned spiritualists.

For instance, representing the folk musical tradition of Punjab, Alif Allah, sung by Arif
Lohar and Meesha Shafi has garnered over 25 million views till date. Besides the beautiful
folk flavour, the lyrics of the song convey the Sufi tradition of Piri-Muridi (master-disciple
relationship), which made South Asian Islam very unique. Another Sufi doctrine, that is, the

concept of ‘god as a lover’ gets reflected in this song.

On the other hand, the song Manzil-e-Sufi (sung by Sanam Marvi) expresses well the Sufi
concept of ‘Visaal’ (divine union) between the lover and the beloved. This song has
references to the 18 century Sindhi Sufi Poet Sachal Sarmast. The lyrics are in the Saraiki
dialect, an offshoot of the Punjabi language. It is worth reminding that a significant number
of Saraiki speaking people can still be found in Northern India.

In another musical masterpiece named Mundari, Ustad Naseeruddin Saami has beautifully
rendered this ‘Khayal’ form of singing in Raga Adana (a late night Raga). The Khayal form
of Hindustani classical singing which Sami represents had flourished in the court of the
Mughal emperor Muhammad Shah Rangila (1719-48). Ustad Naseerddin Sami traces his
ancestry to the Delhi Gharana (school) of classical singing, a lesser known fact which
“Coke Studio Pakistan” helped to be known. The lyrics of the Khayal are in the Braj

Bhasha, a dominant dialect in Northern-Central India. This dialect was also popularly used

by saints of both Bhakti and Sufi traditions due to its simplicity and the ubiquity of its

speakers. A few more songs recorded at the studio have a heavy Braj element in them.

Revining Amir Khusrau

Legendary poet-philosopher and mystic Amir Khusrau composed several poems in praise of

his master, the celebrated saint Hazrat Nizamuddin Aulia who flourished in Delhi in 13-14th

century. His popular compositions, Chhaap Tilak (a Qawwali composed in Braj Bhasha
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dialect of Hindi language) and a Persian poetry Khabaram Raseeda Imshab (Tonight came

the news of my beloved’s coming) were repackaged with a musical background aptly suited

for today’s listeners.

The rich cultural elements discussed in the above compositions share same characteristics
with the rest of the “Coke Studio Pakistan” songs as well. This project shows how the
commonality of the subcontinent’s cultural traditions can be emphasised. It is not sure till
what extent the project can go in mending the Indo-Pakistani ties or its people-to-people
connection, but “Coke Studio Pakistan” has been successful in enhancing imaginations on
both sides of the divide in a positive way. This project is one of the few platforms where

Indians and Pakistanis treat each other with respect, even though on a virtual space.
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