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Nothing, therefore, could have prepared 
us for just how phenomenally brilliant, 
generous and capable the musicians of the 
City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra 
are. In their hands—and through the 
rapturous vocals of Abi Sampa—the music 
leapt off the page with colour and life in a 
way that I had only dreamt of.

And then there was the audience. We were 
met with a warmth that we never could 
have predicted. It was particularly special 
to discover that a huge majority of that 
audience had never seen an orchestra 
perform before. This tells a story that we, 
along with the CBSO, are proud to be part 
of: one where ancient musical traditions 
meet new ears, and where orchestral music 
becomes a space of welcome, wonder, and 
shared curiosity.

Tonight’s programme is a continuation of 
our shared artistic vision. In addition to 
playing some of our existing repertoire, 
we will include new pieces that we have 
written since our last concert, as well 
as some works that have never been 
performed before. 

The privilege of performing this music 
and meeting audience members across 
different cities has helped me discover a 
deeper meaning that underpins our work.  

Qawwali and Western classical music, 
on the surface, appear to be disparate 
art forms that are almost antithetical in 
their practices. One is rooted in the oral 
tradition of improvisation and monophonic 
melody, while the other relies on fixed 
structures and detailed harmonic content. 
Yet, despite originating oceans apart, they 
ultimately evolved to meet the same need 
for affinity, community, and divinity. The 
best of both traditions reflects something 
timeless and profound about the human 
condition, allowing us to connect with our 
inner spirituality. It is this connective tissue 
that makes them such faithful sonic (if not 
unlikely) sonic companions. My sincere 
hope is that the music I have written shines 
a light on this, and therefore on our shared 
and collective experiences.  

I can honestly say that I could not conceive 
of a better collection of musicians and 
artists to perform it. Tonight, we are 
conducted by the brilliant Melvin Tay and 
are joined by the incredible singers of 
London Voices, who bring an entirely new 
dimension to the music. And as always, we 
are led in song by the phenomenal voice of 
Abi Sampa.

Thank you for your continued support and  
I hope you enjoy the concert.

3

INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION
When Abi and I brought the Orchestral Qawwali Project 
to Birmingham in 2023, we were equal parts nervous and 
excited. Truth be told, it was my first time writing for a 
symphony orchestra and most of the repertoire had never 
been performed before. In addition, we were preparing to play 
to one of the most passionate Qawwali audiences in the world: 
the people of Birmingham. Suffice to say, the stakes felt high.

Rushil Ranjan
Composer / Arranger / Piano
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INFORM
ATION

Melvin Tay, Conductor
Rushil Ranjan, Composer / Arranger / Piano
Abi Sampa, Lead Vocalist
Janan Sathiendran, Tabla
Sarthak Kalyani, Vocalist
Jatinder Kwatra, Vocalist
Vibhati Bhatia, Vocalist
Ramandeep Singh, Vocalist
Shahid Abbas Khan, Vocalist
Lydia Alonso, Cello
London Voices

We are happy for you to take photos and short videos 
at our concerts during applause breaks. We ask that 
you are mindful of disturbing artists and other audience 
members. Please dim the brightness on your phone, 
and do not use your flash.

We also regularly take photographs for promotional 
use, so you may see a professional photographer at our 
concerts. Please ask a member of the front of house 
team if you have any questions about this.

To ensure that everyone is able to enjoy the 
performance, please make sure your mobile phone is 
set to silent.

Principal Funders:

Allah Hoo, 9mins 
Ya Mustafa, 10mins 
Man Kunto Maula, 12mins 
Ganje Shakar, 10mins 
Candles, 4mins 
Soul Escape, 5mins

Interval

Ya Nabi Salaam Aleka, 7mins 
Rubaru, 13mins 
Nit Khair Manga, 10mins 
Yare Man, 8mins 
Ghar Aa, 10mins
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Qawwali is a traditional form of South Asian 
spiritual music that first emerged in the 13th 
century. Through rhythmic and hypnotic 
repetitive chanting and virtuosic singing it 
aims to lead its listeners to spiritual rapture. 

The word “qawwali” itself is derived from 
the Arabic word “qaul” meaning utterance. 
It is so named to emphasise the centrality 
of lyrics and shyari (poetry) to the genre. 
This makes sense given qawwali’s original 
purpose was to spread the teachings and 
philosophy of Sufi saints around the Indian 
subcontinent. It was therefore traditionally 
performed at shrines and tombs of Sufi 
saints to audiences of devotees.

Chief amongst these saints is Amir Khusrau 
(also credited with inventing the tabla and 
sitar). Widely considered to be the “father” of 
qawwali, his poetry is considered to be some 
of the most important in the Sufi canon. 

Widely regarded as the biggest step forward for the art-
form in decades, the Orchestral Qawwali Project has 
captivated audiences through its unique combination 
of Sufi poetry, Indian Classical dance and orchestral 
arrangements. Written and directed by composer 
Rushil Ranjan, the Project features the soaring vocals 
of Abi Sampa in effortless combination with rich 
orchestral arrangements performed by the CBSO.

ST ANNE’S CHURCH, AUGUST 2023 
WWW.ORCHESTRALQAWWALI.COM
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During its nascent and largely ritualistic 
stages, qawwali was only performed by 
men and the use of any instruments was 
prohibited. Over the centuries however, it 
has evolved to include tablas, dholaks and 
the south-asian harmonium. It has also 
moved from shrines to stages, concert halls 
and festivals around the world. Furthermore, 
much like the profound influence American 
gospel has had on popular and soul 
music in the West, qawwali has had an 
immeasurable influence on popular music 
in South Asia. 

This explosion in popularity and influence 
can largely be attributed to Ustad (a title 
equivalent to maestro) Nusrat Fateh Ali 
Khan. Together with tabla player Dildar 
Hussein and harmonium player, Farrukh 
Fateh Ali Khan, Nusrat took the world by 
storm, performing at the largest and most 
prestigious festivals and concert halls in the 
world and popularising qawwali amongst 
audiences regardless of their background. 

"Through rhythmic and 
hypnotic repetitive chanting 
and virtuosic singing it 
[qawwali] aims to lead its 
listeners to spiritual rapture"

ST ANNE’S CHURCH, AUGUST 2023 
WWW.ORCHESTRALQAWWALI.COM
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Conductor

MELVIN TAY

Melvin is a versatile Singaporean 
conductor based in Manchester, UK. 
He regularly collaborates with a wide 
range of ensembles, spanning diverse 
musical genres. These include the BBC 
Philharmonic, Royal Philharmonic Concert 
Orchestra, Royal Liverpool Philharmonic 
Orchestra, Manchester Camerata, London 
Voices, National Youth Choir of Great 
Britain, and Orchestral Qawwali Project, 
among others. As a passionate advocate for 
contemporary music, Melvin has conducted 
numerous notable premieres, such as 
the recording of Rushil Ranjan’s score for 
Aakash Odedra Company’s production of 
Songs of the Bulbul, which premiered at the 
Edinburgh International Festival to critical 
acclaim; the world premiere of Shikwa at 
Bradford Literature Festival; and Zakiya 
Leeming’s Dangerous Matter, a new opera 
that explores the story of Lady Mary Wortley 
Montagu and the origins of inoculation. His 
work with the BBC Philharmonic includes 
recordings for BBC Radio 3, Blue Peter, and 
a new musical by Theo Jamieson and Simon 
Pitts for BBC World Service. He currently 
serves as Music Director of the Northern 
Film Orchestra and is a Tutor in Conducting 
at the Royal Northern College of Music.

© FOUBOGRAPHY 
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Conductor

RUSHIL RANJAN

Rushil Ranjan is a critically acclaimed and 
award-winning composer, arranger and 
producer. He currently holds the position of 
Associate Artist at the Royal Albert Hall and 
Artistic Partner at Manchester Camerata. 
He is also a recipient of PRS Foundation’s 
Composer’s Fund. A composer across 
mediums, he has written for concert, award 
winning dance productions and BAFTA 
nominated TV and Film projects shown on 
Netflix, ITV, Film 4 and the BFI. Having begun 
his orchestral career in 2020, Rushil rose to 
prominence as the progenitor and composer 
of the Orchestral Qawwali Project, reframing 
the spiritual rapture of Sufi music through 
Rushil’s rich orchestral scores. Rushil’s 
work is also frequently commissioned and 
performed by leading ensembles including 
the CBSO, Manchester Camerata and AR 
Rahman’s Firdaus Orchestra. Having never 
received formal training, Rushil’s self-taught 
approach to classical composition and his 
unique ability to integrate Indian classical 
and Sufi influences has blurred the lines 
between genres and brought new audiences 
to orchestral ensembles and venues. 
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Lead Vocalist

Multi-instrumentalist, Qawwal and Veena 
virtuoso: Abi Sampa has become a genre 
shattering focal point within contemporary 
sufi and fusion music.  An Associate of the 
Royal Albert Hall, Abi was born in North-
West London to Sri Lankan Tamil parents. 
Reflecting the multicultural nature of the city 
she grew up in, Abi went on to explore and 
absorb a myriad of different musical styles 
and genres, all of which ended up forming 
the building blocks of her unique vocal 
and instrumental style. Abi is also the lead 
vocalist of the Orchestral Qawwali Project. 
One of the very few women to ever front a 
qawwali troupe, Sampa has stunned sold 
out audiences across continents with her 
groundbreaking vocal style and ability to 
huge classical ensembles and orchestras in 
song. An internationally celebrated singer 
and songstress, Abi has performed and 
collaborated with numerous luminaries in 
the industry including Nitin Sawhney, AR 
Rahman, the Engin-Earz and frequently 
performs with leading symphony orchestras 
including the CBSO and RPCO. 

ABI SAMPA
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Chorus

LONDON VOICES

Founded in 1973, London Voices is directed 
by conductor and composer Ben Parry. The 
choir has performed throughout Europe, 
Asia and the USA including Aldeburgh, 
Beijing, Berlin, Birmingham, Munich, Jordan, 
Lucerne, New York, St Denis, Shanghai 
and Turkey, and can range from a small 
vocal consort through to a choir of more 
than 100 singers, performing repertoire 
from Renaissance polyphony to avant-
garde contemporary music. The ensemble 
has collaborated with many distinguished 
composers and conductors including John 
Adams, Luciano Berio, Semyon Bychkov, 
Jessica Cottis, Jessica Curry, Bernard 
Haitink, Vladimir Jurowski, György Ligeti,  
Sir Simon Rattle and Sir Georg Solti. 

© BEN TOMLIN

BIOGRAPHIES

The choir performed in the world première 
of Karlheinz Stockhausen’s Mittwoch aus 
Licht, staged by Birmingham Opera in 
2012. London Voices is most well-known 
for singing on hundreds of movie, TV and 
computer game soundtracks, and has 
also participated on many choral and 
operatic recordings, collaborating with a 
distinguished roll-call of famous musicians 
including Gary Barlow, Andrea Bocelli, 
Coldplay, Dave Brubeck, Renée Fleming, Sir 
Paul McCartney, Sam Smith, Sting, Sir Bryn 
Terfel and Roger Waters.

Founder: Terry Edwards 
Director: Ben Parry 
london-voices.com
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We are Birmingham’s orchestra – loud 
and proud. An internationally celebrated 
symphony orchestra that makes music that 
matters to the people of Birmingham, the 
West Midlands and beyond.

A family of 90 incredible musicians, we 
exist to create exciting musical experiences 
for all. From brightening up the morning 
commute, to inspiring audiences and 
musicians of the future – we make epic, 
powerful, meaningful music that fills 
concert halls, communities, streets,  
schools and lives with passion,  
excitement, inspiration, hope and joy.

We’ve come from all over the world, but 
we’re at home right here in Birmingham. 
See us at Symphony Hall playing some  
of the greatest symphonic music of all  
time, at pop-up performances around 
the city, at the CBSO Centre performing 
intimate small-scale gigs or in schools, 
community centres, libraries and even  
the occasional pub!

We’re musicians, but we’re also parents, 
teachers, runners, gardeners, writers, sports 
fans, foodies and so much more. We’re part 
of your city, and we couldn’t be happier to 
be here to play, share, write, sing, live and 
breathe music with you!

PROUD TO BE 
BIRMINGHAM’S ORCHESTRA

© PATCH DOLAN
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PERFORMERS

# Recipient of the CBSO Long Service Award
* Supported player

Saturday 19 July 2025

VIOLIN I
Jonathan Martindale*
Emma Lisney
Jane Wright*#

Nathan Bomans*
Richard Thomas*
Mark Robinson#

Bethan Allmand*
Anna Mitchell
Libby Golding#

Wendy Quirk
Gaia Ramsdell
Lucy McKay
Robbie Bilson

VIOLIN II
Lowri Porter*
Shoshanah Sievers
Bryony Morrison*
Gabriel Dyker*#

Georgia Hannant*
Tim Birchall*
Tam Mott 
Amy Littlewood
Henry Salmon
Adam Hill
Zhivko Georgiev
Emily Groom

VIOLA
Adam Römer*#

David BaMaung*
Catherine Bower*#

Michael Jenkinson*#

Jessica Tickle*
Sarah Malcolm*
Amy Thomas#

Isobel Doncaster
Helen Roberts
Catherine Howe

CELLO
Eduardo Vassallo*#

Arthur Boutillier*
David Powell*#

Kate Setterfield*#

Miguel Fernandes*
Jacqueline Tyler*#

Helen Edgar*#

Sarah Berger
Josh Mountford

DOUBLE BASS
Jeremy Watt*
Julian Walters*#

Yijia Cui
Phoebe Cheng
Tom Morgan
Joseph Straker

FLUTE
Marie-Christine  
  Zupancic*#

Veronika Klirova*#

OBOE
Emmet Byrne*#

COR ANGLAIS
Rachael Pankhurst*#

CLARINETS
Oliver Janes*#

Joanna Patton*#

BASSOON
Tony Liu 

CONTRABASSOON
Margaret Cookhorn*

HORN
Elspeth Dutch*#

Jack Sewter
Mark Phillips*#

Jeremy Bushell*
Jake Bagby

TRUMPET
Jason Lewis*
Holly Clarke
Kaitlin Wild*

TROMBONE
Richard Watkin*
Anthony Howe*#

BASS TROMBONE
David Vines*#

TUBA
Daniel Trodden

TIMPANI
Toby Kearney*

PERCUSSION
Adrian Spillett*#

Eva Laverty

HARP
Katherine Thomas* 

ORGAN
Julian Wilkins
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YOU M
IGHT ALSO LIKE...

UPCOMING 
CONCERTS...

Book online at cbso.co.uk or call the  
B:Music Box Office on 0121 780 3333

CBSO 
MEMBERSHIP
From priority booking to members’ 
events and behind-the-scenes 
information, there are plenty of 
reasons to join the CBSO. 

But it is the people themselves 
who are at the very heart of our 
membership. CBSO members 
can enjoy the chance to share the 
company of musicians and artists 
and meet new like-minded friends.

Simply visit cbso.co.uk/
membership to sign up online,  
or call the development team on  
0121 616 6510.

We look forward to welcoming  
you to the family!

JOIN THE FAMILY

AN EVENING WITH RUSHIL RANJAN
Critically acclaimed composer Rushil 
Ranjan premieres a brand new commission.
Thu 27 Nov 2025, 7:30pm

THE CBSO & THE ORCHESTRAL 
QAWWALI PROJECT
This glorious blend of Sufi poetry, Indian 
Classical dance and symphony orchestra 
returns to Birmingham.
Fri 12 Jun 2026, 7:30pm

CLASSIC FM HALL OF FAME
The definitive countdown of Britain’s 
favourite classical music.
Thu 30 Apr 2026, 7:30pm
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Arrive by Metro
and immerse yourself

in the music
Enjoy your orchestra 
experience with
discounted tram travel 
and free Park 'n' Ride.

O	cial Travel Partner

20% o�
Scan to get

Plan Your Journey

westmidlandsmetro.com

Metro Zone 1-4
O�-Peak Day Ticket
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CBSO.CO.UK

City of
Birmingham
Symphony
Orchestra 

Proud to be Birmingham’s Orchestra

Follow us on
Facebook, Instagram,
TikTok and X
@TheCBSO

CBSO Centre
Berkley Street Birmingham, B1 2LF
information@cbso.co.uk
0121 616 6500

Registered Charity no. 506276. All performance timings are approximate. The information in this programme was 
correct at the time of going to print. The CBSO reserves the right to alter programmes and artists without notice.
Cover photo: Andrew Porter. Print: emmersonpress.co.uk

WE'RE  
ALL  
EARS
We'd love to hear from you!

Complete our survey and be in with the 
chance of winning a £50 voucher for a 
restaurant of your choice.

We're working to better understand our 
audiences, and by completing a survey 
following a CBSO concert, you can opt in 
to be entered into the prize draw.

If you’d like to share any additional 
feedback, or have any questions, please 
email us at marketing@cbso.co.uk.


