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The Nat Geo Music Interview: Red Baraat 
An Indian Brass Band Makes A Big Noise In New York 
by Mehmet Dede  
 
For the past two years the band Red Baraat has been one of the New York music scene's best-kept secrets. 
Based on the ubiquitous village brass bands of India's Punjab region, Red Baraat has been creating havoc 
on dance floors all over the city, and on the national festival circuit, too. Led by the eclectic Sunny Jain 
who is equal parts MC and percussionist (he's a master of the dhol , the iconic, double-sided, barrel-shaped 
Punjabi drum), Red Baraat features a mighty brass section comprised of trumpet, saxophone, trombone and 
sousaphone played by an energetic 9-piece band. Even though Red Baraat performs classic Bollywood 
numbers and Punjabi folk songs (their version of "Mundian To Bach Ke" is a must-hear), Red Baraat's 
sound and vision transcends its South Asian inspiration, bringing a universal dance floor message that 
needs no translation from Bombay to Brooklyn. And now the secret is out, with the release of Red Baraat's 
debut album Chaal Baby on their own independent Sinj Records label. We recently sat down with Sunny 
Jain to talk about how it all began... 
 
Nat Geo Music First things first: Describe the music of Red Baraat. 
Sunny Jain: I would say Red Baraat serves up intricate melodies that slither like a snake projected by a 
powerful brass lineup, a la marching band style - including a sousaphone. The drumset and percussion 
grooves reflect rhythms from around the world but the feel is ultimately rooted in India as the dhol bangs 
out Punjabi bhangra beats. 
 
What does that sound like? 
Something akin to a New Orleans second-line rhythm, but with much more shoulder shrugging and hip-
shaking. 
 
Is it true that the band came together for the first time at your wedding?  
Yes, Red Baraat, before the band was even named, had its birth on my wedding day, August 27, 2005. In 
typical North Indian tradition, I had a baraat [wedding processional consisting of singing, dancing and 
music] that 30 or so of my musician friends brought me in with. Shortly thereafter, I started receiving calls 
as people heard about there being a marching band in town for Indian weddings. [laughs] 
I put a 5-piece band together and we played our first couple of baraats in the summer of 2006. The word 
spread very quickly after that and since then, we've been playing close to 30 weddings or more a year. 
 
That story sounds very similar to how many European Gypsy bands start out. When did you start to 
perform in public? 
I didn't form what's now known as Red Baraat and take it public until late 2008. I guess it's just been my 
musical journey that eventually brought me to wanting to put together such a band. I fell in love with the 
sound of dhol when I started playing it in 2002 and I wanted to lead a band where I wasn't behind the entire 
band on drumset, but instead up front playing the dhol. As I started thinking of instrumentation, I also knew 
that I wanted a wide variety of voices and musical personalities to make up the sound of Red Baraat and no 
electrified instruments. 
 



What's the reception been like so far? 
It has been tremendous. It's pretty cool to be able to look out into an audience and to see the different folks 
we bring together through the common language of music. It's also great that the band and our music lends 
to great flexibility in being able to perform in a variety of situations, from world music festivals to fashion 
shows, jazz venues to outdoor social justice rallies, Indian weddings to recently opening up for The 
Slackers! All of us in Red Baraat just love playing in this band and I think that comes across in our 
performances, which allows us to connect with such great audiences who in return give us awesome 
energy. 
 
In addition to paying homage to India and marching bands, there is an improvisational element in 
your music that has traces of jazz.  
After receiving so much feedback of the marching band at my wedding, I started remembering the number 
one reason why I and so many friends started playing music to begin with: to communicate and connect 
with people. This important principle can sometimes get lost in playing jazz nowadays, which is the 
background I am coming from. 
 
Who are your influences? 
Each one of us in the band have imprinted our own personal musical experience into the sound of Red 
Baraat. My original intention with the sound of the band was to bring the instinctual shoulder dancing of 
bhangra music; develop a sound that blends various musical aesthetics, similar to how Fela Kuti created 
Afrobeat, but on the Indian tip; and to lead a band that enveloped and projected positive vibes, similar to 
what I learned playing in The Himalayas under the direction of drum master Kenny Wollesen. 
 
What about the Gypsy influence? It seems like the horns and the party vibe bring out Balkan sounds. 
I guess the Gypsy sound is inherently in our music because the Gypsies originated in North India centuries 
ago. You will find that melismatic, microtonal approach in Indian music, Balkan music, and Middle 
Eastern music. Then coming from a jazz background, that sound just naturally seeped into our music, 
specifically the improvisatory element of jazz, but there are a host of other influences entering our music, 
such as funk, go-go, Brazilian, rock, and more. 
 
I've seen the band several times now, including at smaller clubs, where literally everybody was 
jumping up and down. What does it take to build that kind of infectious energy? 
We aim to bring the party! There's just something about the primal sound of all those acoustic instruments - 
particularly the dhol - that strikes people at the core. We're also just having such a blast up there as a band 
and when audiences see and feel that, they feed their energy to us, which just amps us up even more. If I 
end a performance with my shirt drenched in sweat, I know I gave it my all and didn't hold back at all. 
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A Big Band for the World
Brooklyn -based Red Baraat Unites American Jazz and North Indian Rhythms
By PIA CAITON

Every night is a different
dance party at Lincoln Center's
Midsummer Night Swing, an out-
door concert series running
through July 17.Thursday night's
show will be a mix of Indian
Bhangra and New Orleans brass,
by way of Brooklyn. Making its
Midsummer debut is the nine-
piece band Red Baraat, which
will perform along with D.J. Re-
kha. Founded in 2008 by dhol
player and composer Sunny Jain,
who was born to Punjabi immi-
grant parents and raised in
Rochester, N.Y., Red Baraat
melds percussion and brass for
an explosive sound that draws
from a wide variety of traditions
from around the world.

Red Baraat released its debut
album, "Chaal Baby," in 2009,
and plays regularly at Barbes, a
small jazz club in Park Slope.
But the group's big sound has
also led it to international tours
and local events, including a
show during Mercedes-Benz
Fashion Week. These days, Mr.
Jain and company are on a tour
that will lead them across Amer-
ican and through Europe, then
back to New York for three
shows in August.

In an interview with The Wall
Street Journal, Mr. Jain ex-
plained how it all comes to-
gether.

Wall Street Journal: How do
you describe the Red Baraat
sound?
Sunny Jain: It's based on acous-
tic instruments bringing a pow-
erful, primal sound. There are
nine pieces: the central drum,
dhol, drumset, percussion, sousa-
phone and several horns. While
the foundation is North Indian
Bhangra, there are a multitude of
musical elements, such as funk,
jazz, hip-hop, go-go, rock, Brazil-
ian. There's vocal interaction,
from Punjabi singing to English
rapping to call-and-response,

WSJ: How does Red Baraat com-
pare to bands with similar in-
struments?
Mr. Jain: There is a long history
of the Indian brass band. There's
one at every wedding. What dif-
fers is that we are combining all

Sunny Jain (second from right) and Red Baraat performed at Mercedes-Benz Fashion Week last February.

the brass with the dhol and
drumset. What separates it from
a New Orleans brass band is the
presence of the dhol. I wasn't
trying to have an Indian wedding
band. We're creating a sound
that reflects a variety of influ-
ences-a New York City, urban
American sound.

WSJ: With so many influences,
the band isn't easy to categorize.
But that seems to be working for
you.
Mr. Jain: This band can fit into
various programming, from
world music to jazz to jam-band
to ethnic festivals. We aim to de-
liver massive amounts of energy
at our live shows.

WSJ: Your bandmates come
from extremely disparate musi-
cal backgrounds. What are some
of the traditions and flavors that
they bring?

Mr. Jain: Drumset player Tomas
Fujiwara had worked on the
show "STOMP" for several years,
and I was looking for him to
bring in that sensibility. Percus-
sionist Rohin Khemani has a
background in Indian classical
music as a tabla player. He has
also played jazz, pop and been a
drum kit player to a world per-
cussionist. Trumpet player and
vocalist Sonny Singh comes from
a ska/reggae background. Our
sousaphone player, John Altieri,
is a rare breed, bringing funky
bass lines and rapping, too. Mike
Bomwell plays tenor or alto sax-
ophone, but mostly baritone sax.
His flexibility is a great asset.
Arun Luthra is our horn-section
leader and plays soprano sax.
Aside from his jazz background,
Arun played South-Indian classi-
cal music and Afro-Cuban. Trom-
bonist, Smoota comes from a
funk, R&B and pop background.

He has a sound that is unparal-
leled by any trombonist in the
city. MiWi La Lupa, our bass
trumpeter, is the glue in the
horn section, hitting our melo-
dies, but also creating some
wonderful harmonies.

WSJ: How do you meld all that
together?
Mr. Jain: I had it in mind what I
wanted us to sound like, but I
also left room for each member
to bring their own unique voice
to the group so that we could de-
velop the complete group sound
together. It is because of each in-
dividual player in the band that
we are Red Baraat.

WSJ.com
ONLINE TODAY: Listen to
music clips by Red Baraat
at WSJ.com/NYCulture.



















 

 
 
Red Baraat 
Chaal Baby 
(Sinj Records ***1/2) 
 
Ethnomusicological sourcing of rhythm-based world-music fusions has its own edifying appeal - but if the 
jams are no fun, who cares? Can't fake the funk. That's not a problem with Red Baraat, an irresistible "dhol 
'n' brass" nine-piece from New York City directed by acclaimed drummer Sunny Jain. It's got the infectious 
allure of a rolling New Orleans brass band (bottom-ended by some deep sousaphone) crossed with the 
giddy beats of bhangra, the North Indian feel-good style that has taken root all over the world, particularly 
in subcontinental immigrant communities (see the dancing wedding-goers in Bend It Like Beckham). 
 
Raised in Rochester by Punjabi parents, Jain has drummed since age five, including jazz gigs, with 
international Sufi-rock band Junoon, on Broadway in the Bombay Dreams production, and in numerous 
ensembles of his own. Red Baraat originally formed to play at Jain's own nuptials a few years ago. The 
debut album's lead track is indeed "Punjabi Wedding Song (Balle Balle)," and baraat is a Hindi term for 
marriage procession. In the last year, RB has captivated crowds beyond the wedding circuit with Jain 
leading the funked-up action on the two-sided Punjabi dhol drum. He invented "dhol 'n' brass" - and this 
record proves that Red Baraat rules it. 
 
- David R. Stampone 
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