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CD1

BIHAG
Sunder hon gayee birakh bhanu ke bilok aayee bairan ko baadhoo vyethaa birhe bali
aayee kee
In the love of Krishna, Sunder, myself, have become such that I don’t know when the sun
rises and the light looks like my enemy in the separation of Krishna

Bhool jaat khaan paan roop rang aan baan manas ko chetnan hoat chith chaayee kee
In separation of Krishna, I have forgotten eating, drinking, my own beauty and complex-
ion and all pride, even my senses…what they remember is the love for my beloved Krishna

CD2

KAMBOJI
Manas ho to wahi Raskhan basun braj Gokul nand ke gwalan
Jo pashu hon to kahan bas mero chaeun chit nand ke machaaran dhenu
If I, Raskhan, must be reborn as a human being, let it be in Brij Gokul among the
cowherds of Nand.
If I am born an animal, what a fate! Let me graze each day with the cows of Nand

MALKOSH
Poojan chali Mahadev chandra badani mrighya nayani hans gamani parvati
She is going to offer prayers to Mahadev (Lord Shiva), her body  shining like the moon,
eyes like a deer, walking with the grace of swan



DHRUPAD: AN ANCIENT TRADITION
by Sunil Dutta

The History
Dhrupad is the oldest existing form of North Indian classical music. The dhrupad

tradition is a major heritage of Indian culture. The origin of this music is linked to the
recitation of Sama Veda, the sacred Sanskrit text. Dhrupad is the oldest vocal and instru-
mental style, and the form from which Indian classical music originated. The continu-
ity of dhrupad, a contemplative and meditative form, has been sustained by traditions
of devotional music and worship. Indeed, the leading dhrupad maestros remark that
rather than to entertain the audience, dhrupad’s purpose is aradhana (worship). The
nature of dhrupad music is spiritual, seeking not to entertain but to induce deep feel-
ings of peace and contemplation in the listener.

The word dhrupad is derived from dhruva (fixed, steadfast) and pada (word, com-
position). Dhrupad probably evolved from the earlier chanting of om, the sacred sylla-
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Kar liye agrathaal pushpan ke goondhe haar mukk diye jaraye devan dev mahadev
She is holding a large tray with incense, flower garlands, a burning nine-mouthed oil lamp

Sak nak shik solaah shringar baren na jaye sunderta chabi
Nicely dressed from feet to head with the sixteen adornments, beautiful beyond description
is her appearance

Tansen dhoop deep nai wayi dal dhyan lago har har har aadi dev
Tansen is fully concentrating and lost in this immense show and praising the lord of the
origin



ble which is claimed in Hindu canon to be the source of all creation. Om is said to have
a spiritually purifying effect on the person chanting it. Later, the rhythmic chanting of
the Vedic scriptures evolved into singing of chhanda and prabandha, some time in the
first millennium AD. Dhrupad is said to have emerged from prabandha. One significant
characteristic of dhrupad is the emphasis on maintaining purity of the ragas and the
swaras (notes). According to some accounts, dhrupad was sung in temples, the singer
facing the divinity. The compositions were prayers addressed to Hindu gods. Later,
dhrupad evolved into a highly sophisticated and complex musical form, while still
retaining its sacred character. The language of composition also changed from Sanskrit
to Brijbhasha, over the period between the 12th and the 16th centuries. A major part of
the compositions being sung nowadays were written in the 16th century and later.
About six centuries ago, dhrupad music came to be patronized by the royal courts and
its complex rendering was directed to highly sophisticated royal audiences. Among other
topics, a number of compositions were written in praise of emperors. However, the
sacred nature of dhrupad survived and even in the 20th century we are fortunate enough
to hear this majestic form of music as performed more than 500 years ago in the royal
courts of the emperors and kings of India.

The Music
Dhrupad music has two major parts (each of the two parts is further subdivided into

several), alap and dhrupad. Alap is sung without words and dhrupad (also called ban-
deesh, the fixed composition part) is sung with the accompaniment of a pakhawaj, a
two-headed barrel-shaped drum. A vocal dhrupad performance begins with a meditative
alap in which the artist develops the raga, note-by-note, without any instrumental
accompaniment except the drone of the tanpura. The emphasis is on developing each
note with purity and clarity. To quote Ustad Zia Fariduddin Dagar: “Alap entails the
search to get the most perfect pitch of every note. It takes you into a sort of meditation
in which you are lost in the waves of sound and forget everything. There remains only
sound.”
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The alap begins very slowly and the tempo gradually increases. The alap comprises
the major part of the performance. It uncovers the personality of the raga. The contem-
plative music surrounds and absorbs the audience. The alap evokes a mood in the audi-
ence that coincides with the mood of the raga that is chosen.The singer uses certain syl-
lables (om, num, re, ri, na, ta, tom) that have a peaceful and meditative effect. These syl-
lables are taken from a mantra and denote various Hindu gods. The philosophy behind
not using words is that words may distract and thus lessen the chance of floating in a
spiritual plane. Without the distraction caused by words, what one hears in the alap is
the sound of pure music, ideally leading to divine fusion.  The artist concludes the alap
after exploring the three octaves and the limits of the raga being sung through improvi-
sation. Then follows the bandeesh, a traditional composition set to a Brijbhasha text fol-
lowed by composed and improvised variations, accompanied by pakhawaj. 

Generally the dhrupad compositions are sung in chautal (a 12 beat rhythm cycle).
Other tala cycles that are used are sula tala (10) and tivra tala (7 beats), and dhamar (14
beats). The meaning of text in composition is very important and the artists must pay
careful attention to the enunciation of words. Even during improvisation, care is taken
not to mispronounce the words. The singer and pakhawaj player engage in a lively dia-
logue, but do not attempt to compete with each other.

The Guru-Shishya Parampara of Oral Teaching
The teaching of dhrupad is very closely tied to the ancient system of guru-shishya

parampara (the teacher-disciple tradition). This is an oral tradition that dates back thou-
sands of years. The students lived in the home of their guru and devoted themselves to
riyaz (practice) of music. The lives of students were focused on learning music and help-
ing with the household chores of their teacher. The teacher could supervise the students
all the time and provide guidance. The music was taught orally, with teacher singing a
phrase and students repeating it until they perfected it. The learning of dhrupad music
does not involve transcribing the teaching. The leading dhrupad teachers strongly
believe, as did their ancestors, that learning of music is not possible through text books.
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Due to its strict adherence to purity, learning dhrupad is very difficult. It takes years
of rigorous and painstaking practice, involving many hours (8 to 12) of singing every
day, before a dhrupad student can reach a stage when he will be ready to perform com-
petently. These early years of total devotion to learning also mean total financial depen-
dence, as the student does not have the time to earn a living.  In the past, the teacher
took care of the needs of students, so that they could commit themselves completely to
the study of music. The guru, in turn, was provided for by the royal court. This royal
patronage led to the preservation of guru-shishya parampara for centuries, until the abo-
lition of the princely states in India in 1947. In effect, the disappearance of the royal sys-
tem also led to a decline in the support for dhrupad music. Great artists were suddenly
faced with financial hardship and were left with no support. The guru-shishya
parampara was severely impacted by this turn of events. The central and state govern-
ments in India are belatedly making limited efforts to revive this tradition. The Dhrupad
Kendra in Bhopal, based on this ancient tradition, has produced several outstanding
vocalists. However, much additional work needs to be done to ensure the survival of this
ancient tradition, an intrinsic part of the culture of India. As the guru-shisya parampara
depends upon oral transmission of information, if there is no one to transfer the infor-
mation, the musical tradition, that is thousands of years old, might simply disappear.

The Banis
During the seventh century, five geetis (styles of singing) were mentioned by Matang.

These geetis, called Shuddha, Bhinna, Gauri, Vegswara, and Sadharani were supposed to
have developed later into the four banis (or vani) of dhrupad: Gauhar, Khandar, Nauhar,
and Dagarvani. Historians have not bee able to resolve the questions related to the gen-
esis or even the existence of the banis, due to a lack of documentation.

The style of singing by Darbhanga and Talwandi Gharanas is said to be derived from
khandar vani. Asad Ali Khan, the rudra vina maestro, states that his family practices
Khandar vani. The family of Indra Kishore Mishra claims to be the practitioner of
Nauhar and Khandar vani. The Dagar family practices Dagarvani bani.
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Prominent Dhrupad Gharanas Today: The Dagar Family
The Dagar family claims lineage through Swami Haridas (fifteenth century), a

renowned singer of that time. Besides Swami Haridas, Behram Khan (1753-1878) was
the most renowned dhrupad artist in the Dagar clan. He was associated with the royal
court of Jaipur. Other famous artists were Ustad Zakiruddin Khan (1840-1926) and
Allabande Khan (1845-1927), well known for their jugalbandi (duet) performances.
The famous Dagar brothers are the grandsons of Allabande Khan, whereas Ustad Zia
Fariduddin Dagar and Ustad Zia Mohiuddin Dagar are the grandsons of Zakiruddin
Khan. The Dagarbani dhrupad rendition is characterized by meditative and leisurely
development of alap. The purity of a raga is never compromised for the sake of show-
manship, often observed in many other Hindustani music concerts in recent times. Even
during the singing of the composition, with intricate rhythmic patterns, the music
maintains its spiritual character.

The biographical details of the musicians of the past are very sketchy, partly due to
the oral tradition of passing information. The available information is largely anecdotal
and unauthenticated, especially when it comes to tracing the genealogy of the gharana
(musical tradition) systems. The history of the Dagar family (Dagar Gharana, or tradi-
tion) can be authentically traced to the 1800s, although contemporary historians believe
that Dagar family has been associated with Dhrupad for twenty unbroken generations.
It is accepted universally that the Dagar family has contributed significantly to preser-
vation and spreading of Dhrupad. They have helped keep this art alive, even though this
music was losing popularity in a time of changing tastes. A unique and interesting fact
about the Dagar Gharana is that unlike most of the gharanas of North Indian classical
music, it claims no connection with the legendary Tansen. 

Talwandi Gharana
The Talwandi tradition is associated with the western parts of India, specifically,

Punjab. Presently, the tradition has very few singers, all living in Pakistan. Prominent
singers of the tradition include Muhammad Hafiz Khan and Muhammad Afzal Khan.
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Hafiz Khan claims that the Talwandi gharana represents Khandar bani. Dilip Chandra
Vedi, who learnt from Talwandi Gharana members in the 1920s, claimed that Nayak
Chand Khan and Suraj Khan were the founders of Talwandi Gharana. Contrary to other
opinions regarding dhrupad, Hafiz Khan places Islam at the center of dhrupad philoso-
phy. The mantra sung by him during the alap is “nita tarana tarana Allah (Almighty in
Islam) tero nam.” The Talwandi Gharana appears to have similarities to the Darbhanga
Gharana described below. A few recordings exist that show extremely fast concluding
portions of the alap. The compositions display highly complex rhythmic variations.

Darbhanga Gharana
Darbhanga tradition is one of the two main living Dhrupad gharanas, besides the

Dagar tradition. The Mallik family represents Darbhanga Gharana of dhrupad.  Radha
Krishna and Karta Ram, the court musicians for the Nawab of Darbhanga, are consid-
ered the founders of the tradition. A link to the musical line of Tansen is traced through
Bhupat Khan, the teacher of the founders of the family. The performance of the
Darbhanga Gharana of dhrupad singers can be distinguished mainly by the way com-
positions are sung after the alap. A major emphasis is placed on the rhythmic aspect of
the singing. According to Abhaya Narayan Mallik, the Darbhanga tradition is associat-
ed with Gauhar Bani. The family has a rich stock of compositions to draw upon.
Prominent singers include the late Ram Chatur Mallik, Vidur Mallik, Abhaya Narayan
Mallik, and Prem Kumar Mallik.

Bettiah Gharana
According to Falguni Mitra, the main proponent of Bettiah Gharana, Bettiah

Gharana has compositions available from all the Vanis, though more emphasis is placed
on Khandar Vani. The ornamentations and rhythmic variations are strictly applied dur-
ing the rendition of dhrupad. He states that the gharana originated in the royal state of
Bettiah in Bihar. Pyar Khan of Seni Gharana and Haider Khan are considered to be the
major influence on this gharana.
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Dhrupad Music in the 20th Century and Beyond
During the early part of the 20th century, there was a loss of popularity for Dhrupad,

and it appeared that this musical tradition and the part of Indian culture that it repre-
sents might die very soon. One of the reasons was the loss of royal patronage and the
subsequent financial hardships faced by the artists. The alap singing and the improvisa-
tion involved in dhrupad requires enormous training, talent, imagination and creativity.
This in turn requires dedication and focus on the part of the learner if he or she wants
to become an accomplished artist. The great dhrupad singers emphasize that their ardu-
ous training lasting decades before they could master the art and its intricacies.

Dhrupad music has survived so far, due to the persistence and dedication of the mas-
ters who have not given up, despite financial hardships and adversity. This persistence
seems to be coming to fruition now, as we see a new generation of dhrupad artists such
as Wasifuddin Dagar, Bahauddin Dagar, Gundecha Brothers, Nancy Lesh, Uday
Bhawalkar, Prem Kumar Mallik, and others. — © 1999 Sunil Dutta

Cover: Moinuddin and Aminuddin Dagar. Alain Daniélou photo courtesy Jacques Cloarec.
Centerfold: Dagar ensemble, 1950s. Courtesy Philippe Bruguière.
Back cover: Hussain Sayeeduddin, Nasir Zahiruddin, Rahim Fahimuddin, Nasir
Aminuddin, Zia Mohiuddin, Zia Fariduddin and Nasir Faiyazuddin Dagar. Yvan
Trunzler photo courtesy Philippe Bruguière.

Thanks to Buddhadev Das Gupta, Subrata Chowdhury and Anu Burman. Brijbasha
translations courtesy Wasifuddin Dagar. Associate Producer: Ira Landgarten. Produced
by John Wilton.

Moinuddin and Aminuddin Dagar on Raga Records: Rag Todi, Calcutta 1957.
In production: Wasifuddin Dagar at Washington Square Church, New York, May 2000.
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