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PRAB HA ATRRE

BADE GHULAM ALI KHAN: 'K4.KARlIN SA)A...\'l •• • '

I t happe ned many years ago when ] was at school! •Ka karunsajani . .. '. the notes came

wafting to my ears from some distance . I suddenly stopped. The song ended; yel l could

not move away from the spot: I gathered enough courage. went inside and asked. "Who was
that singing?" An elderly gentleman was standing there with a record of music in his hand.

He looked at me and said with a slight smile , "Read the name on the record." I read the name.

The name was very much there. 'B ade Ghularn Ali Khan' . That was my first introduction [0

Khansaheb and his music.
His music had cast a spell on me. How frequently must have I listened to tharrecord again

and again! I had learn t accurately each and every note of that song. No matter where 1went

to sing, there wo uld invariably be a request for 'Ka karun sajanf or ' Yad piya ki aye' ,

I was born in a Brahmin famil y and that too in a city like Pune. There was no musical
environment wha tsoe ver in the house, Under these circumstances, maybe, it was still not

quite so odd for me to take to classical music; but it was definitely not quite expected that I
should tum to Thumri and that too of the Punjabi style-flutaty, provocative, embellished

with unusual twi sts and turns. and yet fluid. In those days, the singing star Noorjahan was
my favouri te matinee idol. I was highly influenced by her singing, Every musical expression

of hers was charming. limpid, melodious. bearing just the right weight and tenderly touching

the chords of one's heart. She had a very special way of saying her words in an endearing

manner. I had followed that path; and it was by listening to Khansaheb's records that I got

acquainted with fresh turns and typical featur es of that path. My Thumri as it is today has

grown along the same line. My love for the llindi language goes back to the same period of

my life.
It was my ardent desire to see Khansaheb and listen 10 him in person. The opportunity

carne my way later after seve ral years. I had gone to Calcutta for a concert. Someone told me

that Khansaheb wa s going to sing at a private gathering. I was overjoyed. It was quite late

by the time I fini shed my programme and went to listen to Khansaheb. I could hear the notes
'Ka karun sajani I from a distance. The mehfil was almost coming to an end. But that voice!

Even today, the memory of that voice fills my body with a sense of thrill. The host was a

Bengali gentl eman . The baithak was in a square-shaped courtyard . There was a curtain ed
balcony that overl ooked it al l around, a special seating arrangement for ladies. Mydesire.to

look at Khan saheb at close quarters remained unfulfilled. But my heart was filled WIth

So.ngu t Natal Vol. XXXIX, No.4, 2005



20 PRABIIA ATRRE

contentment even by the last Bhairavi,
There was no microphone. Yet the delicate artistry of notes co uld be heard clearly. There

is a distinctive resonant edge ijawari) to Khansaheb's voice. It was there and then that I
learnt that even the human voice has to be given a resonant edge like the strings of a
Tanpura. Khansaheb's voiceis actua lly quitemasculine. full of weigh r. andexpansive; 3t the

same timesoft as butter, tender, delicate, fluid. wide-ranging: on the whole. commanding.
One does not know what the natu ral quality of Khan saheb' s voice was. But it was

undou btedly a <rained voice. One never felt the distance between tbe lower and the higher
octave in that voice. nor was its sweetness ever diminished. Contrastive exposition wasa
characteristic feature of his singing. While there would be a gamak in slow tempo going on,
aquick lana wouldsuddenly spurt out like 3.flashof lightening. While one was listening to
a simple, straightforward lingering on the notes, a moment later would emerge the filigree
work of a short innovative arrangement of gracenotes (Jean) . Some strings of notes would
be moving forward with an unexpected push of measured weight, while some would be
marked with well-defined curves. There was noth ing that he could not prod uce. His enun
ciation of words too used to be clear and musical because his words would retain their
structure and characteron any notes, lower Or higher. Artis ts who have fully understood the
importance of proper enunciationof words,communicationof theirmeanings. and revelation
of feelings that they convey are indeed very few. At least those who are particular about
singing both the sthayi and an/ara should be paying special attention to thi s.

Khansaheb had an extrao rdinary crea tivity. One co uld never predict how he would sud
denlyslide from one noteto another.He wouldmove fromoneragatoanotherwithsuch ease
that one would not even know where one ended and the alite r began. One actually faces
limitations while structuring phrases in Punjab style, but Khansaheb had no constraints;
even afterhalfanhourof elaboration he wouldcome upwith something new.Toexperience
thaI one has /0 Jisten to his Pahadi or Sindhubhairavi.

Khansaheb used to include sargam and tanas as well even in Thumri. But he neverlet
that affect lite basic contours of the form. His sargams and tanas carne as an integral part of
the song. lie has even been criticised for this. When would these critics understand how an
artist can easi ly free himself from the confining cage of so-called theory? If Thumri and

Khayal were to be distinguished from each other merely on lite basis of use of sargamand
lana, every Kltayal singer would also have been a Thumri singer. The difference between
classical and light classical singing is subtle and not gross. Khansaheb favoured one par
ticular variety of Keherwa tala. It practically consists of just four beats. Anyone could clap
or tap to its beats. He used to balance his notes and words so deli cately in the tala-s\l1lcturC
thaI the listener would j ust fioat with it.

Khansah eb raised the Surmandal to the status of a musical instrument for acco mpani
ment. Rarely could anyone have used the Surmandal so sparingly and effectively as he did.
His voice andhis patternsof notes usedto stand outevenbetteron account of theSunnandal
background.
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Khansaheb's gestures and expressions wereasdelightfulas his singing. One was always
amazed how such delicate notes could emerge from such a massive physique. If onlyone
could have a gurumant ra from such artists about thewayto do riyoz;many mishaps inthe
pursuit of the art could be avoided. Khansabeb had thought deeply about every facet of

music. Thatwas evident in his singing. That is why his music will always remain evergreen
and will continue 10 provide inspiration to new generations.

Khansabe b suffered a paral ytic stroke in his later life. A living death for an artist. Amaz

ingly, he continued to singeven withthataffliction. BUI his eyes wouldoccasionally fillwith
tears as he sang. That voice, once his obedient slave. hadfinally begun to betray him.

During his illness, he was once slaying at Hyderabad for a few days . I had gone there to

participate in the conference of the Gandharva Mahavidyalaya Mandai .

"You want to meet Khansaheb, don't you? Butyou have to let him hear you singing."
Icertainly wantedto meethim. Butwhataboutsinging inhis presence? Thai evening is still
lingering in my mind. I had my head on Khansabeb's feet.

"How areyou. my child?" Thatsamevoice.
No word co uld rise up to my mouth. I loo k the Tanpura and began. Khansabeb was

responding wholeheartedly to my singing. I had never imagined that the listener in him
would be so mag nanimous and so full of affection. The Khayal came 10 an end. I was purring

the Tanpura down.

"What's th is, child? S ing that 'Ka karun sajani' as well!"

Who had informed Khan saheb that I sing that Thumri?
My eyes filled with tears . Wh ile I was singing the Thumri. Khansaheb had kept his eyes

closed. What could he have bee n thinking? Could it be that in this helpless cond ition of his

he was thinking of his past? He called me to his side after I had finished singing.

"God has given you a good voice and a good brain. Keep on singing."
How lucky I was that my Th umri had received the blessings of Khansaheb!

A."fi'.ER KHA."l: 'GI)RUBI.VGfAN NAP.4VE••• '

There are many who cannot manage to move along evenwith the tirn~s they belon~ to,
but musicians like Ameer Khan Sabeb continue to mould their art by keeping track of SIgns

that hint at the future . Th ey give direc tion not only to the next generation but also to the

generations which follow thereafter. Theirartknows noconstraints of time.
Many of our ideas about arti stic beauty are a result ofcultural conditioning. Very few are

th ., . ab b' ition is unique amongst the artistse Outcome of COnsCIOUS thinking. Khans e s posi .
h inkin bo 't d Iy One finds a wonderful fUSIOnw 0 openednew vistas of beauty by thi g a utI eep .

of theory and art in Kh ansabeb's singing. Gh J Ali Khan
My favo urite arti sts during my childhood were Roshanara Begum, Bade u am 1 ,
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Begum Akhtar and the singer-actress Noorjahan. I had indeed heardthe name of Arneer

Khan. buthad not seen himin person.
I heard Khansaheb for the first time through his recordings in 1960 when I had been

transferred to the Nagpur centre of All India Radio. Khansaheb's singing was totally differ
ent ineveryaspect, rightfromthe mannerin whichhe used his voice-somethingthe likeof
which I had never heard before. Although Khansaheb 's style of singing came very close to

thatof the Kirana gharana, it was quite different in its exposition and details.
At around the same time. I had got to know Shrikant Bakre, a Nagpur rad io artist and a

disciple of Khansaheb, TItis disciple was someone who had insight . was intelligent, and
always used to be lost in music. Veryoften we used to sing togetherand have discussions.
Through these sessions Jwas gradually gaining an insight into Khansaheb's gayaki.

At that time I was not able to realize how close I had unknowingly got to Khansaheb's
music. "Prabhatai has changed her style of singing"-when such whispering reached my

ears, I started to think about it
Had my singing really changed? My guru Sureshbabu had freely given me all that he

could. After his death. Hirab ai had given a pro fessional touch to my singing. The
gurumantra- motto-given to me bymy guru was, "Whenever you come acros s anything
good, take it". After Sureshbabu passed away, mine had become a self-instructing journey
like Ekalavya. Thisseclusion taught me to remaindetached andalso mademe more sensitive.
Maybe that is why my mind always remained alert whenever I encountered any fresh, differ
ent artisticexpression. Theconceptunderlying Khan saneb's music hadappealed tome and
I bad approached it fully aware of what I was doing.

The occasions to meet AmeerKhan Saheb as a person were not many. But anyone who
saw him even from a distance could at once feel the refinement that was inherent in his
conversation and conduct. Somehow, I never felt the curiosity to know more about his
perso nal life. One of the reasons for this was the unique position that Sureshbabu had in my

mind as guru. I could never let anyone else take that place after he died .
To this date people ask me, "Your singing has been influenced so much by Arneer Khan's

style of singing! \Vhy don'tyoumention his name too as yourguru ?" Myansweris always
the same. "Sureshbabu is my guru and Ameer Khan is 'like a guru' to me."

The gayaki ofKirana gharana is, no doubt, comparatively confined to the middle (madhya)

and the higher (raar) octaves, whereas Khansaheb' s gayaki dwells mostly on the lower

(kharaj ) octave. The terrain of the lower octave notes is, on the whole, somewhat dry and
rough. But Khansaheb had made the kharaj so smooth, like velvety green grass, that he
himsel f did not feel like coming out of it. That is why his gayaki had acquired a three
dimensional form. It is only because of this kharaj context that in spite of the decorative
embellishments sym bolic of the present times his gayak i never appears frivol ous. Deep,
soul-searching, introspective, impressive, aristocratic, superlative-these are the manyepi
thets which cou ld beappl ied to his music. Ofcourse. Khansaheb's voice was also a contrib

uting factor. It had a mystic touch. a resonance Ijawari ). In addition to these inherent
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qualities, he also had insight.

On the stage, Khansaheb looked like a seer in deep meditation; calm , seemingly detached

from the audience, with no hody mov ement and hardly any flourish of the hand. A Tanpura

onbothsides anda slow beaton the Tabla used to be theonlyaccompaniment. Occasion
ally a harmonium would be there, but no vocal sopport.

Theveryfirst note from Khansaheb came outas if from the depth of the inner sanctum of
a temple, carrying with it the sanctity of the place . It would compel the listener to tum

inwards andthen would begin an interweaving of notes. Each note would stepout with all
its beau ty in the co ntext of the raga and would gradually gel embelli shed. Grace notes and

well-defined curves ado rned his alaps.

Although the notes werepatterned on themerukhand scheme. their presentation usedto
be highly art istic . It was not just a mathe matical calculation. In the background was the

context of the raga as it had appeared to Khansaheb. That is why the ragas presented by

Khansaheb seemed to be di fferent from their conventional form and to be breaking away

from tradition.
Thesargam singing (singing of note-names) in-between alaps and tanw could besaid to

be Khansaheb' s khasiyat from every point of view. The 'change' in my own music was
mainly rootedin this sargam. I started including sargaminmysingingfor the first time after
1960. It gave me a new orientation. I started observing themovement of notes with greater
awareness. The delicacy and variety with which Khansaheb uttered the note-names and
artistically linked thenotesfrom thethree octaves in a singlephrase. subtly giving stress on
the beats of tala through the movement of the notes, used to cast a spell.

In the delineation of a raga, sargam would enter with the tempo of alap and when it
reached the tempo of a lana, the tana would take over. Khansaheb 's tanas, beautifuland
clear, with each note a distinct entity freely roaming over three octaves, used to create
unexpected configurations involving various twists and turns in the flow of tempo. These
configurations would quickl y slip by and would be totally ntissed by the listeners if they

were not attentive,
Compositions in the medium tempo (madhyalaya} were another special feature of

Khansaheb's music. Khansaheb established his distinctiveness through his awareness of
the poetry of the song- text, enunciation of the words, and care ful preserva tion of the song's

emotional content. Generally he usedto singhisowncompositions. The epithet that would
describe themin one word is sa11'angasundar. The compositions would stand outin respect
of all the three dimensions ofpoetry, musical structure, and aesthetic use of tempo. Khansaheb

had his own independent views on larana. Hegavelinguistic and emotional content tothe

tarana and pre sented it in the style of Khayal,
In public concerts, Khansaheb sang only Khayals. As soon as one raga ended, ~other

. . I h it was time forthemtermrssion.would begin Without a pause. The pause came on y w en I . . ,

Th
'1 d hi cert with Bhairavi Occasion-erewas no certainty that he would necessan y enc ms con . ' .

ally, Khansaheb would sing Thumri at private gatherings. On a special request. he w ould
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even sing a ghazal. One could sense the love he felt for other forms through his singing.
Very few persons knew that Khansaheb was well-versed in Tabla; its echoes were re

flected in his gayaki. His handling of tempo was subtle. intelligent, and effective. What
could one say to those who comment, 'Does Khansaheb 's singing have any relationship
withtala?' Theirnotion of arelationship withtalaprobably consists of striking the samwith
a big bang, taking tihais, and wrestling with the beats of a tala

'Khansaheb's music sounds as if he is singing just after getting up from sleep.' "It does
not move forward.' 'Thereis excessive sargam,' 'There is no linkwiththe tala.' "He does not
sing a raga.' 'He sings only notes.' Such are the charges that critics and those who call
themselves knowledgeable have frequently levelled against Khansaheb's singing. Do they
know thai understanding music is alsoan art, a sadhana?

One should criticizeonly after giving due consideration to what suits a particular typeof
voice or a particular style of singing. Every artist has a different model. It is not only
improper but unjust to hold that all should follow the convention that one has accepted. It
will not be surprising if the audience who develop their 'understanding' through the medium
of what is writtenor whatis saidis misguided by such critics.Whata blessing it wouldbeif
those who write about orgive talkson music wouldconductthemselves withgreater respon
sibility!

Khansaheb's singing was not something that dazzled suddenly. Its hypnotic effect would
spread very slowly. One reason why it was so is that his singing was not aggressive and
flashy. There was a total surrender, a meditative trance. Khansaheb is one artist who in
dulged in deepthought, hadanartistic vision. carefully preservedthe eternal value of music,
and neverran afterpopularity or fame.

Khansaheb never took part in the group rivalry that is witnessed today in the field of
music nor in the flattery of organizers, critics, or people who held high positions. And yet,
almost every artist of the next generation has a touch of his gayaki . But how many art isLS
would openly and generou sly accept this? Although he gave a new formal to Khayal
gayaki. Khansaheb never sought publicity for having introduced something new. Khansaheb

appears to be forever great and one wants to pay a quiet tribute to his memory when today
every other person is carrying the banner of having created something new.

BHBlSENJOSHI: 'soHI PARAUtP.WA PAVEGA. ••. '

')0 bhaje Hari ko sada .. So hi paramapada p avega .. .• I could hear the record being
played in the next room. A Bhajan that can be listened to. over and over again. Pandit
Bhimsenji receives requests for this Bhajan at almost every concert, Bhimsenji seems to have
been identified with this and other such Bhajans, Abhangs, and some specific ragas, It is

truethatas an artist attains mastery in his art, he becomes one with it, as it were,
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My first memories of Bhimscnji are as a Tanpura accompanist formy guru Sureshbabu
Mane. Bhimsenji used to visit Hirabai, Sureshbabu's sister. Butwe had rarely met face to
face. I did not know him pe rson ally at that lime . I left Pune in 1959 to take up a job with the

All India Radio. By then, Bhimsenji had established himse lf well in Pune. His name too had

begun to spread far and wide.

Bhimsenji's wife Vatsa la had been my gurubllagini. I had met her frequently prior 10 her

maniage. We used to visit each other's families. Vatsala's mother would always enquire
affectionately about my progress in music and encourage me. OUf meetings grew less
frequent after her marriage. But I kept running into Bhimsenji at conce-rts and festivals,
though it was j ust before stepping on to the stage or while tuning the Tanpura.

I wasmore than thril led when Bhimsenji invited me to singonthe occasionof thethread
ceremony of his son. For one thing, it was a great honour to be im..ited by the maestro:
secondly, quite a few connoisseurs were expected to be there.

My Kh ayal rendition had tak en a new tum after leaving Pune. My thinking, my style, and

my presentation hadchanged considerably. I had conscientiously imbibed Ameer Khan's
gayaki and sargam . My Th umri had already been nurtured on the gramophone records of

Bade Ghulam Ali Khan and Begum Akhtar, muc h before my schooling in the Kirana gharana.

Aftergoing to Nagp ur, it becamemoremature andrichincontentand expression. drawingon
the Purab, Punjab, and other lighter style s.

Ididnotknow how this newface of my music wouldbereceived. I was very tense. Inthe
programme, however, Bhimsenj i sal right in fronl of me, appro ving and admiring my perfor

mance. I received much applause. Vasantrao Deshpande, another great singer who hap
penedto beone of the guestsat this concert. alwaysmade a reference to thatperformance of
mine in lateryears. "Theyoung girl hasevolvedan impressivestyle. allher own!", he would
say. I learnt only later that Bhimsenji too was an admirer of Ameer Khan Saheb and Bade

Ghulam AIi Khan Sah eb.

An artist's ingenuity rests solely on his voice. It does not suffice to have music in the
head . It mUSIbe proj ected successfully throu gh the voice. Talent hasto be strengthened by

hard workand perseverance. And.of course. luck is also animportant factor.
Bhimsenji hasbeen fortunate inthisregard. Hisvoice,evenat this advanced age.engulfs

the listener like a flood of bright light pervading the whole environment. What's more, it is a

voice with a tremendous mass appeal. The Kirana artists have voices that are thin. sharp,
and high-pitched. Bu t Bhimsenji 's voice is quite the opposite-broad, dense, wide-ranging,

capable o f prolonged spans. And yet it can lay claim 10 sweell1ess and melodiousness--the

benchmark of the Kirana gharana. Variation in tone is an asset of Bhimsenji's voice th~t adds

to theenjoyment of his music.When he elongates thetara shadja orweaves a tanam tara
saptak in a low tone. it is a source of unique pleasure and invariably elicits spontaneous

applau se .
The affinity of Kirana gharana with Camatic music was first exhibited through Abd ul
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Karim Khan Saheb's recordings. Coming from Gadag in Karnataka, Bhimsenji's Marathi is

marked with a Kannada accent; so also his music, withphrases and modulations havinga
peculiarly Carn atic flavour.This makes his music al l the more enjoyable.

A guyaki never begins as something perfect. It attains perfection through the passage of

time. It calls for continuousmodification and creation. Agenius is. moreover,well aware that
the process of perfection is endless . This is precisely why almost all the gayakis of all the

gharanas have been inevitably undergoing changes. The Kirana gaya ki, so deeply embed

ded in the gayaki ofAbdul Karim Khan Saheb, also attained new heights at the hands oflater

artists. Not many have accepted this fact. Kirana can no longer be equatedmerely with a
particular type of voice production or a parti cular style of producing notes. The note-by

note gradual development of a raga through alaps, speedy and clear tanas, the conscious

use of the bandish, the inclusion of sargam. a sudden flux of emotio n in an otherwise
peaceful presentation. conscious use of laya (tempoj-s-this gayaki has now come to be
adorned with new embellishments befitting its emotional identity. It establishes rapport with

the listener instantly and drenches him in a showerof eternal ecstasy. Bhimsenji's gayaki
holds a mirror to all these changes.

It is neither possible nor desirable to lay down a rigid framework for any art. The crit ics of

the Kirana gayaki must bear well in mind that in this age of fast pace and fierce competition,

the Kirana gayaki has not only survived; it has come to be recognized and appreciated by

both the classes and the masses. It may not dazzl e, but it can certainly elevate one to the
sublime.

The success of a concert can be gauged by what an artist presents on the stage. how
often he elicits applause, and how he manages to hold the listen er in rapt attention till the

end . It is at concerts that the an of music truly flourishes. Bhimsenji is the king of concerts.

His concertinvariably means a packed audience anda shower of applause. He hascontrib
uted much in fortifying and beautifying the Kirana gayaki, infusing it with vigour and new
life.

Bhimsenjihad a recording sessionat theHMVstudio once. Iwentthere. with the intention
of listening to the recording and meeting Bhimsenji and Vatsala. I still remember vatsala's
words at that time: "One mustrecordas much as one can, as long as the body and voice co
operate !" How right she was! We have innumerable recordings of Ohimsenji that have

enriched many a household. Th e Abhang vani took Bhim senji 's populari ty to phenomenal

heights. The Mar athi, Hindi, and Kannada devotional songs draped in classical music have

won thehearts of laymen and connoisseursalike.What's more. his fansneverquite gotover
him as he broke upon the glitzy world of film s, along with the mass medi a like the radio and

the television-the famous "Mile SUT mera tumhara __."took him to unbeli evable heightsof

popularity. In this entire journey ofOhimsenji in the realm of art, Vatsala has made a nO!ewonhy
contribution.
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Bhimsenji seems to have been blessed by Saraswati as well as Lakshmi. Together with
public recognition, Bhimsenji has been felicitated with many honours and awards by gov

ernments here and abroad. It is he and he alone whocan layclaimto a popularity of mammoth
proportions.

The Stree magazine in Marathi had once assigned me the task of interviewing Bhirnsenji.

The discussion was to focus mainly on male and female artists. Bhimsenji's Marathi with its

Kannada accent was so pleasing to the ear! We must have talked for an hour or so. But the

talkwas a reaffirmation of the qualities ofKirana artists. They are humble, open-minded, self

respecting, but never self-righteous. They never talk disparagingly of other artists, but
praise them for even their slightest merit.

It had been a long-cherished desire of mine to invite Bhimsenji for lunch at my place.

Once, when he had a morning concert, he consented to come over to my place after the

programme. It was the day of Bhogi, the day before Makara Sankranti festival. The

Maharashtrians traditionally eat sesame-topped bhakri (bread) made of bajri flour. But I

said to my mother, "How can we serve just bhakri? We'd better prepare something else!"

When Bhimsenji arrived, he bowed at my mother's feet and said, "I would love to have

sesame bhakri please!" And he did eat the bhakri with relish. This is the simplicity of his

nature, which I have experienced very often.
I was to release Swaranginee, a compilation of my compositions. The publishers, as well

as I myself, wished that Bhimsenji should write its foreword. Bhimsenji consented willingly,

and his foreword, I must say, is one of the highlights of this book.

I have been organizing a music festival in Mumbai now for more than thirteen years in the

memory of my gurus Sureshbabu Mane and Hirabai Barodekar. Bhirnsenji has always made

it a point to attend it. His very presence, I must say, lends a certain grandeur to the festival.
In the absence of both my gurus, I consider myself indeed fortunate to receive blessings and

approbation from all the stalwarts of the Kirana gharana-Saraswatibai Rane. Gangubai

Hangal, Feroz Dasrur; and Bhimsenji, along with the entire music fraternity!
May God bestow health and long life on Bhimsenji so that the refrain 'Mile sur mera

tumhara' may go on and on and on!




