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This is doubtless a work of singular valu e. As a

record of interviews-generally pointed-with
thirty- nine lead ing mu sicians , four fascinating

essays on Bharat Ratna awardees, and se venteen

honorific, yet truthful ones on those musicians

who are no longer with us but whose memories

we surely cherish, it is to my mind the only book
of its kind so tiu; and henc e its revi ew too has to

take a somewhat unusual form. I have gone
through it more than once; I had to, because it is

packed with very interesting materia l and is, at

places. instructive andquite informative as well. It
has net been easy for me to pick all its salient
features, but here I have beenhelped, in part. by a
close readingoftwo(ofthe three) prefatorynotes,
one by Professor (Mrs.) Krishna Bisht, a former

Head o f Delh i Univers ity's Faculty ofMusic and

Fine Arts and herselfa very competent mus ician

and musicologist; and the other by Shri Anil Sinha

which has given me such information as the author

h im self could n ot prov id e in h is own

autobiographica l pre face (pp .XIIl·XVIU) whieh

is, however, not only readable, but also revelatory

of the author's innate humility. Luckily, some of

thebook's key features have been well chosen by

Mrs. Bisht; my own reading of the work has

con firmed them; and I may list them as follows:

a. It provides truthful accounts of the arti stes'

0 \\11 experi ence, reflections on music, personal

struggles and fami lial env ironment, and thus

fill s a lacuna in our concern with the wor ld of

music as it presently is.

h. It also presents some controversial views, such

as the one relating to th e origin of sarod, in

such a balanced way that the reader is able to

deci de on his own as to which of them really

makes sense .

c. It highli ghts our musicians' widely shared

emphasis chat the world of sangeet is utterly

free from the taint of communalism.

d. Care has also been taken to determine the duty

and responsibility of the media, the soc iety

and the government to wards our music.

e. Finally, besides bein g very well written, the

book is distinguished by the author's abi lity to

put questions to the artis tes in suc h a way that

is sensible, penetrating and determined, hut

never impolite.

A. for the author. pretsce (tilled ai7rall< '"l
~) I find it, very likeable. It convinces me of

his el igibility for writinga book ofthis kind. What

is more, in acknowledeging the author's own

ind ebt edne ss to th ose who hav e assis ted and

encouraged him, his pre face not only reveals his

innate humil ity but his uncannyeye fordetail which

is perhaps due to a bas ic demand of tabla-rhythm

in which he special izes , namely, sc rupulous

atten tion to the prope r execution andordering of

the bo ls which the art builds upo n, so as to project

the ir indi vid ua l sonant un iq u e ness . w ha t,
however, lends exceptional value to the book is its

potential to provoke the readers' own think ing, in
addition to providing them wi th a good dea l of

interesting information and a far better idea ofour

musician's ability to think and of their sense of

. values.This many-sided utility ofthe work should

be clear ly borne out as I now proceed to deal with

its. actual con tent.

H owe ver, in so far as this content is very

diverse, I propose to divide my refl ections into

separate segm ents as follows:

A. Informative Passages
Here , I will refer to those pages which provide

such details abou t the lives and work of ou r

musi cians as deserve to be better known. Some of

these pages recount incidents that are very likely

to make the reader chuckle wi th del ight; and some

other would make him feel a little edified because

of the nobility (or at least gentil ity) exuding from
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Kendra (New Delhi) who is widely known not
only as a superlative harmonium accompanist.
but for his painstaking researches in the field of
MarathiNaryaSangeet.jhe firstparaonp.98which
recounts Tarun Bhattacharya's santoor recital as
an invocationof peace for the souls of those who
lost their lives in the World Trade Center
cataclysm; very touching accounts of the impact
of some memorable Odissi performances by
Sanchita Bhattacharya (pp.I().I..I05); p.161which
tells us how Buddhaditya Mukerji, one of our top
sitarists, heaved a sigh of reliefon being told that
the rhythmicclapping whichoncegreeted the end
of his 5·minute recital in Yugoslavia was an
express ion o f heart y app lause, and nOI of
disapproval asitgenerally is in theWest; a similar
rarity on p.180 where Manilal Nag, another sitar
maestro, gratefuUy recalls how in his up-and.
coming years, and at absolute variance with the
practice today, hewas open-heartedly acclaimed-c.
and so encouraged-by such a senior artist as

Pandit OmkarnathThakur; and,on p.I9 t, a quite
heart-warming account of howourmusicians,like
Pandit Mohinder Sarin. are sensitive to ourarmed
forces' sacrifices.

1I would however bewrong to believe that the
work being reviewed is good only at narrating
incidents. It alsoprojectsour musicians' tendency
to respond, sometimes a little .....aywardly, but
mostlyquite sensiblyto searchingquestions,and
generally with the requisite measure of poise.
Good or bad. the answers are almost always
provocative, the very first interview(with Ustad

Abdul Halim Jaffer Khan. pp.3~ I J) being a fine
example.

B. Q. Why is your Alipa so brief!
A.Blaffer:: Alipa is really meant to preface

dhrupad singing, not for sitar playing. Further, a
vilambit gat provides ample ground for playing
reposeful tonalphrases. Hence. a longand leisurely
iilapa before (iJ.rbound playing is relatively
unnecessary (p. 4).

Q. In the fight of the fact that our

the musicians' exemplary attitude or attempts to
make sense of some present state of affairs in a
very balanced way.

S. Ouestioas and Ansll't'rs
Under this head I will Jist mainly those pages

where th e more penetrating questi ons and
satisfyin g answe rs occur, with occasional
comments from my side to help the reader to react
more read ily to the verbal exchanges. The
questioner, in each case. is the author himself; so,

to refer to him, the latter Q should suffice; but in
the case of respondents-the art ist es
interviewed-Lwhe areso many. individual names
will have to be given. Where the QA duels are
specially striking. some extracts may have to be

cited. This should make us realize that quitea few
ofour better known musicians are not only good
performers but watchful and balanced thinkersas
well

C. A ccord andDissent
This segment will draw the readers' attention

to those pages which show two musicians giving
utterance either to different views on the same
subject or to common grievances or problems.
Generally, however. most of the chapters call for
thorough reading. just because they teem with
interesting material.

A. As Jsaid, Jhave inmind themanyincidents
described in the book but the most delightful of
these, involving SharanRani (sarod) andthe tabla
maestro Ustad Ahmad Jan Thirakwa, occurs on
p. 252 ; and the most gripping one, because ofits
sheer bizarreness. relates to a detail of Ustad
Bismillah Khan's riyaz (p. 3J8-319). However.
these are not the only incidents thatmakethework
fascinating, and even a quick took at thefollowing
pages Iparagraphs shouldkeep the readergluedto
the book.

The big. middle para on p.S5 which speaksof
a very quee r challenge faced and met with
'devastating' effect by the tabla maestro, Pandit
Kishan Maharaj ; first para on p.77 in the chapter
on Jairam Potdar, presently director of Kathak
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instrumentalists today vie wi th ea ch other in

relating their gharana to the legendary Tansen,

would you like to say something about your own
gharana?

A. Gharilnil! Tansen! I openly declare that I

and my baaj have nothing to do with Tansen, As

for the word ghar3n3 , it is to me quite vacuous.

Nor do1attach any valueto the gharanasas such.
How are they necessary? Is not Camatic music

flo uri shing with ou t being hemmed in by

gharanas? It is reallyverypainful tha t peoplehave
succeeded in dividing (the world 00 sur and laya
on the basis of ghar3nas.(5)

Now, such unusual answers are bound to

prov oke any thoughtful reader into many
questions. Personally, I regard this maestro as a

superlative virtuoso. but here. to be sure. his
thinking is awry. In inno vating his distinc tive

Jafferkhan i baa], ] ask. is he dividing the art of

sitar playing (on the basis of sur, tala and formal

grac es) or ju st diversifying it? If the different

ghacinas specialize indifferent ragas,or if. without

any damage to its grammatical schema. they (the

gharin3s) present the same raga differently (ye t

winsomely) by ava iling of vary ingly designed

compos itions and utilizing formal graces and texts

of dissimilar look, mean ing and emotive hue. do
they not make usaware ofthe exhaustless aesthetic

potentia l o f one and the same riga? Diversifying.

J repeat, is not the something as dividi ng . (It was
well after expressing myself thusthat I came across

Pandit Bhim Sen Joshi's supportive views , on

p.l7 1). And, fina lly. does this sitar maestro

propose a re-shaping of Hindustani music on the
model of its Camatic colleague? Should our very

way of singing the individua l swara become

similar to that of our south Indian vidwans? Above

all , is it not a hard. unmistakable fact that it is

essen tially our ghaci n5:s that have preserved and

brought out the limitless creative reaches of our

music. If the art of painting has thrown up such

di ve rs e styles (o r schoo ls) in the West as

Impressioni sm , Ex pressi o ni sm , A bstract

e xpressionism, Cubism, Surre a lism , an d

Minimalism.,is this to be taken as a disruption of

this visual art or as a proofof the infinite scope it

provides for creativity? The desire to beinnovative

is perfectly fair, but a glib condemnation of an

established tradition which has give n us maestros

o f diverse, ye t co mparable excellence is quite as

improper.

Yet, to be fair to the totality of this maestro's

answers in this opening interview, I must add that

his other utterances (in th is chapter) ma ke

admirable sense. and that the way he emphasizes .

with the help of an actual exa mp le. the absolute

absence of conununaIism in the world of music

(po 9, 4th regular para) or the po inted way he

bem oans the state of music in Pakistan (in the

immediately following lines) are refre shing eye­

open ers .
However, not mere ly its opening chapter but

the entire book is replete not just with provocative,

and (at places) questionable answers, but also

with quite a few spirited yet well argued and (at

places) evenilluminatingrejoinderswhich bespeak

of o ur musicians'c-ceven tabla players'-ability

to think and argue competently. Here, at once ,

I feel impelledto refer to Chapter 27 which records
the interview with Prof. Rangnath Mishra who

nOI only poses the sensib le questio n why some

reputed gharanas of tabla do not mak e use of the

inky circle when it is so visibly a part of 'the right

one' (2 15), but even questions the propriety of

pronounci ng yoga as yoga(2 14); and, what is

more, even hin ts at the possibility that rhytlun

may begiven a place of pre-eminence in sangeet

because it is able to charm us without the aid of

words and tones graded in a scale (21 8). But in so

far as limitations of space pre vent me fro m

dwellingon all the questions and answers at length.

I may dilate on just one or two 'interviews' more.

and then quickly list those pages, may be even

paragraphs, whi ch co ntain some striking verbal

interactions. See for example the very next chapter

which records the interview with the sarod maestro,
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Ustad Amjad Ali Khan :

Some pointed (at plac es, even caustic)
questions (p. 21, 2nd para). and some very
satisfying answers, without even a semblance of

getting irked; expression of fme sentiments in
respect of the ideal nature of music as also of

sensible viewson (a)creationof new ragas (20,21).
(h) r igh t tah la acc ompaniment (21 ,22), (c)

introduction of intervals in the course of a sing le

recital (22,23), (c) fusion in the realm of music

(though a much bette r view on this specific form

of creativity hasbeen put forth by Vishwa Mohan
Bhatt on p. 233) and (d) on Ustad Bismillah Khan's

own and othe r music lovers' attitude to his need
for financ ial help (28-29).

However, the crowni ng touches here are
provided , first, by the maestro's amazingly
balanced remark that though houses of worship

are not absolutely essential (because the locus of

true religiousness is the human heart). it is yet
very wrong to destroy them (29, last para);
seco ndly, by due emphasis on communal amity

(30); and, thirdly, by the singular but hy no means

insignificant remark that, even like the elements,

music is not tied down to any particu lar religion,

and tha t though it cannot satisfy hunger, music

can certainly nourish the soul (31).

Th e next 'interview' proj ects some very

sensible 'answers' by Ustad Asad Ali Khan, our

only Rudra Veena expert (33-37). Wha t the

maestro says about the future of'veena-playing in
our country (34·35) should make us aU sit up

apprehensively . Luckily, howe ver. some relief is

provided by wha t we are told about adhe rence to

the gum-shishyspar.u1¥'anlofteaching at LI.C.,
Kolkata. The next interviewee, Ustad Aasheesh

Kha n, is likely to surprise the reader by h is

preferring not only Buddhad ev Oasgupta, bUI

Sharan Ranias well 10 the far better known. Amjad
Ali (41). But what! have foond difficult to digest

is what Aasheesh Khan has sa id abou t A.R.

Rahman (42) . Luckily, however, satisfying views

expressed durin g the course of interviews far

outnumber the questionable ones.

In spite of beinganacknowledgedconcertartist.
Kalpana Komkali's very right emphasis on the
value or a mother's role in the family (42-46); the

courageous and quite proper rebuttal of Kumar
Gandharva's view that tabla-playing cannotclaim

to he an independen t art hy K ishanMahar.lj, the
first ever tabla-maestro to be honoured with the

Padma Vibhoosh an award (50), and his qui te

warrant ed oppositio n to excessi vely slow and
quick paces of Iaya in music, as also to over

emphasis on the shffstnj-apakshaofthis an(SI);
Prof.G.c.Srivastava's very sensible disagreement

with the view that institutional teaching in music
is not producing any worthwhile results (58)--a

reaction which issues, if a little more spiritedly.

also from Principal Madhup Mudgal (183-184);

Gundecha Brothers' correct definition of the right
way to sing jungalbandi (62).-a view which is

not only echoed by the Rajan-Sajanduo. but quite

properly highlighted by them in the context of

interpersonal relations taken quitegenerally(198);

the many inconveniences of everyday living to

which our topmost musicians are subject to, as
listed not only by Fahimuddin Dagar (p.J48), bot
by the famed Varanasi duo of vocalists, though

the latter alone highlight the matter against the

rampant craze for the game of cricket (204); Gopal

Chandra Panda's revelation of the three ragas and
the three specific gamakas which distinguish

Odissi classi cal mu sic as ro oted in the

compositionsofJaideva (67)(andofwhich I have
no knowledge at all); Sanchita Bhattacharya's

sensible expla nation of why an Odissi recital

generally begins with bhoomipr:J.pam( I0I), and
her moving appeal to our political rulers (106);

Principal Madhup Mudgel's balanced remarks on
the diffe rring value of words in cla ssical and

sugamsangeel( 184, 186); Pdt.Mohinder Sateen's
explanation of why exactly such sangeet should

beregarded as sug301(188) and bis mention of3

little kno wn. but important detail which the

composer of sug.J111 sangeet has 10bear in mind.
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that is, the precise moment where the singer may
have to breathe restfully (190), and (in myview) a

rightfulprotest against the continuingtendency to
overrate K.L. Saigal as a singer (195).

It wouldhoweverbewrongto believethatwhat

I have said so far, on the basis of my first reading
of the book, is all that makes the work fascinating

and richly informative. The truth rather is that
subsequent readings of the book have struck me

with a numberof other facts and argumentswhich
1just cannot help but referring to.

Ustad Ahmad Jan Thirakwa's 25·year long
stintasa tablaaccompanistwith Bal Gandharvain
various plays, and his noteworthy open-hearted

admission that he had not seen any other vocalist
adapting variationsoflaya to expressionofdifferent
rasas as effectively as Bal Gandharva could (80);

admission of the intrinsically untuneful tone of

ga and dha as they sound on a harmonium, along

with an expert player's device to cover the defect,

by such an admittedly competent harmonium

accompanist as Jairam Potdar (90); an account of

the main reason why vocalists have often preferred

the harmonium to sarangi as an accompanying

instrument (91-92); the non-aesthetic worries of

today'sprofessional musicians who no longer enjoy

any royal patronage (95); a C.D. for de-stressing

(produced by Tarun Bhattacharya) which is selling

well even in foreign countries (97); Buddhaditya

Mukerji (the sitarist) as the first Indian musician

to perform in the British House of Commons

(153); very interesting information (provided by

Bhajan Sopori) about the musical ancestry of

santoor, as also about the artist's own innovations

in re-structuring the instrument and his distinctive

playing of some taans (and use of chi/din) which

is possible only on a santoor (167-168); Pandit

Bhim Sen Joshi's inability to characterize any of

his recitals as memorable, because he still sees

some lacunae in his singing (174); a somewhat

similar expression of the same inability by the

famous violinist Dr. N. Rajan (133); and Ustad

Zia Fariduddin Dagar's contribution to the

propagation ofdhrupad, and his emphasis on three

such formal graces as 1had never heard ofearlier,

namely, padchedan, patjhad, and pataka(136).

C. Be it noted that, on one point at least, this

dhrupad maestro entirely disagrees with another

very senior member of the Dagar family.

According to Ustad Zia Fariduddin Dagar, the

word bam·(and its 4/5 fonns) are just the product

of some individual's whims (138, last line). On

the other hand, Ustad Fahimuddin Dagar insists

that the Dagar banialone is that pure baniwhich

incorporates and builds upon all the essentials of

sangeet. Both, however, agree in maintaining that

it is better to regard dhrupad as an epitome of

ancient Indian cultural values than as a mere genre

of classical vocal music (136, 146).

All this should be enough to sustain the

readers' interest in the book. Yet I cannot close

this review without inviting their attention to what

I regard as a superlative instance of how one's

commitment to music can surpass every other

interest. Once, when Ustad Hafiz Ali Khan, father

of Amjad Ali, met the then President of India,

Dr Rajendra Prasad, and when the First

Citizen anxiously enquired if the ageing maestro

needed any help, the latter's ready answer was:

'Sir! Just protect raga darbari, please; it is facing

mutilation; and now, Sir, I beg leave to go--to be

on time for namilz (17).

The book abounds in such fascinating material,

and its multifarious richness make us feel beholden

to the author.

S. K. SAXENA




